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ABSTRACT. I argue that an older debate in phenomenology concerning
Husserl’s notion of hyletic data can throw some light on contemporary
debates about qualia and phenomenal consciousness. Both debates tend to
ignore important considerations about bodily experience and how specific
kinds of bodily experience can shape one’s consciousness of the world. A
revised and fully embodied conception of hyletic experience enriches the
concept of enactive perception.

I. INTRODUCTION

Although both enactive and extended conceptions of cognition suggest that the
mind is not simply “in the head,” and that cognitive processes are distributed over
brain, body, and environment, there are a variety of disagreements between these
approaches. Extended mind theorists defend a functionalist account of cognition
and downplay the role of the body (e.g., Clark 2008), and they argue that cogni-
tion and action can involve mental representations (e.g., Clark 1997; Clark and
Grush 1999; Rowlands 2006; Wheeler 2005). In contrast, enactive theorists argue
for radical embodiment (e.g., Thompson and Varela 2001) and defend an anti-
representationalist view (e.g., Gallagher 2008; Hutto and Myin 2013; Thompson
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2007). There are also debates about how to define the boundaries, or lack of bound-
aries, involved in cognitive processes (e.g., Di Paolo 2009; Wheeler 2008). Another
recent disagreement that has come to the surface concerns phenomenal qualities or
the ‘what it is like’ character of consciousness. 

In regard to phenomenal consciousness, the enactivists challenge the tradi-
tional and internalist views of qualia. Thus, Noë (2004, 227) contends that in gen-
eral “what determines phenomenology is not neural activity set up by stimulation
as such, but the way the neural activity is embedded in sensorimotor dynamic.”
Despite the fact that Clark (2008) voices approval of Noë’s emphasis on embodied
skills as opposed to qualia, Clark (2009, 963) backs away from endorsing a strong
externalism about consciousness, and excludes phenomenality from his claims
about extended mind. He rejects the idea that consciousness, “our qualitative men-
tal life (the elusive ‘what-it-is-likeness’ that seems to characterize a subject’s expe-
rience)” could be distributed over brain-body-environment, and specifically rejects
suggestions made by Cosmelli and Thompson (2010), Noë (2004), and others, for
an enactive account. He concludes, “as things stand, there are no good reasons (of
a dynamical, enactive stripe) to endorse the vision of an extended conscious mind”
(Clark 2009, 964). In this regard he cites and sides with Jesse Prinz (2009), who also
rejects accounts that attempt to show how phenomenal consciousness might be
essentially embodied.

The claim that consciousness extends into the body is only marginally
more plausible than the claim that consciousness leaks out into the
world. We have never found any cells outside the brain that are candi-
dates as correlates for experience. Such cells would have to co-vary with
conscious states in content and time course. Every component of the
body that we can experience is represented in the brain, and when the
corresponding brain areas are damaged experience is lost. Conversely,
bodily experience can continue after the body is damaged, as in the case
of phantom limb pain. There is, in short, little reason to think the cor-
relates of experience extend beyond the cranium. (Prinz 2009, 425)

This corner of the debate is focused on questions about how we can under-
stand the causal and constitutive mechanisms that explain how the what-it-is-like
aspect of consciousness is generated. That is, the issue at stake concerns the vehi-
cles (neural vs. nonneural processes) of phenomenal consciousness or qualia. On
the internalist view, neural processes constitute qualia; nonneural processes, at best,
are causal contributors. In another corner, however, there are questions about the
very existence of internal phenomenal qualities, and in this regard it might be
thought that enactivists should side with the anti-qualia arguments of someone like
Dennett. 

