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Phenomenology and analytic philosophy were born out of the same historical problem—the growing crisis about how to characterize the proper methods and role of philosophy, given the increasing success and separation of the natural sciences. A common 18th and 19th century solution that reached its height with John Stuart Mill’s psychologism was to hold that the while natural science was concerned with “external, physical phenomena”, philosophy (along with math and logic) was concerned with “internal, mental phenomena”, and thus proceeded by turning our observational gaze inward at the mind, rather than outward towards the world (Ryle 1971, 366). Both Husserlian phenomenology and early analytic philosophy grew from dissatisfaction with psychologism, and figures from both traditions developed relentless criticisms of psychologism, beginning with Brentano and G.E. Moore
 and reaching its peak with Frege and Husserl.

I will argue that both phenomenology and early to mid-twentieth century analytic philosophy also offered the same sort of alternative solution: seeing philosophy as distinctively involved in the analysis of meanings or concepts, not the discovery of empirical facts and regularities.
 Husserl spends the first two hundred pages of the Logical Investigations attacking psychologism, and thereafter turns to develop the idea of a ‘pure’ a priori logic that can study meanings or concepts without relying on any empirical facts whatsoever—including facts of psychology. The idea that philosophical study is distinguished from the natural sciences in terms of its a priori focus on meanings rather than an any empirical matter of fact finds its echoes in the analytic tradition among the logical positivists’ distinction between analytic and empirical statements, with only the former providing a legitimate realm for philosophy, as concerned with definitions and formal consequences of definitions, not with questions of empirical fact (e.g. Ayer, 57). It also shows up in ordinary language philosophers’ rejection of the relevance of or reliance on empirical claims.
 Here I will focus particularly on relations between post-war Oxford analytic philosophy and Husserlian phenomenology. While I will not claim that the methods they developed and utilized are just the same, I hope to at least make it clear that they are far more like each other than either resembles the psychologism that came before them or the naturalism that came after them. 

The goals of this paper are both historical and thematic. On the historical side, I hope to clear away some common misconceptions about sharp differences supposed to divide phenomenology and analytic philosophy. First, there is the common view that phenomenology is concerned with analyzing meanings of our mental states, whereas analytic philosophy is expressly concerned with analyzing meanings in language (Dummett 1993). Second, there is the supposition that Husserl’s methods for phenomenology involve him inextricably in a baroque ontology of essences and an obscure methodology of ‘inspecting’ these, both of which would have been anathema at least to later ordinary language philosophers (though perhaps not to earlier analytic figures such as Frege and Moore).
 In sections 1 and 2 I address these superficial differences with the aim of clearing the way to seeing the deeper commonalities between phenomenology and ordinary language philosophy about the proper methods and goals of philosophy. 

The second and more important goal of this paper is to begin explicating exactly what this distinctive method is supposed to be. While it may be glossed as involving the analysis of meanings or concepts, serious questions arise about how this method of analysis is supposed to be undertaken, how it is supposed to provide a distinctive non-empirical method for philosophy (distinguishing it from the natural sciences), and whether it can hope to provide any insights about the ontological structure of the world, rather than leaving us with trivial linguistic results. The central thrust of sections 3 and 4 below will be to address the ways in which Husserl answers those questions, while also pointing to some parallels with work in the analytic (especially ordinary language) tradition.

For if I am right that Husserl and early-to-mid analytic philosophers at least offered the same general kind of answer to what the proper and distinctive methods of philosophy could be, there is an additional motivation for paying close attention to Husserl’s proposed methodology: he offers a more explicit and thorough development and defense of the idea of a priori meaning analysis as the proper method of philosophy than any other philosopher. Husserl’s central goal throughout his life was to lay out a method for doing phenomenology—which he considered “one and the same” as “philosophy in general” (1989, 328), and indeed he has almost certainly written more on philosophical methodology than any other twentieth-century philosopher. He returns again and again in all his major works to attempt to describe and justify the methods for phenomenology, and is especially concerned to justify his claim that phenomenology may be done without reliance on any empirical fact. In fact, Husserl’s obsession with methodology sometimes seems to come at the expense of simply applying these methods in a way that would demonstrate their fruitfulness. 

