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HUSSERL TAKES SANTONIN

Abnormality, embodiment, and intersubjectivity

Michael Madary

According to the British Pharmacopedoeia of 1914., “Santonmin, C;sH;g0;, 1s ZS cr};stzﬁne .pfmqple
which may be obtained from santonica, the dned une).cpanded ﬂowerhea. of Artemisia mar-
itima, var. Stechmanniana” (332). It was widely used in the early twentl.eth century o treat
intestinal parasites. It was also used as an example by Edmund Husserl to illustrate a pamaq;u
kind of perceptual abnormality in his Ideas II and elsewhere. The percep.t}nl abnonnflhty
mentoned by Husserl is a curious side effect of santonin: one’s entire field of vision becomes .tmte.d
yellow. Another side effect of santonin is the irreversible cessation of vital functions, which 1s
why it is difficult to find in pharmacies these days. .

In this chapter, I will present three themes in Husserl’s work on percepnon.that can
all, in different ways, be illustrated by his example of yellow vision due to the ingestion
of santonin. These themes have received some treatment in the secondary literature o
Husserl and within the phenomenological tradition but have not figured largely 1n
contemporary philosophy of perception and perceptual psychology. I intend to show

how these themes might both complement and challenge the contemporary research 1o
these areas. The themes that | will cover are as follows:

1  The possibility of perce

2 Characterizin

3 Abnormal perceptu

Before €ntering into each
features of Husser]’s accou

pPerceptual abnorma]jty.




objects - : .
o centimeters from 1t compared with the perspective we have when our eyes
qeters from it. Despite the changing appearance of the table, there is no sense in
perceive the table itself to change. The table itself remains constant

of perception is now referred to as perceptual constancy.

Husserl’s account of perceptual constancy is built upon two main concepts: anticipation
ad fulfillment (Madary 2017). Our perception of a table always includes unfulfilled antici-
mtons of how that table would appear from different perspectives. As we move and take
different perspectives on the table, those anticipations are typically fulfilled through sensations
(Husserl 1993: VI; Hopp 2008). We experience the perspective-independent properties of
objects through fulfilled anticipations of how those properties appear from our current per-
pectve as well as unfulfilled anticipations of how those properties would appear from other
pespectives. When we move, those unfulfilled anticipations become fulfilled. Of course,
tere are also instances in which we are wrong about the perspective-independent propertics
of the world, in which case our anticipations are wrong and would not be ﬁll‘ﬁlled. a\st ::;
move. In those cases, we experence surprise, or disappointment of our anticipations, mtsdue
offulfllment. There are also cases in which we are unable to gain perceptual fulfilimen




t objects. Here 1s an example from Husser] of

bnormality due to lighting conditions: Percepty,

«o distinguish the colors of differen

. : J
situations 1n which we expenence

| z I’ ones: seeing in sunlight, on
‘ ditions prove to be the it . » O11 2 clegr
(Clertain con 00 ence of other bodies which might affect the color appearance
?}2’ , Ycl)ptimum” which is thereby attained then counts as the color itself, in Opposi-
e

- ich “outshines” all pro
- to the red light of the sunset whic proper colors
tion, for example, to (Husserl 1989: ¢ 18b)

: ce between the first example of visiing an unfamiliar environmen
ur inability to detect the colors of objects due to a red sunset. I e
first example, our anticipations are indeterminate and li%(ely to be Pzrtiaﬂy disaPPOinmd &
the second example, there is a sense in which our anticipations are relatively determinate and g,
fulfilled: the objects will continue to be outshined by the sunset as we move and gain differen;
views on them. But there is also, I suggest, a sense in which our anticipations are unfulfilled in
the case of the sunset. Namely, if we understand perceptual fulfillment as having an adequate
view of objects, as does Husserl (2004: 144-148; Husserl 1993: VI §16 and §24), then the case of
the sunset is one in which we lack perceptual fulfillment for the case of color. When we cast
abnormality as a lack of fulfillment due to an inadequate view of things, then normality becomes
a form of optimality, as indicated in the passage above (also see Steinbock 1995b: Chapter 9). Thss
second sense of fulfillment, the fulfillment that we lack in cases of perceptual abnormality, will be
important for what follows.

The case of the red sunset outshining the proper colors of objects is a case of perceptual
abnormality due to external conditions. Husserl also presents cases of perceptual abnormality
due to a change in the perceptual organ itself, which brings us back to santonin: “If I ingest
santonin, then the whole world ‘seems’ to change; e.g., it ‘alters’ its color ... Afterwards, as
the case with every change of colored lighting, etc., I once again have a word which mat-
ches the normal” (Husserl 1989: §18b).

