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Abstract

In this paper I shall briefly analyze Husserl´s and Wittgenstein´s divergent reactions against the positivist stance on natural science and on the new cultural role that philosophy should play in relation to science. To a great extent, their philosophies can be considered as a departure from positivism, although for quite different reasons. I shall argue that Wittgenstein, in the Tractatus, took positivism as a starting point that he tried to overcome from within. This endeavour led him to defend some theses of a pragmatist flavour as well as a peculiar type of radical agnosticism on ontological and epistemological issues. Husserl, however, considered that positivism was a dead-end for philosophy. Positivism has beheaded philosophy as a consequence of advancing a reductive view of science. Phenomenology is the attempt to understand the genetic and subjective processes that have ended up in an objective and scientific image of the world.

I. Introduction

Husserl and Wittgenstein held quite different philosophical agendas despite their similarities on some major points of great cultural and analytic interest. To explore at length and in full detail these differences and similarities is a theoretical project yet to be done, although some important work has been advanced in this direction.
 More attention has been paid to the possible connections and controversies between Wittgenstein and Heidegger, although this task has been carried out many times in an indirect way through a number of themes that both of them share with the American pragmatist movement. Nevertheless, we can take Husserl’s and Wittgenstein’s attitudes towards philosophy and its relationship with natural science as a case study from which we can begin to analyze their wider philosophical disagreements. As I shall try to show, their attitudes towards philosophy and natural science can be explained, if not fully, at least to a great extent, by the way they place themselves in relation to positivism and by the general arguments they use to overcome it. Saying this, of course, is not something new. The secondary literature devoted to the philosophical relationship between Husserl and positivism, on the one hand, and Wittgenstein and the positivism of the Vienna Circle, on the other hand, is overwhelming. However, the comparison between the different strategies Husserl and Wittgenstein use to deal with the positivist turn in philosophy has not been openly addressed. Moreover, what the interpreters of Husserl and Wittgenstein have not yet done is ask themselves which one of the two great philosophers seems to have more resources to defeat positivism or, at least, to block its philosophical and cultural advance and significance. Explicitly answering these questions can only constitute part of the more general philosophical reflection about where we think the weaknesses and strengths of both authors are in relation to both the problems they propose and the way they try to solve them. Many of these problems have even shaped basic ideas and discussions of contemporary philosophy. What I propose to do, then, is to subordinate interpretation and comparison to the perennial and collective search for philosophical reflection. 

However, there might still be some hesitation about the motivation for comparison, as it raises the worry that perhaps we have here an early 20th Century apple to be compared with an early 20th Century orange. If this is so, what is to be learned from thinking about the two of them together? Why should we bracket Wittgenstein and Husserl together? This worry is legitimate since the interaction between the two philosophers has never been explicit, as far as I know. We do not have any correspondence between them and we even do not know of any attempt to get to know each other. Rather, the “interaction” is a later construction due to the way they independently connect with philosophical and cultural discussions in Europe at the beginning of the 20th Century. For example, Hintikka has addressed the question of their relationship with the idea of phenomenology. His thesis is that they were both phenomenologists.
 He reaches this conclusion, apart from the obvious and open declarations of both philosophers, by making explicit their connections both with proto-phenomenologists, like Ernest Mach, who did not make a sharp distinction between phenomenalism and phenomenology, and with more realist trends in philosophy of physics as represented, for example, by Ludwig Boltzmann and Heinrich R. Hertz. My strategy is similar to Hintikka´s, but this time the focus of attention is not phenomenology but positivism. The inexistence of direct, substantive interactions between the two philosophers is mirrored in this paper by keeping the discussions of Husserl and Wittgenstein relatively separate from one another. The existence of the indirect relationships, Hintikka´s style, is mirrored in the way they react to the philosophical atmosphere of positivism and how they pose and address some of the main problems of contemporary philosophy. But I would like to emphasize that the final connection between the two of them is purely philosophical. It aims at weighing the importance, extent and depth of their contributions to defeat positivism. 