In this paper I want to argue that while some functionalists, like Clark, may
lean toward an internalist conception of phenomenal consciousness, and others like
Dennett may lean toward a neo-behaviorist interpretation (i.e., there just are no
qualia), the enactivist does not have to follow either of these options. To make this
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case I want to suggest that debates about phenomenal qualities or qualia in the phi-
losophy of mind can be informed by a parallel debate in phenomenology concern-
ing “hyletic data.” My contention is not that the concept of hyletic data is identical
to the concept of qualia, but that there are parallels between the two concepts, and
parallel arguments made against the two concepts. Moreover, without denying a
certain conception of an experiential ‘what it is like’, the debate about hyletic data
can move us toward a more enactive-phenomenological (vs. functionalist-behav-
iorist or functionalist-internalist) position within the debate about phenomenal
qualities.

I’ll start by outlining the debate about hyletic data, a concept that arises in
Husserl’s analysis of consciousness. I’ll then rehearse the various criticisms advanced
against this concept by later phenomenologists, including Gurwitsch, Sartre, and
Merleau-Ponty, and I’ll point out the similarities with the debate about qualia. Next
I’ll indicate what I think both sides of the debate miss, and I’ll offer an enactive
interpretation of the concept of hyletic data that applies equally to the concept of
phenomenal consciousness. 

II. THE CONCEPT OF HYLETIC DATA IN HUSSERL 

There is a terminological change in Husserl’s early work from the vocabulary of
‘sensation’ (Empfindung) to the vocabulary of hyle (hyletic data), which is the Greek
term for ‘material’. For Husserl ‘hyle’ signifies the formless content that has the
potential to receive form. He gives a number of examples: “color-data, touch-data
and tone-data, and the like . . . sensuous pleasure, pain, and tickle sensations, and
so forth, and no doubt also sensuous moments belonging to the sphere of ‘drives’”
(1982, 203). Hyletic data are not something that we are directly conscious of, but
they are aspects of consciousness in some way. Hyletic data are thus not physiolog-
ical happenings. Rather, by themselves hyletic data are meaningless, experiential ele-
ments of consciousness that are not directly perceived, normally, although reflection
may grasp them. Also, although not normally perceived, there is a sense in which
they can be directly ‘apprehended’. 

Husserl provides eight principles to guide our understanding of hyletic data.1

1. Hyletic data are contents in the schema: apprehension—content of appre-
hension (Auffassung-Auffassungsinhalt). For simplicity I’ll refer to this as the
noetic schema. The idea is that hyle becomes informed or interpreted by cer-
tain noetic apprehensions that have various intentional characters. Husserl
explains:

We find such concrete data of experience as components in more com-
prehensive concrete experiences which as wholes are intentional, and
this in a way that these sensuous moments are overlaid by an ‘animat-
ing,’ sense-bestowing stratum . . . . Sensuous data present themselves as
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material for intentional formings or sense-bestowings at different levels
(1982, 203–4). 

A conscious act, such as perception, is based on a pre-reflective performance
of the apprehension-content schema. But neither the hyletic data, nor the
animating apprehensions themselves are perceptual objects; they are rather
the operative and necessary conditions that constitute properties of the per-
ception of an object. 

2. Although hyle is the sine qua non of appearances it does not need to be ani-
mated or endowed with meaning by an apprehension (e.g., 1982, 204). Thus
it seems that there are some hyletic data—a surplus—that are not in the
noetic schema. There are more hyletic data than enter into our cognitive
processes. This seems consistent with contemporary neuropsychology, which
holds that more stimuli than are required for conscious purposes are regis-
tered on the physiological level. Only those relevant to an intentional project
may be incorporated at the level of consciousness (see Marcel 1983).

3. Hyletic data are nonintentional, but enter into the intentional structure 
of consciousness. Husserl calls them real (reell) components, constituents, 
or moments of consciousness that are in some manner “present” in 
consciousness. 

For all lived experiences divide into these two fundamental classes: the
one class of lived experiences consists of acts which are ‘consciousness
of ’. These are lived experiences which have ‘reference to something’. The
other lived experiences do not. The sensed color does not have a refer-
ence to anything.” (1982, 203)

Hyletic data have no intrinsic meaning. Noetic apprehensions bestow mean-
ing on these data. Hyle is “irrational stuff without any sense, though, of
course, accessible to rationalization” (1982, 208).

