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Meditation on the writings of Brentano is one of our most
important intellectual obligations.

— Xavier Zubiri

El Porvenir de la Filosofia

“Prologue”, 1936
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Introduction

The following book presents an outline and critical reading of Franz
Brentano’s philosophy of mind focusing closely on the system outlined
in his magnum opus Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint.! In this 1874
text Brentano articulates a teleological and neo-Aristotelian framework
for understanding the mental as representational. Brentano’s earlier
development of Aristotelian metaphysics and ontology in an empirical
direction set the stage for the articulation of his philosophical psych-
ology and new theory of the mental. Nonetheless Brentano’s philo-
sophical psychology still forms one of the overlooked alternatives in
contemporary philosophy of mind. This is not to deny that the philo-
sophical system of the PES has not had a strong, albeit indirect, influ-
ence on subsequent philosophy of mind. Many isolated aspects of
Brentano’s thought have been critically examined and commented on
in the existing literature, yet the actual position put forth in the PES
is almost never examined in itself as a whole and within its historical
context.?

No doubt part of the reason for the neglect of Brentano’s position is
that the intellectual context in philosophy of mind has changed since
the PES was published. Consequently, and as a result, the system devel-
oped in the PES has become difficult to understand and appreciate.
Another serious problem is that the project of descriptive psychology
introduced in the PES was later appropriated by thinkers whose own
projects and aims were both opposed and frequently alien to the intel-
lectual outlook and goals of Brentano’s work. The neglect of Brentano’s
theoretical approach and writings however has led to the strange situ-
ation that still currently holds in contemporary philosophy of mind.
Namely, although many thinkers frequently cite Brentano’s Psychology
or often mention its doctrines, little insight or agreement about what

1



2 From Psychology to Phenomenology

Brentano intended to accomplish in his best-known work can be found.
The PES therefore presents the contemporary reader with many prob-
lems and difficulties. Yet the project begun by Brentano deserves to be
re-evaluated if for no other reason than in order to explore and develop
a better philosophical understanding of the mind. Brentano’s system
outlined in the PES offers the clues for a coherent way of understanding
the mind and cognition and therefore escaping current dead ends in
philosophy of mind.

I.1 Brentano’s influence on subsequent thinkers

The strong and consistent influence that Brentano’s writings (espe-
cially the PES) have had on subsequent thinkers should of itself justify
continued interest in his work. If pressed to single out only one work
from the past 150 years deserving the title “most influential work on
subsequent philosophy of mind”. Brentano’s PES would certainly be a
leading candidate. The above claim may sound extravagant to some, or
perhaps somewhat exaggerated, but it is a claim that can be defended.

Although Brentano’s influence on German phenomenology (and
especially the work of Husserl)® is already quite well known, his thought
also influenced other important intellectual developments and move-
ments. For example, a casual overview of the influence of Brentano'’s
thought will demonstrate that it provided a reference point for many
subsequent approaches in psychology and philosophy of mind.
Amongst these can be cited the logical and epistemological studies of
the “proto-analytic” approach to philosophy pioneered by the Vienna
Circle. Simultaneously Brentano’s writings and thought also had a
noticeable influence on the early philosophical thought of Martin
Heidegger. Other important movements that can be mentioned and
that were either directly or indirectly influenced by Brentano include:
philosophical semantics, developments in formal logic and linguistics,
the development of modern logic, object theory, ontology (both formal
and material) and gestalt psychology. Psychoanalysis can also be added
to the above list, as no less important a figure than Sigmund Freud was
also a student of Brentano’s in Vienna.*

What makes a focus on Brentano’s thought all the more necessary,
however, is the fact that those thinkers who were most profoundly
influenced by his work frequently took many aspects of his system and
either distorted or ignored the underlying context against which it was
originally articulated.® These borrowings and buildings on Brentano’s
insights eventually developed into some of the still influential models
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of the mind and cognition actively discussed today. While many of
these extant philosophical theories and models of the mind are in many
cases deserving of their influence (and also of the scholarly attention
they have received), there is still value in examining their underlying
foundations and original source of influence. Focusing attention on
Brentano’s immanent or phenomenological realism is therefore of great
importance in order to arrive at a better understanding of the context
and content of many theories in modern philosophy of mind.

1.2 The intrinsic value of Brentano’s thought

The system that Brentano outlines in his Psychology from an Empirical
Standpoint was developed during a period when quantitative and phys-
icalist/ materialist approaches in philosophy of mind were gaining
currency. Largely for this reason Brentano’s work was often delegated
to the fringes of what was, in his own day, the new introspectionist and
experimental paradigm in psychology and philosophy of mind. The
way that Brentano’s work was marginalized merits our attention and
compounds our previous claim that his neglect is largely unwarranted.