With santonin, we are unable to see the normal colors of things—we are unable to discem the
colors of obje.cts In an optimal way—because our entire field of vision takes on a yellow tnt.
f‘\nother way 1n which perceptual abnormality can occur due to a change in the perceptual organ
1tself.would be cases such as a touching something with a blister on one’s finger or when we are
crosing our eyes (Husserl 1989: §18b). .
th; fas:; ni:::; tpresentec.i cases. of unﬁﬂﬁﬂed perceptual anticipations due to unfamilianty,

Of contingencies are disappointed, and cases of unfulfilled percepttl?ll

anticipations due to perceptual abnormal; h . e of
objects due to either the env; ty, when we are unable to gain an optimal Vi

and the second example of 0
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s and would thus‘ be abnormal in Husserl’s sense,

ol dllngsuv1 Kohler’s experiments eventually adapt to the iy ™ May be ayrar
bt while wearing them. They regain the ability 1o -l - e, the
> . . . .

cows on objects. Abnormality can occur due to external or internal conditions due t
, 0 an

the three main themes of the chapter, as mentioned above.

The body as medium of perception

Leading up to the passages cited above, Husserl asserts that “The Body is, in the first place,
the medium of all perception; it is the organ of perception and is necessanly involved in all percep-
don” (Husserl 1989: §18b). Cases of perceptual abnormality illustrate this claim nicely
because they make the fact that the body is a medium directly manifest to us as perceivers.

When one has ingested santonin and sees everything with a yellow tint, or when one tries to

perceive the surface of an object by touching it with a blistered finger, the temporary
abnormality of the body itself changes the way In which the world appears to US. Wl.len
rmally, the fact that the body 15 2

thmgs are going well and the world appears to us no . nsight
medium can be easily ovedooked, but it would be an error to do so. Thf: mp?mt ;nzon,
om cases of perceptual abnormality is that the body is always the medium of percey

®¥en 1n normal cases.
Another way of putting this point is to consider two poss!
"omally colored vision after santonin wears off. First, one m‘ght

etum to perceiving the true colors of things. The

e change js appealing, entirely unobj ectionable

: c
“CCurate, way of describing the change 1s to say that the medium of iﬁfcﬁmge draws our aueb”
d way of d bing another: 1t 1S

. state to a normal state. This secon state
: i : m one
010 the fact that the change is merely a change 10 the medum fro orld of color

ssible ways of describing the retwi t0
say that the difference is that We

hl-ch th.ls ﬁfSt way Of d@
ISC- BUt anOtth,

tion haS Cha‘n‘ged ﬁom
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ystments of the lenses on microscopes, such as fin
C-

ovem
m e eyes themselves (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 302; Steinbock 1995b. 141 1
" TR=142),

adjustments of th - e . i
f the entire body are als0 ¢ evant here, as in Merleau-Ponty’
Yy onty’s Weu-known

But movements O . | .
example of one’s being drawn to a particular spot n a museum in order to obtain the |,
view of a painting (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 302). Norms of action proceed out of our n:m:

al perceptual states (Husserl 1973a vol. XIV: 123: 123; Taipale 2
hich is our entire body makes it so that there is a proper wa 12)
that in these remarks I am not going so far as to suggest t);to m
the body so as to gain a better view on objects. We mustai e
. mind the obvious cases of properties in the world that we may not care to perceive s;fel;:
as unpleasant odors or distasteful images. Thus, I would add a qualification to the Wa’ thca
Kelly puts the point in his commentary of Merleau-Ponty, in his claim that “Lightingylead:
Fhe gaze in the sense that I have a direct bodily inclination to look where the lighting is best
in orc.ler to see the color of a thing” (Kelly 2004: 101-102). The qualification is that we
only .11.1chned to seek th.e optimal for some properties. My point is that optimal percep;:
condl.nons for the properties that we do care to perceive given our interests and goals always involves
an adjustment of the medium of perception, which is the lived body (Doyon 2018; Hussed
1973b §36). Al§o, the way in which we seek the optimal for one kind of proper;y micht
excltfde the.acu?ns.that would enable us to seek the optimal for another kind of pro cg
Se;k‘?g OPMW is always constrained by the limitations of our embodiment. 3
- m:ﬂ‘:sre meVl}Illg to Fhe second main theme of this chapter, I would like to make some
remark ;:) out E\ﬂn this first thexpe might be relevant for one of the main areas of dispute in
Moore’f Ctl:iry Iih OSOphy. " @d. Philosophers have appealed to something like G. E
m that expenience is transparent as a motivation fe ionali
percentinl experietice, it beieck ation for representationalism about
expenience, or qualia *(;"nnre.laencnng that the view that we are aware of intrinsic properties of
investigate properly hov: " 1990; Tye 1995, 2000). It would require a separate work to
large literatu . e body as medium of perception would fi isely in the
re on qualia and the transpar . BUIE precasy
ments 2s to how the ins | parency of experience, but here are some brief com-
e msight might be helpful. Th : : '
so much attention is th pful. The main point of Moore’s that has received
. 1§ at our CEOI'tS to Intr .
attending to properties of objects in th ospect qualities of experience always leave ©
sation of blue a mental fact seems e world. Moore wrote: “That which makes the s€0-
to escape us: 1t SCCINS, ifI may usec a mctaphor, to be