4. Hyletic data are pre-reflective lived experiences that can be grasped only
abstractly in reflection. Husserl calls this a ‘hyletic reflection’ and claims that
it involves an abstraction of hyle from its role in the noetic schema. That is,
hyletic data are abstractions. In this respect, he warns, reflection can “gener-
ate new phenomena” and transform its object.

5. Hyletic data compose a constantly changing flux of sensed material.
Although the object as it is experienced can in some cases remain unchang-
ing and identical through time, the hyletic substructure is constantly chang-
ing. For example, a noematic color that remains unchanged throughout a
changing perceptual consciousness “is adumbrated in a continuous multi-
plicity of color sensations” (1982, 237). 

6. Hyletic data are always members of a sense-field or sense-Gestalt (Husserl
1970, 453; 1973, 73). 

Precisely considered, the visual data belonging to the object and univer-
sally to any perceptual object, have a hyletic unity of lived experience,
the unity of a closed sensuous field-form (Feldgestalt). (1977, 154) 

4



Any attempt to reflectively abstract particular data tends to disrupt the unity
of the hyletic Gestalt. 

7. Hyletic data are said to be already there and always available. They are pre-
given for the conscious apprehension that animates them. The apprehension
is the “animation” of the preexisting datum of sensation. “In the moment in
which the apprehension begins, a part of the datum of sensation has already
elapsed and is preserved only in retention” (1991, 115). This is nicely cap-
tured by William McKenna (1982), who describes his experience of suddenly
becoming aware of having been smelling the aroma of pasta sauce, which did
not at first register as such. For him this olfactory sensation only became
interpreted when he apprehended it as such; before that, however, it was not
absent from his experience.

8. Hyletic data are somehow related to the human body. In regard to this final
point, Husserl provides a developing and sometimes ambiguous series of
thoughts on the relationship between hyletic data and the human body.
Husserl, working as a phenomenologist, had discounted any theory concern-
ing a physical performance of the body in perception or any kind of appre-
hension. Thus, he could write: 

Hyletic data are data of color, data of tone, data of smell, data of pain,
etc., considered purely subjectively, therefore here without thinking of
the bodily organs or of anything psychophysical. (1977, 166–67) 

Husserl specifically cautions against confusing hyletic data with perceived
objective properties. Moreover it is precisely in the perception of one’s own
body that this distinction can be made clear. E.g., in the case of a toothache,
“the perceived object is not the pain as it is experienced [lived through], but
the pain in a transcendent reference as connected with the tooth” (1970,
866). It is clear, then, that hyletic data do not belong to the body-as-object,
that is, as it appears to consciousness, but in some way serve in the constitu-
tion of the experiencing body (the body-as-subject).

III. THE CRITIQUE OF HUSSERL’S THEORY 

Herbert Spiegelberg (1965, I, 148) reports in his historical account of the phenom-
enological movement that “Husserl never seems to have felt satisfied about the sta-
tus of the hyletic data.” Other phenomenologists have expressed their dissatisfaction
with Husserl’s theory, including Gurwitsch, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre. Both
Gurwitsch (1966) and Merleau-Ponty (1962) consider hyle to be an abstraction and
deny the existence of a noetic schema: 

There is no hyle, no sensation which is not in communication with
other sensations or the sensations of other people, and for this very rea-
son there is no morphe, no apprehension or apperception, the office of
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which is to give significance to a matter that has none. (Merleau-Ponty
1962, 405)

For Merleau-Ponty, perception is primary and the hyle-morphe distinction is the
result of abstraction. 