I have chosen Wittgenstein´s Tractatus and Husserl´s Crisis of the European Sciences to carry out all these philosophical tasks for two reasons. First, these two works deal with issues that directly address the positivist conception of truth, being, natural science and philosophy. Husserl´s text is very much devoted to the criticism of positivist philosophy and its conception of science and the world. In fact, Husserl´s book is the culmination of a long and steady concern about positivism becoming the only philosophy that is possible and rationally suitable. Wittgenstein´s Tractatus can be seen, in part, as his early, and to my mind, dubious and weak response to positivism. However, it is his most direct reply to the positivist challenge, although I shall also say something about the development of Wittgenstein’s philosophy after the Tractatus and how his new ideas might affect and challenge the positivist conception of the world. Second, it is in the comparison and analysis of these two works that we can better appreciate the real faults of positivism and the weaknesses of Wittgenstein´s response.    

I would like to make just one last brief remark before addressing the issue of positivism in these two great philosophers. It is true that Husserl’s Crisis is his last published work (1936) and that Wittgenstein’s Tractatus was his first published one (1921). Thus, both books represent quite different stages in their respective philosophical careers. This fact might open up the critical question of the convenience of looking at both books as if they were philosophically commensurable. And this might not be the case. Rather, if we want to make a fruitful and thorough comparison between them, it would necessary to take also into account what Husserl had said before publishing his book and what Wittgenstein said after publishing his. Only in this way would we have a full view of their thoughts about positivism, and comparison between them would then be possible. However, since my main concern is neither historical nor merely exegetical, but rather philosophical, I propose to think of the theses and arguments contained in these two classical works as self-contained philosophical possibilities of dealing with the commotion that positivism brought into the philosophy and cultural life of the Western world. Thus, we could place the authors and their philosophical developments behind a “veil of ignorance”, in John Ralws’s sense, so that we could deal with these two works in a blind and detached way, i.e., as pure philosophical proposals whose merits should be valued in and of themselves, independently of their biographical and historical position. However, I shall also make some brief observations that will help indicate the way in which Husserl’s and Wittgenstein’s books illuminate other aspects of their work that are related with the problem of positivism.                 

II. Positivism on truth, being and philosophy

To a great extent, the philosophical approaches of Husserl and Wittgenstein to natural science stem from their respective critical attitudes towards positivism. Positivist thinkers tried to turn philosophy into a special branch of scientific activity. For Comte, the positivist philosopher must be a generalist scientist devoted to the study of the main principles and results of the ever-growing, albeit disseminated, scientific disciplines, from mathematics to sociology, so that he can provide a coherent and coordinated view of science and clarify the place that each specialized science has in the overall system of scientific knowledge. For logical positivism, the renewal of Comtean classical positivism, philosophy should be scientific both in its method and in its object. With pure logic being a formal science of its own, the new scientific method of philosophy consists of the application of pure logic to the logical analysis of the concepts and propositions of natural science. In this way, the method of philosophy is scientific and its object is empirical science.
 Thus, for logical positivism the old theory of knowledge now becomes the philosophy of science. 

Given this background, positivism, both in the initial classical version of Auguste Comte and in the logical version of the Vienna Circle, can be viewed as a doctrine that is characterized by the following three landmarks. First of all, positivism is a general thesis about truth. According to this philosophical school, there are those propositions which are true or false by virtue of logical rules that have to do with the formal structure of language. They are logical and mathematical propositions. These propositions are analytic a priori and do not expand our knowledge of the world because they do not have any cognitive or informative content. But truth about the world is what the authorized scientific communities progressively judge as the best theoretical and empirical outcomes that they can establish through processes of rational and open discussion. Thus, truth that is not just empirically empty is truth of the scientific propositions about the world. Only these propositions, which are always synthetic a posteriori, are informative, have content, and might be either true or false. The second thesis refers to the concept of being. Being is true being. And true being, what there is in the world, consists of the encompassing set of objects with which the scientific communities are ontologically committed in virtue of the hypotheses that they consider theoretically more appropriate and empirically more successful. The third thesis has to do with the cognitive function of philosophy and its relationship with truth and being. This thesis derives from the previous two. According to positivism, philosophy does not play any relevant role whatsoever in relation to truth and being. There is not, in the Aristotelian sense, first philosophy. More accurately, Aristotelian second philosophies, i.e., the sciences that deal with specific realms of the world, have become first philosophy. If knowledge about the world, the only being that positivism recognizes, is provided by natural science, then philosophy does not have any real cognitive role from which we might learn something about the world, about real being. However, as we have already seen, philosophy is an activity that is not merely a chapter of natural scientific inquiry or theorizing. Philosophical reflection is not just a trivial or useless activity, although it has a subsidiary role in relation to science. In this new cultural setting that positivism has envisaged, philosophy can only be, and must be, either a philosophy of science, i.e., the study of the methods, presuppositions and ways of justifying the statements of natural sciences; or an encyclopaedia of sciences, i.e., coordination of the results of the increasingly specialized scientific investigation as a means of offering a unified, coherent and wide view of nature, a truly naturalistic Weltbild; or, thirdly, a therapeutic activity directed against those who do not believe that philosophy could only be what positivism thinks it should be. Positivism is naturalistic scientism directed against theological and metaphysical trends in philosophy. This was a great part of the cultural milieu in which Husserl and Wittgenstein tried to advance their new ideas. 