transparent— '
we look through n:.and see nothing but the blue” (Moore 1993: 37).

ents are similar to ad) |
8Talned

The perceptual organ W
in order to perceive. Note
are always inclined to adjust



nmtionaliStS, In denying that there are intﬁnsic
1 replies to some of these concems, For e

e world 25 having turned yellow, even though we d
yat the world has n fact become yellow.

This representationalist strategy for dealing with ‘
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prompting claims that we have content that represents the world to be a particular way “from

here” or that the world is represented to be a particular way even though it is not actually judged ?
tobe that way on the conceptual level.

Husserl’s point that the body is the medium of all perception offers a way forward that has :

been missed by both sides of the controversy. The representationalist has it that all perceptual

“petience is purely a matter of how we take the external world to be, and the opposition has it |
tat experience has a

19%).
body. Quq
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. constituted by representations of multple features of the iy
| Und ceptual content in terms of a deviation from nonnautyei?d
environment. Un || is different from the standard approach in two main ways B as

'« olobal. Second, it introduces a

presents 3 typf (.)f p:(:cflfen;aelr::ir\lr::?titdilsa;:t ilurely world-directed. e
dla’;;l“:‘:)y:sir;;:l; zn of perceprual content as more or less opt:i.mal introc.iuces a globa] param eter
for co;tent. In the previous section, I d.isc.ussec.i optimality relatve to partlcular Properties that vy
would like to percelve. It 1s an oversimplification to say tthat we percenfe, say, the spherical shape
of an object. We always perceive the sp?l.ere from a partlcular perspcct.lve and that perspective .
more or less optimal relative to our ability to perceive the vol.umetnc shape of the object. I
addition to optimality relaave to particular properties, e entu:e. perceptual modality can be
described as more or less optimal. When one has yellow-tinted v?smn due to santonin, or when
one is in poor lighting conditions, the entire visual modality deviates from the optimal viewing
conditions in which the facing surfaces of objects “reveal themselves as they really appear”
(“zeigt, wie sie wirklich aussieht”) (Husserl 2004: 210). Even our entire multisensory perceptual
experience can be described as more or less optimal. For example, it is more optimal when one is
in good health and clear perceptual conditions, and less optimal when one has the flu or is under
the influence of a dissociative drug. The understanding of perception as more or less optimal isa
simple and elegant way to conceive of perceptual content. It suggests a unifying characteristic of
all perceptual content, which can be contrasted with the piecemeal nature of the usual approach.

Since optimality of perceptual content is always relative to the perceiver, this alternatve
way to conceive of perceptual content departs from the standard, purely word-directed,
conception of content. The traditional view has it that perceptual content offers an unme-
diated report of the external world, to represent “the world as accurately as possible, without
embroidery or fiction” (Akins 1996: 344). The alternative conception of perceptual content
can b.e construed as always being relative to the background and expectations of particular
PRECRIRS, In other words, perception does not answer the question of what is out there s0
much as 1t answers the question of whether there is anything out there that is abnormal or
suboptimal relative to one’s background and goals.