Pre-reflective experience is a unity that is already perceiving, a field that
is already perceived . . . . When I consider my perception itself, before
any objectifying reflection, at no moment am I aware of being shut up
within my own sensations. (1962, 241, 405)

Husserl anticipated these objections. He also warned of the dangers of an
objectifying reflection, and, as we’ve seen, he would agree with Gurwitsch and
Merleau-Ponty that hyletic data are always members of a sense-field and that they
have an intentional unity precisely in perception. Two further objections, however,
count against Husserl’s theory. First, Gurwitsch and Merleau-Ponty reject the
apprehension-content (noetic) schema. Second, and following from this, the “sim-
plest sense-given available to us” is a sense-field that is “already charged with a
meaning” and is not dependent on apprehensions to bestow meaning on it (Merleau-
Ponty 1962, 4). This is precisely what it means to be in a field—that there is a spe-
cific “belonging,” a particular significance defined by the field. Accordingly, sense
experience is already intentional; “to sense is to intend qualities” (Merleau-Ponty
1962, 4). Such qualities are not sensations, “they are the sensed (sensibles), and qual-
ity is not an element of consciousness, but a property of the object” (1962, 4). 

The claim against Husserl is that, to put it in Husserl’s terms, consciousness is
entirely noetic and intentional. There are no meaningless hyletic data to be found
floating in the stream of consciousness. Husserl, despite his own warning about
reflection, had confused hyletic data with sense qualities that belong to the per-
ceived objects and are only intentionally in consciousness rather than really con-
tained as components of mental processes. Husserl could say that he would “no
longer confuse [hyletic data] with appearing moments of physical things—colored-
ness, roughness, etc.” (1982, 203), only because he had reflectively abstracted hyletic
data from a perceptual process that is always intentionally implicated in-the-world
(Merleau-Ponty 1962, 226). 

Jean-Paul Sartre levels similar criticisms at Husserl’s theory. According to him,
Husserl had attempted to bridge the Cartesian dualism of consciousness as res cogi-
tans and the world as res extensa by introducing into pure noetic consciousness the
elements of hyletic data. For Sartre, if hyle is anything, it is transcendent to con-
sciousness and therefore complicates rather than resolves the dualism (1956, lix).
According to Sartre, if hyle were to have the officium or duty of importing reality into
consciousness, it would need to possess the character of resistance. But, such resist-
ance is lacking because consciousness transcends hyle without even being conscious
of it. The result is that hyle fails to explain anything and itself becomes problematic. 

In giving to the hyle both the characteristics of a thing and the charac-
teristics of consciousness, Husserl believed that he facilitated the passage
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from the one to the other, but he succeeded only in creating a hybrid
being which consciousness rejects and which cannot be a part of the
world. (1956, lix)

Sartre concludes that the concept of hyletic data is a pure fiction that “does not cor-
respond to anything which I experience in myself or with regard to the Other”
(1956, 314). 

Similar conclusions have been reiterated by Quentin Smith (1977). He shows
that if one takes Husserl at his word and follows his instructions concerning the
reflective grasp of hyletic data, one is still unable to discover such data in conscious-
ness. According to Husserl, one can reflectively intuit hyletic data by a process of
abstraction from the sense-bestowing noetic schema of apprehension-content.
Accordingly, the distinguishing mark of hyletic data is the absence of interpretation
and meaning bestowed by the noetic schema. In that case, however, it is impossible
to follow Husserl’s instructions systematically.

In fact, I am confronted with the destruction of my very project of intu-
ition itself. I learn that the intuition of the hyle is an impossibility. For
the sensation that I am trying to intuit cannot be intuited as being any-
thing, for if it were intuited as a certain ‘what’, this ‘what’ would consti-
tute an interpretation of the sensation. (Smith 1977, 363)

Smith offers the example of the hyletic whiteness supposedly involved in the per-
ception of a white paper. 