The reverse seems to be the case for the ordinary language philosophers who shared a similar conception of philosophy. Where Husserl focused primarily on method, practitioners of ordinary language philosophy mostly simply put their methods to work on philosophical problems, and often seem embarrassed or put out by questions of methodology. Thus, for example, Grice complains of being asked about “The Ordinary Language Approach to Philosophy”, reporting that “I do not find it by any means easy to give a general characterization of the philosophizing in which I engage; indeed I am not sure that it is all of one sort; moreover, I am sure that one could find numerous methodological divergences among Oxford philosophers, though there does, no doubt, also exist a noticeable family resemblance” (1989, 171), and later admits that mid-century Oxford philosophers had a tendency to ‘fudge’ rather than ‘face’ questions about what is and is not properly philosophical (1989, 182).

Of course some analytic philosophers make apologetic or grudging attempts at describing methods—thus, e.g., G. E. Moore begins his course of lectures “What is Analysis” by saying: 

…it’s a matter of extreme difficulty to give a precise definition of philosophy: I have to confess I’m very vague; but I will try to be as definite as I can. It’s very hard and I shall very likely be wrong. But I think there are some things worth saying. (1966, 153)

Ryle attempts to ‘ungarble’ the question of the role of ordinary language in doing philosophy in his essay “Ordinary Language” (1971, 301ff), and Grice (1989, 171-180 and 181-186) and Strawson (1992) both at places broach the issue of the role of philosophy and the role of conceptual analysis in it. Nonetheless, for ordinary language philosophers,
 questions of method seem to be a largely unwelcome sidetrack—for the most part, the methods are simply employed. 

Thus reexamining Husserl’s attempts to develop a new method for philosophy may not only help rectify our historical understanding of the relations between pre-Quinean analytic philosophy and phenomenology, but also may help us come closer to understanding what methods and goals for philosophy were seen as available in the wake of psychologism. More broadly, it may help us reexamine what room there is for developing distinctively non-empirical methods for philosophy and reevaluate whether or not such methods are viable.  

1. Analyzing Meanings in Mind and Language

If we are attempting to draw out a methodology common to both Husserlian phenomenology and early to mid analytic philosophy, a crucial objection might arise. Though the work of both sides might be glossed somehow as involving a form of meaning-analysis, is there not this crucial difference: Husserl was interested in the analysis of meanings ​of our mental states, whereas analytic philosophers are concerned with meanings in language? 


While at a superficial level this may ring true, in fact this surface difference masks the deep cohesion between what philosophers on the two sides are doing. Husserl begins the second volume of the Logical Investigations by citing approvingly Mill’s claim from A System of Logic that we must “begin logic with linguistic discussions” to clarify the meanings of the propositions involved in logic (Husserl 2000, 248). He quickly continues, however, by noting that: 

Linguistic discussions are certainly among the philosophically indispensable preparations for the building of pure logic: only by their aid can the true objects of logical research… be refined to a clarity that excludes all misunderstanding. [But] We are not here concerned with grammatical discussions, empirically conceived and related to some historically given language.(2000, 249).

At least all higher thought, Husserl concedes, requires verbal expression, so “The objects which pure logic seeks to examine are, in the first instance, therefore given to it in grammatical clothing” (2000, 250), and:  

Rough reflection on our thoughts and their verbal expression… suffice to indicate a certain parallelism between thinking and speaking… If we could regard such a correspondence as perfect, and as given a priori, and as one particularly in which the essential categories of meaning had perfect mirror-images in the categories of grammar, a phenomenology of linguistic forms would include a phenomenology of the meaning-experiences (experiences of thinking, judging etc.) and meaning-analysis would, so to speak, coincide with grammatical analysis. (2000, 257)

Unfortunately, however, such strict correspondences do not hold: there may be (ambiguous or equivocal) words with more than one meaning, and there may also be two or more words (which are mere aesthetic or stylistic variants) with the same meaning. Moreover, there is also no strict parallelism between logical and grammatical form— “Everyone knows how readily and how unnoticeably an analysis of meaning can be led astray by grammatical analysis” (2000, 257), and so “the rough concomitances among verbal and thought-differences, and particularly among forms of words and thoughts, makes us naturally tend to seek logical distinctions behind expressed grammatical distinctions” (2000, 258). 