Brentano’s name is frequently and indelibly linked (mostly in the
role of antagonistic foil) to that of Wilhelm Wundt. According to
many mainstream historians of psychology, Wundt is considered the
founder of “scientific” psychology and Brentano a philosopher who
discussed psychological matters such as mental acts. There are certainly
real and significant differences between the psychologies and philo-
sophical systems of Brentano and Wundt. Notwithstanding the philo-
sophical differences between the two, as early proponents of scientific
psychology, the accounts of their respective projects in the secondary
literature tend to simultaneously simplify and exaggerate the diversity
of their approaches in philosophy of mind.® In the case of Wundy, it is
his philosophical and systematic interdisciplinary breadth that is down-
played, while, in the case of Brentano, the adherence of his method to
experimentation and empirical facts as a source of psychological knowl-
edge often fails to be taken into account. Subsequently, a misleading
account of the actual use of logic and argumentation in Brentano’s
system and of the use of experiment in Wundt’s work has become a
standard narrative.

In the early twentieth century, for example, Wundt’s reputation
was solidified as “the father of experimental psychology” mostly by
his students, such as E. B. Titchener, who were attempting to estab-
lish the respectability of the new laboratory psychology and distance
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it from the philosophy departments. Therefore, given this posthumous
reputation, the common assessment of Wundt’s actual contributions
to experimental psychology were shaped as much by his influential
students and followers (these also include Titchener’s own student,
the most important historian of psychology in the English language
world for many years: Edwin G. Boring), than by his actual writ-
ings.” The above, together with Wundt’s prolific output and untiring
sponsorship, of Ph.D. students to promote his ideas, can be viewed as
largely responsible for the advancement of the neo-Wundtian intro-
spectionist approach and the downplaying of Brentano’s alternative
investigation of conscious acts in the early history of psychology.

A closer look at the two men reveals some interesting similarities,
however. Wundt himself was far from being a positivist or reductionist,
going so far in his writings as to claim that a non-reductionist under-
standing of consciousness and human mental life is defensible (see
Wundt, [1874], 1909, 2).8 Therefore the Wundtians, somewhat ironi-
cally given Wundt'’s affintity to philosophical approaches to studying
the mind and the outright philosophical content of many of his writ-
ings, were largely responsible for liberating psychology from the profes-
sors of philosophy departments and promoting it as an autonomous
science against the spirit of their teacher. Of Wundt, it has been written:
“His corpus is riven by tensions and ambiguities, and though his work
has undergone periodic scholarly reconsiderations, Wundt’s lasting
importance for the field of psychology remains the topic of lively
debate among psychologists” (Kim, 2008). But although all the above
assertions are true, they nonetheless ignore Wundt’s philosophical
presuppositions and his broad understanding of psychology as focused
on inner contents thus downplaying the dynamic aspects of mental
activity. That is, although Wundt’s broad understanding of psychology
allowed him to expand the role of the discipline to include phenomena
such as cultural activity and the use of language (these latter aspects
of experience were discussed in his Volkerpsychologie, 2 vols, origi-
nally published 1909), consciousness in Wundt’s system, by contrast,
was identified with the inner world of experience and closely tied to
“individual psychology”. Wundt’s relegation of conscious processes or
mental states as amenable to studies of “individual psychology” led him
to embrace a qualified form of introspection as viable for studying the
mind. What the “mental” amounts to for Wundt is therefore something
akin to the immediately perceived contents of awareness; these contents
are said to be “inner” only in the sense that they cannot be identi-
fied with nervous system or other objective and transcendent bodies
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or substances. Instead, Wundt introduces a methodological strategy
for classifying and studying mental contents amounting to a refined
form of Selbstbeobachtung (i.e. self-observation). Wundt’s individual
psychology stressed the psychologist as special observer who could be
trained to correctly (in a laboratory setting) attain introspective access
to the activity of the psychologist’s own mental contents. Brentano in
his PES tellingly mocked this “secret method” as one that produced, not
psychologists, but rather headaches (PES, 30\PES-G, 37).

After Wundt’s death the narrative of “Wundt the proto-structuralist”
(see Hothersall, 1984, 103—-4) came to dominate accounts of his method-
ology. It was therefore this Wundt, the introspectionist and analyzer of
mental contents, who came under the critical scrutiny of the Wiirzburg
psychologists. The latter claimed to be able to identify imageless thoughts
in the laboratory (see Kush, 1999, who lists Marbe, Ach, and Biihler
as the significant figures in these studies). Wundt forcefully attacked
these new studies and methods (see again Kush, 1999, 12ff. 51ff.) and
this separated his approach and distanced his position even further
from the study of psychological processes at the heart of Brentano’s
approach. Finally, however, when the introspectionist paradigm and
experimentalist or laboratory model of mind (with its focus on meas-
uring “mental contents”) rightly came to be criticized and discredited —
first by the experiments of the Wiirzburg school and later by the rise of
functionalist approaches to understanding the mind (the latter quickly
superseded by behaviorism) all previous “mental thought” models were
deemed “unscientific”.