Since what is immediately given to my reflection is the color of the
paper, I must try to exclude the apprehension of the white as a prop-
erty of the paper. I must try to see a ‘raw white’. And to a degree it
seems I can do this. I can hold the white before my mind and consider
it as a ‘whiteness’. (1977, 365)

But is this an intuition of the hyletic datum of whiteness? Or rather, isn’t this just
intuiting the white color of the paper that was given to my perception, but reflec-
tively considering it in abstraction from its perceptual givenness. I have removed its
objective meaning, and replaced it with a new meaning, the meaning of “a hyletic
sensation,” a meaning that is posited by my reflective consciousness. Husserl’s
descriptions of pure hyletic data are descriptions of quality-appearances. In other
words, hyletic data turn out to be, as Merleau-Ponty, Gurwitsch, and others had
suggested, sense-qualities that belong to the objective world and that appear inten-
tionally in the noematic correlates of noetic acts. 

Should we therefore accept the growing consensus that, since we are unable 
to reflectively intuit hyletic data, or since we seem to end up with objective sense-
qualities anytime we try to do so, hyletic data simply don’t exist? Is this not an argu-
mentum ad ignorantiam; i.e., since I have not been able to phenomenologically
intuit hyletic data, they do not exist. The argument is similar to claiming that, since
I have not been able to phenomenologically intuit my state of sleep, I do not sleep.
It still seems possible that hyletic data exist (contra the critics) but (contra Husserl)
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are simply not available to phenomenological intuition. In that case, however, the
question becomes: what kind of evidence can there be for the existence of hyletic
data?

IV. HYLE AND QUALE

Let me note that the kind of conclusion arrived at in this debate about hyletic data
resembles the conclusion that a number of people have put forward in contempo-
rary debates about the notion of qualia; that is, the qualitative or phenomenal feel
of consciousness, or what Thomas Nagel (1974) calls the “what it is like” to experi-
ence something. Michael Tye (2000, 48) for example, states about qualia that there
are “no such things as the qualities of experiences . . . they are qualities of external
surfaces (and volumes and films) if they are qualities of anything.”

It is also clear that Husserl’s concept of hyletic data is related in some way to
the question of qualia. Looking at the color red feels different from looking at the
color green. Tasting chocolate feels different from tasting cauliflower. There are dif-
ferent qualitative features that seem to belong to experience itself in these different
cases. Are hyletic data the same as qualia? They both seem to signify a sensation, for
example, of redness or chocolate tastiness. Or is hyle supposed to be something that
underpins qualia—something that enables us to experience the chocolaty taste? If
the concepts of hyletic data and qualia are not equivalent, there is at least some
close parallel between them. Both hyle and quale are said to be a matter of pre-
reflective or first-order (phenomenal) experience, and are reflectively/introspec-
tively accessible. Both involve sensory experiences—color, sound, taste. Both are
declared nonexistent in the same way: a matter of abstraction or mistaking objec-
tive/intentional qualities for internal or phenomenal. Indeed, once one gets rid of
the noetic schema (as Gurwitsch and Merleau-Ponty want to do) there is not much
difference between hyletic data and qualia.

Consider, for example, some of the common understandings of qualia that are
rejected by Dennett in his famous essay “Quining Qualia” (1988). First, qualia are
sometimes considered to be raw sensory experiences generated by external stimuli.
One can see this idea in the inverted spectrum thought experiments which focus to
a large extent on color; for example, the experiential redness of a red apple. One can
also see this in Dennett’s Chase and Sanborn example, and the acquired taste of
beer example, where what is at stake is the experiential taste of the coffee or the
beer. Should we think that what we experience is anything other than the redness
that belongs to the apple itself, or the tastiness of the coffee or the beer? Another
common understanding is that we apprehend qualia, but that qualia remain neu-
trally the same as our apprehension changes over time. This is related to the idea
that they are intrinsic—independent of one’s dispositions to react to the world—rather
than relational. A further conception is that qualia can be isolated (abstracted) from
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the rest of experience in some way. Dennett, in a way reminiscent of Smith’s argu-
ment against hyle, argues against the idea