Husserl’s reservations about considering the methods of philosophy to involve linguistic analysis are perfectly mirrored by those of early analytic philosophers—as, e.g. G.E. Moore insists that it is misleading to speak of analyzing the concept of a number, or cause, since “there are hardly any words which are used in one sense only” (1966, 159). Russell, of course, offers the most famous distinction between grammatical form and logical form (detailing the ways in which the former may lead us astray) in “On Denoting”, again making it clear that it is relations among concepts (not the words in which they are expressed) and the logical form of propositions (not the grammatical form of sentences) that are the objects of analysis in the analytic case as well as in Husserl’s developing phenomenology. And despite hesitation among later ordinary language philosophers to speak of ‘meanings’ or ‘concepts’ themselves (lest these expressions systematically mislead us into thinking that they refer to a special kind of thing (Ryle 1971, 51-2; Austin 1961, 55ff.)), even among them it is clear that while we may need to start from words and sentences, and certainly to use these in our researches, we cannot consider what we are doing as mere analysis of actual pieces of language. 

Ultimately, both Husserl and ordinary language philosophers hoped to use their forms of analysis not to gain insight into words, or even into meanings as such, but rather into the objects and kinds of objects meant or represented by us. As Austin writes:

In view of the prevalence of the slogan ‘ordinary language’, and of such names as ‘linguistic’ or ‘analytic’ philosophy or ‘the analysis of language’, one thing needs specially emphasizing to counter misunderstandings. When we examine what we should say when, what words we should use in what situations, we are looking again not merely at words (or ‘meanings’, whatever they may be) but also at the realities we use the words to talk about: we are using a sharpened awareness of words to sharpen our perception of, though not as the final arbiter of, the phenomena. For this reason I think it might be better to use, for this way of doing philosophy, some less misleading name than those given above—for instance, ‘linguistic phenomenology’, only that is rather a mouthful.” (1961, 182)

This echoes Husserl’s description of phenomenology as ultimately concerned not with words but with ‘the things themselves’:  

we can absolutely not rest content with ‘mere words’, i.e. with a merely symbolic understanding of words, such as we first have when we reflect on the sense of the laws for ‘concepts’, ‘judgments’, ‘truths’ etc… which are set up in pure logic. Meanings inspired only by remote, confused, inauthentic intuitions—if by any intuitions at all—are not enough: we must go back to the ‘things themselves’. (Husserl 2000, 252).

But how and in what sense can these meaning analyses tell us something about the entities meant, providing not just conceptual but ontological truths? I will return to that issue in §4 below.

2. Platonism and Pleonasm


Husserl tends to speak of phenomenology as much as involved in intuiting essences as in analyzing meanings or concepts:

Assertions of phenomenological fact can never be epistemologically grounded in psychological experience (Erfahrung), nor in internal perception in the ordinary sense of the word, but only in ideational, phenomenological inspection of essence. (Husserl 2000, 607)

While he is particularly concerned with analyzing the concepts central to logic (e.g. meaning, expression, proposition, truth…) in the Logical Investigations, in his later work his interest broadens out to analyzing other kinds of concepts and the corresponding essences—both of aspects of our mental life (e.g. in the first book of Ideas and in Cartesian Meditations) and of other features of the world-represented, e.g. of animals, cultural objects, mere physical objects, and so on (e.g. in the second book of Ideas). Ultimately, Husserl characterizes the goal of phenomenology as clarifying all concepts and analyzing all corresponding essences (via what he calls “eidetic analysis”): 

In this relation it will be shown that the universal task of the clarification of all concepts—understood in the universality of principles—and the correlative task, to be accomplished in the most perfect intuition, of the eidetic analysis and eidetic description of all objectivities and all kinds of unity pertaining essentially to them, coincide with phenomenology (1989, 328).

 
This talk about discovering a priori truths about essences, however, marks another apparently stark difference between phenomenology and ordinary language philosophy. For Husserl’s talk of ‘intuiting essences’ might seem to commit him to an odd platonistic ontology (of a range of eternal essences) and still odder epistemology (involved in a quasi-perceptual inspection of these essences) that would be repudiated by ordinary language philosophers, even if certain earlier analytic philosophers like Frege and Moore might have found it unobjectionable. So, for example, while Gilbert Ryle admires (and adopts) Husserl’s method as it is actually used (cf. my 2002), he complains that Husserl was “bewitched by his Platonic idea that conceptual enquiries were scrutinies of the super-objects that he called ‘Essences’”(1971a, 180-181), whereas Ryle himself described his conceptual enquiries as merely involved in examining “the live force of things that we actually say”(1971a, 185). 