With positivism dominant in Western culture, it does not matter at all that Wittgenstein was always hesitant about becoming a member of the Vienna Circle. Actually, he never became a member. In this strict sense, he never was a logical positivist. Nor does it matter either that the Tractatus had a sort of canonical status for the Vienna Circle where it was often read and discussed but not wholeheartedly accepted.
 Positivism already had a strong presence in European culture before the Vienna Circle had emerged and was articulated and defended philosophically for the first time in its main outlines by Comte. It is within this cultural atmosphere that I shall discuss Husserl´s and Wittgenstein´s ideas and try to elucidate the philosophical value of their theses, independently of Wittgenstein relationship with the Vienna Circle.  

Given this positivist background, what was the general attitude of Husserl and Wittgenstein towards science? Both Husserl and Wittgenstein never doubted that the natural sciences are the best kind of knowledge that human beings can ever have about the natural world. Husserl was a mathematician and Wittgenstein was becoming an aeronautical engineer. Their earlier formal education led them to respect science without too much hesitation. Husserl even contributed to the fixing of the belief that some areas of human knowledge that at his time were still struggling for recognition as Wissenschaften (for example, psychology) were indeed respectable natural sciences and deserved a central place among them.
 Nevertheless, although he thought that psychology was a natural science, he always denied that naturalistic psychology was the kind of knowledge that could render the rational foundation either of natural science itself or of logic, as he clearly demonstrated in the Prolegomena zur reinen Logik after he was convinced by Frege that psychologism is not the right philosophy of arithmetic or of any other apodictic science. Sciences of facts need a kind of clarification that only “eidetic” sciences can provide, among them, phenomenology. Psychology is not a theory of knowledge. In this sense, neither psychology nor any other natural science could be considered philosophy.

Wittgenstein, for his part, claimed the following: “The totality of true propositions is the whole of natural science (or the whole corpus of the natural sciences)” (TLP, 4.11).
 Here Wittgenstein is suggesting a strong correlation between the complete and perfect totality of natural sciences and the  realm of true propositions, whatever this realm might be and whenever human beings, if ever, could apprehend it, and. Thus, Wittgenstein’s message seems to be that there is science, i.e., that we have science, if and only if we are in possession of all true propositions since this totality is “the whole of natural science”. True and complete science, true knowledge, is not a question of hypothetical knowledge but a question of being in possession of all true propositions about the world. 

Nevertheless, Husserl and Wittgenstein were not eager to accept that their overall recognition of natural sciences as the best knowledge about the world led them to agree with the general theses of positivism, despite the fact that they shared with positivist thinkers a general respectful attitude towards the cognitive outcomes of natural science, and even more towards logic and mathematics. To a certain extent, their philosophies can be partly understood as a strong reaction against positivism, although in different directions. These divergent directions, which have coloured their ideas with unique shades, have to do with the place of positivism itself in their philosophies. For Wittgenstein, positivism is, to a great extent, a starting point although he does not think that it is a place where we might enjoy a promising and lasting philosophical rest. On the contrary, for Husserl, positivism is a late arrival in the history of philosophy, and it is certainly not its culmination and final depuration from metaphysical inclinations. In fact, it is a dead-end for philosophy, a late development that ends up being anti-philosophy. 