Both of these points—perceptual content as having a general global feature and perccptu.ﬂl

C - .
ontent as relative to the percerver—dovetail nicely with some of the central themes 18

recent work in the predictive processin ;i . c. Clark 2013,
20153, Hohwy 2013: Mad P g approach to cognition (Friston 2005;

‘ : ily of
approaches, pe ary 2017: Chapters 5 and 6). On this approach, or family

.rcepti.on and action are explained in terms of the minimization of Predicu;(l)ln
2 . | T .Ze e

, It
tent

260



- qeddt€ & ! .. rganismg.
ummle _relatjve (Mil dary 2015), Wthh is _— T

Orilm‘ays e medium of perception.”
< YW :
; i Husserl’s phenomenology of perceptiop does

gicive processing approach, there is at leagt ope ; share these 1y

. ) un .
50( he compatible with elements of it. Thys, Husser] portant way i whi

aprising perceptual input. Obviously, '
contrary, humans commonly

porary predictive processing. His account is not challenged
. Nonetheless, it may be instructive here to offer a few
i . s positive account of human action in order to illustrate the simila-
gy erences W1th t.he contemporary theory that reduces all human action and per-
oredictiv v S nmization. The similarity between the two approaches, fosscd’s and
high-Je el processing, 1s that both offer a way of looking at perceptual content in terms of
s ]ve g Obal. Properdes that bring out the interdependency of action and perception. For
°PtiIn:l’j Percepuor., Is more or less optimal relative to one’s goals (Doyon 2018).. sz;
Perce tity Can be increased or decreased through intentional adjustments of the lecFllum

Cessy P, the.body, action, and perception are essentially interrelated. For. p.mfhct.lvc p‘;/O;
Canu:g(i Perception and action are unified through the single goal of error nunummtzon.orld

~Quce error by perceptual inference, which is revising our internal model of the W

" by acy Inf : ive and
¢ ¢ A erence, which is performing actions that reduce both interocept
*eroceptive ¢

One g ST signals (Seth 2013; Hohwy 2013).

by the darkened-room objection
omments about Husser]’

- o.f Our mental lives considered SUbjecdvély' That ™

usah[y to be “that funCtiona-l or lawﬁﬂ rclatlon‘ O

natllre”' e COnStitution of persistent propcrtlcs of a Pe.ﬁﬁth.

oy, o - th? deliberate actions flowing from the e

l""»‘ntiOna]cm‘sfahty (Husserl 1989- §32, 140). The sp tu

L'lch ~ aACliopg : . - nt from the na : ke
SPatig) ®manate, is essentially differe 12, 31), is M2

“Xtension (following Descartes, Husserl 198 -
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| is stricdy “unfragmentable” (§32)- ki fux fhr muweel iy by Contrag;
flux, and 13 - tial extension, their properties can remain unchmged Over time, 254 the
nccm@y ha.vc... Ple fragmented into their constituent parts. Prefiguring themes th will b:
can be, In p?ml:p't}; Anscombe (1957) later 1n the twentieth century, Husser] ingists that “N
central for‘ E l:‘ ;o el far-reaching, can improve the understanding which ;s Olu:
Cal‘:il \f::‘icve' understood the motivation of a person™ (Husserl 1989: §56 ff, 241). Rathe;
:lvm; reducing human motivation to one principle, Husserl explores a numl.>er of forms of
motivation, including motivation under the norms of reason (§56a), and motivatiop through

associations and habits (56b).

Abnormality and intersubjectivity

In discussing how perceptual abnormality leads to the point that the body is the medium of
perception above, 1 mentioned the case of a return to the normal color appearance of objects
when the visual effects of santonin subside. There I suggested that the “color itself” of objects
is determined by the optimum view that bodies such as ours can have. This point introduces
intersubjectivity into the discussion. Husserl uses two thought experiments in order to illus-
trate the essental role that intersubjectivity plays in perceptual objectivity. The first thought
experiment involves an individual making the transition from solipsistic to intersubjective
experience and the second involves a generation of color-blind humans.

In the sections of Ideas II following the example of abnormal vision due to santonin,
Husserl investigates a situation in which a solipsistic subject first begins communication with
other subjects of experience.® He investigates how the apprehension (Auffassung) of percep-
tual objects could become objective in relation to the other subjects. The question is puzzling
because we do not typically regard the flow of perceptual experiences as involving other
subjects. Experience is always “for me.” Here Husserl makes a crucial point:

Each thing of my experience belongs to my “environment,” and that means first
of all that my Body (Leib) is part of it precisely as Body ... Strictly speaking, the
solus ipse is unaware of the Objective Body in the full and proper sense, even if the
solus ipse might possess the phenomenon of its Body and the corresponding system of
expenential manifolds and know them in just as perfect a way as the social man.