that we can isolate the qualia from everything else that is going on—at
least in principle or for the sake of argument. . . . One dimly imagines
taking such cases and stripping them down gradually to the essentials,
leaving their common residuum, the way things look, sound, feel, taste,
smell to various individuals at various times, independently of how
those individuals are stimulated or non-perceptually affected, and inde-
pendently of how they are subsequently disposed to behave or believe.
The mistake is not in supposing that we can in practice ever or always
perform this act of purification with certainty, but the more fundamen-
tal mistake of supposing that there is such a residual property to take
seriously, however uncertain our actual attempts at isolation of instances
might be. (Dennett 1988, 45)

Thus, on contemporary functionalist accounts of consciousness, qualia, and along
with them, hyletic data, should be rejected. The properties of the thing experienced,
e.g., the redness of the apple, should not be confused with a property of conscious-
ness or with the physiological processes that generate consciousness. As Dennett
puts it: “The properties of the ‘thing experienced’ are not to be confused with the
properties of the event that realizes the experiencing” (Dennett 1988, 72). 

V. EMBODIMENT AND HYLETIC EXPERIENCE 

On the one hand, the criticisms of Husserl’s theory presented above are cogent in
so far as they insist that hyletic data are abstractions and not to be found in expe-
rience as such. It also seems right to say that there is no hyle that is not in commu-
nication with other sensations. There is no isolated datum. Primarily, before any
reflection, there is always a field or Gestalt, and the field is always, in a broad sense,
a synesthetic one. On the other hand, the critics wrongly, I will argue, equate hyletic
experience with objective or appearing sense-qualities, qualities that belong to the
objective field and that appear only intentionally in consciousness. On this reading,
what it is like becomes what it (the object) is like. The critics are motivated to iden-
tify hyletic data with transcendent sense-qualities because they cannot find hyletic
data in consciousness. If it is right that neither hyletic data nor qualia are compo-
nents of subjective consciousness pure and simple, does that mean that such phe-
nomena must be placed in the objective or intentional order?

The problem with this view is that we would have to ignore a multitude of
somesthetic experiences—experiences of the lived body (the body-as-subject). Such
experiences, call them ‘hyletic experiences’, have a bearing on perception and other
cognitive processes. Clear examples are phenomena such as pain or itch or tickling,
etc., which Husserl himself listed as examples. Yet it is precisely these hyletic expe-
riences associated with lived bodily processes that Husserl and his critics overlook.
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They deal strictly with what could be called ‘exogenously originating hyletic experi -
ence’ associated with “external” perception. By ignoring examples of “somesthetic”
hyletic experience, it turns out that Husserl defends, and his critics criticize a the-
ory of hyle that is one-sided and inadequate to begin with. 

It’s important to understand the scope and variety of the kind of experience at
stake here. It is not just pain and itch. Consider the following incomplete inventory:
Pain, with various qualifications, burning, prickling, itching, “crawling” of the skin,
giddiness or light-headedness, faintness, throbbing, tightness, nausea, “lump in
throat,” fullness, distension, tension, heartburn, tingling, the feeling of being smoth-
ered, palpatation, “cardiospasm sensation,” flutter, hollowness or emptiness, pres-
sure, heaviness, soothing, sinking, hunger, cramp, swelling, “turning” of the stomach,
erotic sensations such as orgasmic ejaculation and genital sensations, bowel sensa-
tions, “quiver,” sweating, limbs “asleep,” chills, pull, “pins and needles,” numbness,
weakness, dirtiness, sensations of blocked openings, dizziness, “thickness” or slow-
ness in movement, “flushing” (as in a blush), innumerable sensations associated
with pregnancy, and sensations of warmth, coldness, etc.2