III: The sources of Wittgenstein’s radical agnosticism and his departure from positivism

Was Wittgenstein trying to escape from positivism in a general sense, as has been previously characterized? And, if so, which philosophical tools did he use to reach this goal? Were these tools well chosen and powerful enough to perform this task? In what follows I shall try to answer these questions. Scientific knowledge has to do with truth, but not all truth is scientific knowledge. I take that this as one of the main claims that Husserl and Wittgenstein share and which leads them to depart energetically from positivism, although they each give this claim different content, and therefore, a different scope. In general, if we cannot assert something of this sort, i.e., that there is not a perfect match between truth and natural science, then positivism and naturalistic scientism in general are the only possible theories of truth, and hence, the only possible philosophies in the Aristotelian sense. However, in the case of Wittgenstein, the thesis that not all truth is scientific knowledge seems to be at odds with the quotation of the Tractatus that I have already stressed above, namely, that the totality of true propositions is the same thing as the totality of natural sciences (TLP, 4.11). This being so, how is it that not all claims of truth are scientific statements? Justifying this thesis requires some argumentation. It also requires taking seriously what Wittgenstein says at certain points, which might contradict some of his most wide-spread and well-known statements in the Tractatus.

For Wittgenstein, philosophy is mainly an activity but not a doctrine (TLP, 4.112). What appears in a philosophical book are illuminations, clarifications, and thoughts, rather than philosophical propositions. “Philosophy does not result in “philosophical propositions”, but rather in the clarification of propositions” (TLP, 4.112).
 Against positivism, this general idea about the content of philosophical activity makes it clear that philosophy cannot be one of the natural sciences, it is not related in a straightforward sense with any of them, nor it is applied logic (TLP, 4.1121, 4.1122). Philosophy is above or below natural science but never beside it (TLP. 4.111). The main goal of science is, first, to say something meaningful, and, second, to say something true about the world (and you cannot say something true without first saying something meaningful). But the clarification and delimitation of propositions and, a fortiori, of scientific propositions are not tasks within the reach of natural investigation. Science does not have this “reflexive” character on its own judgments, as philosophy does in relation both to science and itself. 

The delimitation between science and philosophy is clear cut. It is the delimitation between what has sense, and hence might be either true or false in a strict sense, and what is absurd or nonsensical, and thus cannot be either true or false (TLP, 4.003), although it might be insightful in some respects, according to some interpreters of Wittgenstein.
 For example, philosophy can show the real logical form of our propositions and how they might be a model of reality. But this delimitation between sense and nonsense is drawn by philosophy, not by natural science. It does not stem from a description of a natural region of being and the study of its lawful regularities. Rather, it is drawn by a reflective activity that establishes the logical conditions for something to be a description of the natural world. In stating these logical conditions explicitly, this reflective activity also establishes what cannot be described, represented, or said; and hence, it is absurd, a nonsense (TLP, 4.114, 4.115). Interested in setting the limits between sense and nonsense, and between what can be said and can be shown, Wittgenstein is a Kantian philosopher.  

Once we have posited all these theses and relate them to the idea that the totality of true propositions is the totality of natural sciences (in the same way as the totality of meaningful propositions is the totality of language (TLP, 4.001)), then one might be tempted to thinking that philosophy also has nothing to do with truth, as positivism thought. Nevertheless, Wittgenstein did not believe in this positivist self-limitation of philosophy, appearances notwithstanding. For he also said with naïve enthusiasm and youthful self-confidence: “On the other hand the truth of the thoughts that are here set forth seems to me unassailable and definitive” (TLP, Preface).
 For Wittgenstein, his philosophical thoughts are true thoughts, although they are expressed in propositions which are not scientific, “philosophical”, or logical. Thus, the concept of truth, as he uses it in different contexts with a sense that is not quite clear, is much wider than the realm of true scientific propositions, for it encompasses philosophical thoughts, illuminations, and clarifications that might also be true or are even true sub specie aeternitatis.