But it is (as Ryle admits-1971a, 181) a caricature of Husserl’s method to describe it as inspecting Platonic “super-objects”—a caricature Husserl fights directly against in several places. We can see this by examining more closely what is really involved in Husserl’s inspection of essences (Wesensschau). The ‘inspection of essences’ Husserl also calls ‘ideation’, and describes most fully in his posthumously published Experience and Judgement. 

In coming to grasp essences, we take as our ‘point of departure’ an individual experience that (apparently) presents us with an individual (say, an instance of redness) (1973, 339). The experience need not be a perception—imagination will do. We then determine what essence it is we wish to find out about (e.g. the essence red) (1973, 357), and put aside (bracket) the question of the real existence and nature of the object presented to us, taking it only as an arbitrary (possibly imagined) example. (Call this ‘eidetic bracketing’ or ‘eidetic epoché’). In this way, we are freed in the further conclusions we may draw from relying on premises about, e.g., this actual object really existing and being perceived by me.

We then proceed to engage in ‘eidetic variation’. That is, we begin to imagine the situation to vary in arbitrarily many different ways. Wesensschau: 

…is based on the modification of an experienced or imagined objectivity, turning it into an arbitrary example which, at the same time, received the character of a guiding ‘model,’ a point of departure for the production of an infinitely open multiplicity of variants. It is based, therefore, on a variation. (1973, 340)

In these variations, we then distinguish what is held in common that makes them still, e.g. instances of redness, despite all the obvious differences generated in the variations (1973, 346-7):

It … becomes evident that a unity runs through this multiplicity of successive figures, that in such free variations of an original image, e.g., of a thing, an invariant is necessarily retained as the necessary general form, without which an object such as this thing, as an example of its kind, would not be thinkable at all… The essence proves to be that without which an object of a particular kind cannot be thought, i.e. without which the object cannot be intuitively imagined as such. (1973, 341)

So Husserl’s talk of ‘Wesensschau’—‘seeing’ essences—as he emphasizes, is not to be interpreted literally as a kind of (quasi-sensuous) seeing of (Platonic) objects; instead, it is nothing more than beginning from a presentation of an object of a certain kind and imaginatively varying the presentation in various ways to yield general truths about what changes can and cannot be tolerated if we are to be presented with an object of that kind (1973, 348-9). 

So understood, Husserl’s method of eidetic variation is strikingly similar to the methods of central ordinary language philosophers as they describe and employ it. Grice describes the method of conceptual analysis in terms of consideration of imagined cases, “To be looking for a conceptual analysis of a given expression E is to be in a position to apply or withhold E in particular cases, but to be looking for a general characterization of the types of case in which one would apply E rather than withhold it” (1989, 174). And Austin famously undertook his ‘linguistic phenomenology’ by considering what we would say in various imagined situations, e.g. in what situations we would say something was (or was not) an accident, mistake, etc., without regard to whether or not the object of predication actually exists (1979, 184). In fact, in explicating Austin’s method, Joseph DiGiovanna notes the “almost total absence of actual cases” cited by Austin (1989, 33). The one exception he notes is Austin’s quote from a law case in “A Plea for Excuses”, but even here, DiGiovanna argues, the case is not used to throw light on the phenomenon of excuses (which is done instead through considering imagined examples), but rather to demonstrate the confusion in the counsel and judge’s talk of excuses. As a result, he concludes that, “actual cases do not figure in linguistic phenomenology in either an essential or a significant way” (1989, 34). 

So, properly understood, the methods of Husserlian phenomenology do not involve some mysterious form of intuition, but rather are based on using imaginative variations to gain general truths about, e.g. what it takes to be a person, an animal, or a work of art. The answers this ‘eidetic variation’ or ‘ideation’ yields about essences are independent of any presuppositions about the empirical existence of the thing presented—I may equally well imagine a unicorn, vary cases, and determine what is essential to being a unicorn without in the least presupposing that unicorns exist. It is in this sense that, although individual experiences provide the points of departure for ideation, the results of ideation are meant to provide purely a priori knowledge of what is required for anything to be of that kind (cf. Husserl 1960, 70-72). This, then, is also the sense in which the methods of phenomenology (and thus philosophy generally) are supposed, in Husserl’s hands, to be distinct from those of the natural sciences: the former methods are entirely non-empirical in the sense that the knowledge gained does not depend on the actual obtaining of any empirical fact.