(Husserl 1989: §18 ff., 86)

After having established the body as the medium of all perCépdon using the example of
abn.ormal perceptual experiences, Husserl now makes the point that solipsistic expenence iS
Cul?m.m.y unhke‘ - famlhar Intersubjective experience of the objective world. In contrast {0
solipsisic experience, our Intersubjective experience is one in which our bodies are not
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[ wareness. For instance, children with autism spe
-

erocpave ability and are less susceptible to the fubber-hand illysigp
Sch&uder et a] 2015).

be anomalous (Husserl 1973a vol. XIV: 133 n)).

He explores this topic by proposing a
thought experiment involving a

community (Volk) of color-blind people who pass on
this trait across generations. New generations would constitute the “color-blind” visible
world a5 normal. Husserl then considers the scenario in which the congenitally color-

bind community comes into contact with a community such as ours, which is not

olor-blind. He suggests that the congenitally color-blind would accept that their visual

perception is not optimal relative to ours just as a color-blind i?dividual born into our
Ommunity would (Husserl 1973a vol. XIV: 133; Wehrle 2015).

The reason for rasing these scenarios through thought experiments is to shQW both that
perceptual optimality is always relative to an intersubjective community of P.crccwe.rs S?d ::im
the diversity of perceptual abilities suggests a diversity of perceptual no@apnm. i hv: maz
@ be intraspecific, as in the thought experiment or in observed vanation hamODg ——
perceivem (Hardin 1988: 76-82), or interspecific as in the contrazst b.etwcen ml.:iz; i
ton and, for Instance ants or birds (Husserl 1973a vol. XIV: 133). With these co

, —that enables
Hugser] asserts that there is no form of embodiment that is absolutely normal
the embod;

- sunp]y U'Ue”
ed subject to experience the world “in the final e Perfe;tu:lz vision 1s * Very
19732 vol, x1v- 134).” One might claim, as David Marr does, that

. ' find mechanisms
U more general” than the visual systems of other species 10 whlcizlo";'& 32). The point
l:r detecﬁng particu (M?rr we must consider

» 3Ccording to Husserl, can claim to possess th .
E:Openies of things reveal themselves (1973a vol. XIV: 135). contemporary
With

. . ate
Con ®, there is insufficient space to loc
Mpor,
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od as a relational term having two Suppresseq
place takes populations as values and tie

rmal perceivers of a population, the o
values and ties any instance of being yellgy,

-mal viewing €O '
to the optin - .

athan Cohen (2009) has developed a broader account of color relationg].
orts of concerns that we see in Averill and Hussed, 0y,

s view and contemporary color relationalism is thy
Husser] was interested in giving 3 constirutional. analys.is .of' intent'fonal Obj.m (Sokolowsk;
1970), including colors. On his view, colors are mtersubjec.nvely constituted. It is not clear to me
that contemporary color relationalists would embmcc? thls manner of describing colors, 2 it
eflects Husserl’s transcendental philosophy, which is in opposition to the metaphysics of
aruralism that many professional philosophers find attractive today. On the other hand, i
may be the case that the full implications of color relationalism does bring one close to

Husserl’s understanding of color as intersubjectively constituted.

More recently, Jon
. that is motivated by the same $

possible difference between Husserl’

Conclusion

The goal of this paper has been to present three themes about the nature of perception that
can all be illustrated by Husserl’s example of temporarily yellow-tinted vision due to the
ingestion of santonin. These themes find relevance in a number of live issues in the recent
literature, including perceptual transparency, high-level and organism-relauve perceptual
content in predictive processing, and the relativity of color to conditions and populations.
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Notes

representationalist pa;:dign:nit;rfrem%om of predictive processing fall within the traditional internalsst ‘::
ogni made
rRanism-relativity of ve saence (such as Hohwy 2013.), Andy Clark (201 ?a) ha;P i



| wh.d; pvolves 3 constitutave anal}.ls.ls of intentional objects, Including o, Wiy Phcnomenolo
whie g ethodology is an ambitious departure from hjs st JECts of percens: gy

. apprs . , 2017 . regar-

hﬂ“: qusserl discusses optnpahty as being relative to ap intem“bjecﬁ\fgr ﬁ-ll'thel'.dct;ujs_ gar

5 ¥ ot whether perceptual g ahty ey down to the leve] of ; Popuation,
Jb;ulaﬂon' Gimilarly, one might imagine environmenty] condiy
00 . .

viston (umS

¢ For 2 fasct

r 4).
7 C‘:;lg: tztvolleommenen Art als schlechthin wahre”

g For accounts of the various theoretical options in the debate, see B

oy; Chapter 1); and Maund (2012). yme and Hilbert (2003); Cohen
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