This turn of the tide sent not only Wundt and his followers, but also
Brentano and his own students (such as Meinong and Stumpf, etc.) with
their very different approaches for understanding the mind, into neglect.
This brings us to the situation that holds today, i.e. that the system in
the PES can be viewed as, for all practical purposes, an untried path in
contemporary psychology and philosophy of mind. Therefore, even if
Brentano’s quite significant influence on later philosophy and social
science (outlined above) is ignored, there are intrinsic aspects of his
thought that render it important. Brentano entered what was known as
“the psychophysics debate” in late nineteenth century psychology with
compelling and still valid criticisms of Gustav Fechner’s and Wundt’s
quantitative approaches to understanding the mental. In contrast to
the later experimentalist tradition, Brentano viewed mental life as
dynamic and approached the study of cognition as a philosopher. As a
consequence Brentano’s thought can provide philosophically rich and
well-articulated conceptual resources that can help add to and enhance
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our study of philosophy of mind and the mental itself. This stands in
contrast to the situation that frequently holds in contemporary philos-
ophy of mind, i.e. the uncritical or dogmatic application of categories
borrowed from other established sciences or disciplines, such as physics
orsociology, to the study of experience. Otherwise, the conceptual frame-
work for analysis of the mind is dominated by positivist inspired onto-
logical frameworks guided by empirical or logical analyses that ignore
the concrete and intrinsic richness of immediate experience in favor of
anemic models of propositional reference determined by linguistically
patterned intensional states. One of the untapped benefits and intrinsic
merits of Brentano’s philosophical approach for understanding mental
life, by contrast, is that it can both be put to use in clarifying existing
approaches as well as contribute to formulating a more coherent model
for understanding consciousness or so-called psychic (intentional) acts
and their correlates.

Among other important intrinsic aspects of Brentano’s thought
are, for example, its tacit demarcation and explication of the differ-
ences between genetic and descriptive psychology.” This distinction
was a major factor in helping to ground the theoretical justification
of the scientific status of psychology in the late nineteenth century.
Brentano’s pioneering work in the area of scientific psychology, as
witnessed especially by his analyses in the system presented in the PES,
also includes contributions towards theoretically elucidating the foun-
dations of psychology, a topic still of great interest to philosophers and
psychologists today. Brentano’s attempt at establishing psychology as
a science should still hold our interest if only because he undertook
this pioneering endeavor with a sophisticated understanding of the
epistemological and metaphysical implications of assaying the struc-
tures of experience. Therefore the system of the PES can help high-
light and bring into focus the difficult problem of the elaboration and
demarcation of the “psychic” or “mental” from the “physical”. In many
ways the above distinction, as it was outlined by Brentano in 1874, i.e.
through the reintroduction and reworking of the intentional nature
of the mental, is one of the most successful attempts at arriving at a
thematic and compelling way to understand the problem of conscious-
ness and human mental life within modern philosophy. Closely related
to the theme of the demarcation of psychic and intentional mental
acts is another aspect of the PES that is also frequently overlooked;
namely, the importance of Brentano’s text for attempting to articulate
the problem of the broader relationship and dichotomy between the
so-called hard, objective and positivistic sciences and the “spiritual”
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or subjective or qualitative and observer dependent, social or human
sciences. Although this problem was later popularized and treated in
greater detail by contemporaries, especially the German philosopher
Wilhelm Dilthey (in the important first volume of his Einleitung in
die Geisteswissenschaften, i.e. “Introduction to the Human Sciences”),
Brentano’s original establishing of the problem is still significant.

In his study of the human sciences, Dilthey argued that we must avoid
both the reductionism of the positivists and the speculative excesses of
the German idealists in order to properly understand psychology and
history. Dilthey went on to characterize the separation between the
sciences and the humanities as the gap between the natural (Natur) or
objectivist and humanistic or “spiritual” sciences (Geisteswissenschaft).
Dilthey’s introduction to the above problem, published in 1883, was
directly influenced by Brentano. It was also Brentano who had already
clearly thematized that problem, building on insights from his (and
Dilthey’s) one-time teacher Friedrich Adolf Trendelenburg.!” The distinc-
tion between the immediately grasped truths of experience (the intui-
tive and immediately known non-propositional ground of knowledge)
and discursive or symbolic and scientific knowledge (characterizing the
quantitative methods of the so-called hard sciences) as developed by
Brentano can be seen as an attempt to explore cognition and under-
stand perception and action holistically. Furthermore in attempting
to clarify the structures of lived experience and to facilitate the above
explorations into the framework of the sciences, Brentano reduces all
epistemological frameworks for articulating theoretical activity into a
unified model based on kinds or categories of science and correlative
modes of knowing.!! Brentano’s framework, which grounds objective
knowledge and articulates the nature of conceptual content in a descrip-
tive or phenomenological foundation, is still relevant today.'?

Furthermore Brentano’s broader focus on the themes of intentional
relations, inherent to psychic acts, also complements contemporary
philosophy of mind in other significant ways. Contemporary philos-
ophy of mind was given a strong incentive to growth and reform
with the formulation of new methodological tools developed for the
most part in the late nineteenth century. Growing out of an explic-
itly anti-psychologistic approach for formulating logical and semantic
theories, these new conceptual tools were subsequently used to develop
new doctrines pertaining to the foundations of logic and mental refer-
ence. These doctrines were characterized by a methodological and
philosophical tendency towards breaking from naive empiricism and
direct reference theories of meaning. In many ways these advances were