While Husserl talks of ‘ideal essences’ to reinforce the independence of the conclusions from any matters of empirical fact, this should not be understood as making a metaphysical claim to a Platonist ontology, “This general essence is the eidos, the idea in the Platonic sense, but apprehended in its purity and free from all metaphysical interpretations”  (1973, 341, italics mine). For we can derive truths about essences by way of trivial transformations from our observations about possibilities for the object being imaginatively considered: 

When, for instance, we judge in an essentially general way… that ‘a colour in general is different from a sound in general,’ …it belongs to the essence of the situation that we are free at that time to pass over to the corresponding standpoint from which the essence is objectified, and that the possibility of doing this is in fact an essential one. In keeping with the changed standpoint the judgment would also suffer change, and would run as follows: the essence (the ‘genus’) Colour is other than the essence (the ‘genus’) Sound. And so in all cases. (1962, 52-3).

In short, in using Husserl’s method of Wesensschau we arrive at talk of essences by way of simple transformations permitted by the concepts employed, which license us to transform a general truth derived from eidetic variation (involving no talk of essences) ‘a color in general is different from a sound in general’, to a truth about essences: ‘the essence Colour is other than the essence Sound’. The second is, in Husserl’s use of the term ‘essence’, redundant with respect to the first; it just uses the device of linguistic hypostatization to move from asserting a general truth to an apparently singular truth about essences. 

Speaking directly against the misinterpretation of him as Platonist, Husserl writes: 

It has ever and anon been a special cause of offence that as “Platonizing realists” we set up Ideas or Essence as objects, and ascribe to them as other objects true Being, and also correlatively the capacity to be grasped through intuition, just as in the case of empirical realities. We here disregard that, alas! most frequent type of superficial reader who foists on the author his own wholly alien conceptions, and then has no difficulty in reading absurdities into the author’s statements. If object and empirical object, reality and empirical reality mean one and the same thing, then no doubt the conception of Ideas as objects and as realities is perverse “Platonic hypostatization.” But if, as has been done in the Logical Studies, the two are sharply separated, if Object is defined as anything whatsoever, e.g., a subject of a true (categorical, affirmative) statement, what offence then can remain, unless it be such as springs from obscure prejudices? (1962, 80)

That is, truths about essences are just verbal hypostatizations out of general truths about colors, sounds, etc. as represented. And when Husserl speaks of essences as objects, as he emphasizes, that is only to say that there are such true (affirmative, categorical) statements about them. Since these statements may be derived by trivial transformations from talking about ways (imagined) objects may and may not be, Husserl’s essences seem more properly understood as pleonastic than as Platonistic.
 If so, the apparently great gulf between Husserl’s methods and those of analytic philosophers including ordinary language philosophers is substantially narrowed.

3. Study of Essences and Conceptual Analysis

 
 While Husserl’s method of ‘eidetic variation’ gives us insight into the essences of various types of things, essences are not the same as concepts—essences are features that must be had by any actual or possible object of that type; concepts are representations of certain types of things as necessarily involving certain sorts of feature. So we might still ask how this analysis of essence (however innocuously understood) is supposed to be related to conceptual analysis. 

For Husserl, discovering truths about an essence (by way of eidetic variation and verbal hypostatization) gives us all we need for an analysis of the corresponding concept, for the essences contemplated may be “fixed” descriptively “into pure concepts” (2000, 261). Just as pleonastic transformations enabled us to transform talk about a color in general to talk about the essence color, so can other trivial transformations enable us to move us from essence-talk to concept-talk, so that from truths about essences (derived from eidetic variation) we may derive truths about concepts. 

In the results we get from eidetic variation and verbal hypostatization, the object of our intention (the object meant) is an essence; the difference between concept and essence is just part of the general difference between “meaning and objectivity meant” (1962, 62). So to talk of the concept involved requires a certain shift from considering the represented (essence) to the representing (meaning or concept). As Husserl describes it, the concepts of ‘essence’ and ‘concept’ are correlated in such a way that it is a necessary conceptual truth that whenever we have a truth about an essence (e.g. the essence red involves coloration), we can transform that into a truth about the concept of something of that type (e.g. the concept of something red is the concept of something colored) by simply shifting from a straightforwardly descriptive locution to an ‘of’ locution, moving from describing the (represented) essence to describing the (representing) concept of something of that type. 