Can these examples, hardly mentioned or completely ignored by Husserl and
his critics, be relegated to the transcendent objective order? Consider the experi-
ence of pain in the case of headache accompanying eyestrain. Even before the
headache is identified or felt as pain, there is a connected bodily experience of
something happening. In eyestrain one starts to experience difficulties in reading,
or changes in the environment before one experiences the pain as pain. There is
something it is like to experience the text one is reading as growing more difficult,
or the light in the room as suddenly seeming inadequate, which is not reducible to
objective properties of the text or the lighting. The light, for example, doesn’t
change. Moreover, this qualitative hyletic experience does not disappear when it is
consciously interpreted as headache; rather, this is precisely the time that it appears
as what it is, a bodily pain. If I then reflect on this pain, in the way that I try to
reflect on the whiteness of the paper, and isolate the qualitative hyle of painfulness,
do I thereby intuit only an abstract property of my objective body? Is the pain that
I experience a characteristic of the objective body in the same way that the redness
that I experience is the redness of the apple? Does this mean that the pained or
painful experience—the original hyletic experience—does not exist? 

Here there is an important distinction between taking these phenomena as
objective characteristics of the body-as-object—characteristics that I perceive as
happening in or to my body, versus taking them as aspects of the body-as-subject—
bodily experiences that have an effect on the way that I experience the world. Let’s
stay with this last thought. If I am in pain, this affects the way that I experience the
world. Again, the example of eyestrain is pertinent. 

[W]hen the eyes become tired in reading, the reader does not perceive
his fatigue first, but that the light is too weak or that the book is really
boring or incomprensible . . . . Patients do not primarily establish which
bodily functions are disturbed, but they complain about the fact that
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“nothing works right anymore,” “the work does not succeed,” that the
environment is “irritating,” “fatiguing.” (Buytendijk 1974, 62; see Sartre
1956, 332–33)

Likewise, I might have a pain in my leg, and accordingly, because of the pain, I per-
ceive the mountain path as steeper than it is, or as too challenging. My perception,
in the latter case is, we might say, “painful”—infected by pain which plays a pre-
noetic role in perception—not as the object of perception, not as a property of my
leg, or of the path, but as a subjective factor that shapes my perception. 

Typically, in experience, there is not a simple, isolated somesthetic datum—
there is rather a cocktail, a mélange of aspects that make up hyletic experience. My
trek up the mountain results in a perception that is informed by a combination of
my pain, my hunger, my feelings of dirtiness, fatigue, slowness, and kinesthetic dif-
ficulty, and even the weight of my backpack (Proffitt et al. 1995; 2001). The moun-
tain path looks quite different and less challenging after a good night’s sleep, not
because of certain objective qualities that belong to the path, but because of my
bodily (hyletic) state. These hyletic aspects are qualifications on my perception—
qualitative feelings that constrain my being in-the-world in some specific way.
There’s a difference in what it is like to be on the mountain path in the morning
after a good night’s rest, and what it is like to be on the very same mountain path at
the end of a long day of hiking. At the same time, these experiences are experienced
not purely and simply, but are modulated by intentionality. My physical state may
be felt as an overwhelming fatigue that is a barrier to any further climbing; or it
may contribute to a feeling of satisfaction as I sip a glass of wine in front of the fire
at the end of the day. My phenomenal experience, if not part of a noetic schema, 
is nonetheless not independent of my intentions and my making sense of my 
surroundings. 