It is important to mention that Wittgenstein himself underlines the word “Wahrheit”. The problem is to know why he did it so and what he meant by this. In order to answer this question, we must directly relate the fact that Wittgenstein thought of himself as saying something philosophically true with the thesis expressed in TLP. 4.111. On the one hand, it might be relatively uncontroversial that in the Preface he was trying to depart from the main use that the word “truth” has in the Tractatus. Only scientific propositions might be, strictly speaking, true. Thus, the truth of Wittgenstein´s thoughts is not within the realm of scientific truths. Scientific truth and the truth of his thoughts do not and could never coincide. The kind of truth that his philosophical thoughts express must be, so to say, of a type different from scientific truth. It is a truth that should be below or above scientific truth, but never beside it. 

It must be below or above, but why exactly is this so? Let us take one of the remarks that we have already seen: “Philosophy does not result in “philosophical propositions”, but rather in the clarification of propositions” (TLP, 4.112). This proposition, if it belongs to philosophy, which I take it does, is not a “clarification of propositions” in any sense. Rather, it says, not just shows, what philosophy can or should legitimately achieve. It might be that clarification of propositions is all that philosophy can really provide, according to Wittgenstein. However, proposition 4.112 is not just philosophy in this sense, for it does not clarify any proposition at all, but rather meta-philosophy. It is a philosophical proposition or thought about philosophy and its outcomes. Many of the propositions of the Tractatus have this meta-philosophical character. It might well be that these propositions are those that are above or below scientific propositions but never beside them. But they are not only at a different level from scientific propositions. Wittgenstein held that they are also true. And now we can understand why Wittgenstein wrote “Wahrheit” in italics: to indicate the truth of these meta-philosophical propositions, and to distinguish their truth from the truth of scientific propositions. He even thought that the truth of the first kind of propositions, as they appear in the Tractatus, was unmovable.  

Now we need to say, at least, a few words about a much-debated question. What is to do done with Wittgenstein´s demand that the statements comprising the Tractatus ultimately be recognized as nonsensical or absurd and, hence, can be neither true nor false? A rather large literature has emerged on this issue, one prominent strand of which argues that taking this demand seriously means giving up the idea that there is any kind of ineffable insights somehow gestured at by a nonsensical string of signs. Nonsense is just nonsense. All nonsensical propositions are equivalent, at least from a logical point of view. And all propositions of the Tractatus belong to this nonsensical kind.
 The ladder constituted by these propositions must be thrown away after climbing it. As Wittgenstein says, their elucidatory character consists precisely of recognizing them as nonsense (TLP, 6.54). And if a proposition is nonsensical, it can be neither true nor true. However, for my purposes of determining in what sense, if any, Wittgenstein departed from positivism, we do not need to become mired in the still ongoing debate between the resolute and the traditional interpreters of the Tractatus. The question most relevant to the discussion of the relationship between Wittgenstein´s philosophy in the Tractatus and positivism is whether there is a legitimate niche for truth in his philosophy which is not natural sciences´s niche for truth. I have tried to argue that there is room for the truth of some meta-philosophical propositions. We can pose this thesis in a conditional way. If there is an anti-positivists stance in the Tractatus, this stance has to do with the real possibility of talking of truths that are not the same as true scientific propositions. And there is such a possibility. Something to be further determined is to what extent maintaining this claim has had a backwards effect on the discussion about the nonsensical character of all propositions of the Tractatus or of only part of them, since there would be also covert, insightful, nonsensical propositions. Whatever we could say on this issue has to be compatible with the recognition of true meta-philosophical propositions. My goal has been to show one of the ways in which Wittgenstein most directly flies against the all too dry positivist notion of truth. He did not restrict it simply to scientific propositions and, hence, he opens a new niche for philosophy different from the positivist’s.       

In relation to real being, Wittgenstein also departs from positivism. The Tractatus starts with what the phenomenological tradition has called “formal ontology” or “mereology”. The main categories of Wittgenstein’s formal ontology in the Tractatus are World, Facts or Matters of Fact, State of Affairs, Situations, Things and Objects (Welt, Tatsache, Sachverhalt, Sachlage, Ding, Gegenstand and Sache). This sparse ontology is the counterpart of his not less austere grammatical conception for which the three main categories are Language, Proposition, and Name. The correlations between the ontological and the linguistic categories are well known. “If all true elementary propositions are given, the result is the complete description of the world. The world is completely described by giving all elementary propositions, and adding which of them are true and which false” (TLP, 4.26). “A proposition is a description of a state of affairs” (TLP, 4.023). “A name means an object. The object is its meaning” (TLP, 3.203).