Thus in sum we can perform ‘conceptual analysis’ on Husserl’s model by way of beginning from an actual or imagined experience of some (perhaps imagined) object, bracketing the issue of whether or not the object is real, considering it simply as an example of a certain (possible) type T, and so freeing ourselves from relying on empirical matters of fact. We can then imaginatively generate a variety of similar experiences asking in what cases an object of the type T would still be presented. The device of verbal hypostatization enables us to transform these general truths about T-objects into apparently singular truths about the essence T. Finally, such truths about the essence T can be transformed again into truths about the concept of T, as the concept of an object that can tolerate these sorts of variation but not others. 

Analyzing general concepts, then, at bottom requires a prior ability to properly apply (and refuse) the concept, so that we can (at the first stage) say of the various imagined cases whether or not it still counts as a situation in which there is an entity of the relevant type. As Grice writes “we may notice that in reaching one’s conceptual analysis of E, one makes use of one’s ability to apply and withhold E, for the characteristic procedure is to think up a possible general characterization of one’s use of E and then to test it by trying to find or imagine a particular situation which fits the suggested characterization and yet would not be a situation in which one would apply E” (1989, 174), a point echoed by Moore (1966, 166), and Strawson (1992, 6-7). And conceptual analysis roughly is a matter of determining the a priori conditions governing when a concept may and may not be properly applied in various (factual and counterfactual) situations, though Husserl, like ordinary language philosophers, does not presume that such discoveries may be stated in the form of necessary and sufficient conditions for applying a concept. 


Of course neither Husserl nor ordinary language philosophers were interested just in individual concepts or meanings; instead, they were also interested in essential relations and connections among them, looking also to their possible ‘forms of combination’ (Husserl 2000, 238). Thus, e.g., Ryle tried to chart the ‘logical geography’ of mental concepts (1949, 8; 1971b, 372), Strawson (1992, 19-20) defended the idea of ‘connective analysis’, and Austin examined relations among terms grouped into ‘convenient clusters’ (1979, 187). Nonetheless, in each case, it is by way of this sort of imaginative variation that we first become able to provide analyses of concepts that we may use in mapping their interrelations. 

4. Conceptual Analysis and Ontology


If the above is correct, then once we break down certain misconceptions about Husserlian phenomenology, we can see that it shared with early analytic philosophy up through ordinary language philosophy a general conception of philosophy’s proper goals and methods: Philosophy is distinct from the natural sciences insofar as it is not concerned with any empirical matters of fact, but instead is involved in the analysis of meanings or concepts. This conceptual analysis is based largely in determining the application (and reapplication) conditions for our concepts, where these are considered a priori—in the sense that we are concerned only with whether or not the concept would be properly applied or refused in various imagined cases, not with whether any such cases are actual. Performing conceptual analysis on this model relies on a prior ability to apply and refuse these concepts, but need not involve laying out a strict set of necessary and sufficient conditions for their application. 


Husserl and ordinary language philosophers alike were cognizant of a certain danger in this characterization: that it may make the tasks of philosophy “seem to the layman to be barren, pettifogging word-exercises” (Husserl 2000, 238), which involve shunning the grander traditional roles of philosophy in determining “the answers to certain nonlinguistic questions about Reality” (Grice 1989, 183-4). 


But there is also a sense in which we may say that conceptual analysis yields ontological results—as long as we understand ‘ontology’ carefully, as Husserl and his followers did, as involving a purely a priori study of essences and their interrelations, not claims about what ‘really’ exists. “Every concept of essence attained according to an authentic method… belongs at the same time to universal ontology” (Husserl 1973, 364). Husserl provides a number of such ontological analyses in the second book of Ideas, where he analyses such concepts as ‘cultural object’, ‘animal’, ‘mere physical thing’ and so on, laying out the essences of things of those kinds. Some of his realist students apply this method to a variety of other concepts, e.g. Roman Ingarden famously develops an ontology of works of art such as literary works, pictures, musical works, and so on, undertaking this explicitly on the model of conceptual analysis:  “What constitutes the general nature…of the literary work of art? Phenomenologists would say that in this case it is a question of an a priori analysis of the substance of the general idea ‘the literary work of art’” (Ingarden 1973, 10). Adolf Reinach similarly seeks to describe the essences of laws, speech acts, and other social phenomena (1989), but again does so by means of conceptual analysis, taking off from word meaning: “When we aspire to essence-analysis, we will naturally set out from words and their significations” (1969, 209). So conceived, ontology may tell us what it would take for there to be a literary work of art, and what such things would be (including how they would be related to authors, copies of texts, readers, and so on), but not whether or not there are, in fact, any such works (cf. my 2003). And of course, much (though not all) of what is done to this day on social ontology, the ontology of works of art, and so on, in analytic philosophy may be understood similarly as based in conceptual analysis, with results to be evaluated centrally by their cohesiveness with our willingness to apply and refuse the concept in various imagined situations.
 