VI. AN ENACTIVE INTERPRETATION

This mutual modulation between intentionality and hyletic/somesthetic experience
means that how I perceive things is qualified by what I can do, which is itself qual-
ified not only by the physical state of my body, but by what it is like to be in the par-
ticular state that I’m in. What Husserl (1989) calls the ‘I can’, and what Gibson
(1979) calls ‘affordances’, are defined not simply by sensory-motor contingencies
(Noë 2004), but also by prenoetic hyletic-somesthetic factors. It is not simply the
fact that the size and shape of the thing, plus the fact that I can reach it with this
hand, constitute the “grabbiness” of the thing—if my pain prevents or slows my
reach, then it is not so grabby. This applies also to the more traditional examples of
qualia—e.g., an experienced color is not simply an abstraction of the color of the
object, purely felt in consciousness—the phenomenal felt quality of redness. I may
see the redness of the red apple as even more red if I am hungry. Moreover, the
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effects of the color environment are felt in the posture, muscle tonicity, and action
possibilities of the whole body, as shown in cases of dysfunction of cerebellum or
frontal cortex, when these effects are not integrated into an intentional situation or
adjusted to certain tasks. These phenomena have been known for quite a long time.

The gesture of raising the arm, which can be taken as an indicator of
motor disturbance, is differently modified in its sweep and its direction
according as the visual field is red, yellow, blue or green. Red and yellow
are particularly productive of smooth movements, blue and green of
jerky ones; red applied to the right eye, for example, favours a corre-
sponding stretching of the arm outwards; green, the bending of the arm
back towards the body. The privileged position of the arm—the one in
which the arm is felt to be balanced and at rest—which is farther away
from the body in the patient than in the normal subject, is modified by
the presentation of colours: green brings it back nearer the body.
(Merleau-Ponty 1962, 209; citing Goldstein and Rosenthal 1930)

What it’s like to experience the color red or green is not just an abstract state of
phenomenal consciousness—it is affected by, and it affects our postural readiness
to act, which may be experienced as a feeling of discomfort or awkwardness, or
alternatively, a feeling of extreme readiness pertaining to engaging in a particular
action. 

Whatever we call such phenomena—qualia, hyletic experiences, somesthetic
factors—they delimit our perception and action possibilities, as well as our cogni-
tive possibilities. A recent study dramatically demonstrates the importance of this
fact (Dansiger et al. 2011). The study shows that the rational application of legal
reasons does not sufficiently explain the decisions of judges. Whether the judge is
hungry or satiated may play an important role. 

The percentage of favorable rulings drops gradually from ≈65% to
nearly zero within each decision session [e.g., between breakfast and
lunch] and returns abruptly to ≈65% after a [food] break. Our findings
suggest that judicial rulings can be swayed by extraneous variables that
should have no bearing on legal decisions. (Dansiger et al. 2011, 1)

In one sense, such qualitative hyletic factors appear “extraneous” only if we try to
think of cognition as something that is disembodied.3

To think about qualia or hyletic data purely in terms of phenomenal con-
sciousness is surely an abstraction. To think of such things in terms of brain-body-
environment, in the context of an embodied agent, enactively engaged in the
world—suggests that we should not dismiss them as nothing at all, but ask what
role such aspects of experience play in our perceptual and cognitive life. An enac-
tive phenomenology would take these issues in just this direction; the ‘what it’s like’
to experience X informs not just the know-how of cognitive abilities (memory,
imagination, recognition) but also the know-how (or the “I can” or the affordances)
of various action engagements with the world.

At the same time, these considerations suggest a richer enactive account, where
not all important aspects of perception are reduced to what Noë describes as sen-
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sory-motor contingencies or embodied skills, although these remain important
aspects of enactive perception—an account that is not eliminative with respect to
qualia. They rather suggest a reframing of the concept of qualia in terms of embod-
ied, prenoetic processes. In this respect we can easily give up the odd vocabularies
of qualia and hyletic data. But there is still something it is like. Not what it is like, but
what I am like as I experience X—where ‘I’ means the embodied agent engaged in
the world, rather than anything like pure consciousness. 
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NOTES

1. See Gallagher (1986) for a more detailed discussion of these principles. 

2. This list is based in part on research on internal body perception in the fields of medicine and psy-
chology (see, e.g., Mason 1961).

3. It may be right, of course, to consider them extraneous to the formal aspects of legal reasoning;
but when we engage in such reasoning, we do so as embodied agents, and in that regard such
things are not extraneous to the process.
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