In its most general form (when based in analyzing the most general concepts), ontology so conceived very closely resembles what P. F. Strawson called “descriptive metaphysics”, which aims only to “reveal the overall structure of our conceptual scheme” (Magee 1971, 125), and differs from conceptual analysis only in “scope and generality”, by its concern with interconnections among our most general and basic concepts (Strawson 1963, xii-xiv).
 Husserl similarly took interest in these kinds of fundamental ontological questions, distinguishing a range of basic material categories or ‘regions’ by way of analyzing successively more general concepts (1913/1962, §§9-11), and later proposed undertaking the task of “a life-world ontology, understood as a concretely general doctrine of essence” for the universe of spatiotemporal things (1954/1970, 142).

This a priori approach of course involves a rather different idea of ontology than much of what goes under that name today, as contemporary ontologists often present themselves as (like natural scientists) engaged in determining what really exists, not in explicating the basic categories of our conceptual scheme and their interrelations, and often tout ‘ontological discoveries’ that would require thorough revisions of our conceptual scheme. Indeed in the wake of naturalist criticisms, the a priori approach to ontology and to philosophy developed in phenomenology and ordinary language philosophy has since fallen somewhat out of fashion—at least among those who explicitly discuss methodology. Whether or not the approach to philosophy developed by phenomenology and early to mid-century analytic philosophy has the resources to overcome the criticisms of naturalists and discredit the claims of revisionists cannot be addressed here. But it is, at least, interesting—for some even heartening—to see that they present something of a united front. And time spent explicating Husserl and eradicating misunderstandings of his methods is well worthwhile. For since he offered the most explicit development, justification, and defense of this method, we can hope that understanding his methods can enable us to better evaluate the prospects for this sort of distinctive approach to philosophy.  
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� For discussion of Moore’s anti-psychologism, see O’ Connor 1982, 17-20.


� Dummett (1973, 667) calls Frege the first philosopher to make the analysis of meanings the primary task of philosophy, also making much of metaphysics (especially ontology) part of the theory of meaning (1973, 671). 


� For example, Ryle writes of his The Concept of Mind, “The book does not profess to be a contribution to any science, not even to psychology. If any factual assertions are made in it, they are there through the author’s confusion of mind” (1971a, 188), and Grice similarly rejects the idea that conceptual analysis involves making empirical claims about people’s language habits that would be better settled by sociology (1989, 173).


� In addition to these is the common assumption that Husserl’s methods of studying the mind are based on a kind of introspective peering inwards at experience (Dennett 1987, 154, 157-8)—a method roundly repudiated by prominent analytic philosophers such as Ryle and Wittgenstein. I have argued at length elsewhere (2005) that this is based in a complete misrepresentation of the phenomenological approach to the mind, which is not based in introspection but rather in conceptual transformations from world-oriented experiences. 


� With the possible exception of Ryle, who was heavily influenced by Husserl (Thomasson 2002) and is sometimes enthusiastic about discussing philosophical methodology.


� Nor does it depend on the empirical existence of any of the experiences involved in the process of ideation. In later stages of bracketing, the real existence of these particular experiences is likewise bracketed. 


� A somewhat analogous treatment of propertiesand propositions as pleonastic entities is developed in Schiffer (1994). 


� See my (2004 and 2005b) for arguments that work in the ontology of art must proceed by way of conceptual analysis.  


� Dummett also notes that much of what traditionally belonged to metaphysics—especially ontology—becomes part of the theory of meaning in Frege’s hands. (1973, 671)
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