Many positivist philosophers would agree with this formal ontology which, in principle, looks like a worldly, strongly objectivistic, and realistic ontology in the sense that it does not seem to take into account the role of the subject in the determination of what there is in the world. The world of facts, which is the only one that exists, is a ready-made world absolutely independent of the subjects, of their structure and constitution, of their beliefs, desires and theories. Nevertheless, Wittgenstein introduces an important observation that complicates and softens this strong metaphysical realism. Talking about the two perceptual possibilities of the Necker’s cube, he concludes the following: “For we really see two different facts” (TLP, 5.5423).
 

With this observation it seems that the identification and individualization of facts depend on how we perceive them. Necker’s cube is just a drawing that subjects like us perceive with two possible orientations, and it is always necessarily perceived in one of them. Since the lines on the paper do not change, the twofold possibility of perceiving the cube with one perspective rather than with the other, and hence, the possibility that in the drawing we might perceive two different facts, must certainly depend on the lines that have been drawn on the paper but also on something else that they do not fully determine, i.e., on how we perceive or apprehend them. Traditionally, to explain these facts, it has been common to distinguish between sensation and perception. A perceiving subject uses his sensations, and interprets or formalizes them in different ways, at least within certain limits. Thus, the possibility of perceiving two different facts in a Necker cube depends also on the subject. Wittgenstein does not analyze why we see or perceive two different facts when we are looking at one and the same Necker cube, but apart from the drawing itself, there seems to be no other candidate than the perceiving subject and its constitution. Thus, the world of facts is deeply related with the world of subjects. And this relationship is what thins down the strong objectivist beginning of the Tractatus. It also leads Wittgenstein to approach some pragmatist ideas. Wittgenstein’s theses and examples are closely related in content and spirit to William James’ illustration of the Star of David and its various interpretations in his seventh conference on Pragmatism. In both cases, the human serpent slithers over all. There are not facts independent of how we apprehend and describe them.  Thus, we can understand a remark like this: “A proposition is a model of reality as we think about it” (TLP, 4.01).

Propositions, as well as thoughts, are figures or models of reality. But they do not play this pictorial role in relation to a reality that is independent in its being of any thinking process or perception. Wittgenstein, on the contrary, claims that propositions can only be models of reality as we think or perceive it.     

If we relate all these observations to Wittgenstein’s remarks both on the concept of truth (TLP, 4.063) and on the possibility of having equally successful but not equally simple nets or systems for describing the world (TLP, 6.341, 6.342), then we will conclude once again that Wittgenstein’s objectivism and metaphysical realism are far from clear. He seems to be closer to a kind of conceptual relativism.
 In these propositions of the Tractatus, where he tries to explain the relationship between world, logic, and mechanics, Wittgenstein invites us to imagine an irregular black patch on a white surface. We could describe the black patch in different ways depending upon the superimposed nets we use. Some nets are made of rectangular grids of a certain size, others of triangular grids of a different size, etc. If we used a system of coordinates, we could have a denomination for each of the grids of the net, something similar to the battleship game. We could say, for example, “C 10, black”. Sanfélix claims that it is appropriate to affirm that a judgment like “C 10, black” is true, if it corresponds with the fact that C 10 is black. But first we have to select one among the many available nets as our descriptive system of reference. The proposition “C 10, black” is neither true nor false. But it will be either true or false when we know which system of reference, which method of representation in Wittgenstein’s technical terms, we are using. But once we have done this, a proposition like “C 10, black” is perfectly objective, and it is either true or false. It is true, if the grid C 10 is black. It is false, if it is white or half black and half white. For Sanfélix, the idea of truth as correspondence between propositions and facts does not posit any special problem in the Tractatus insofar as we do not lose sight of the fact that the metalinguistic predicate “… is true” is relative to a given system of description.

This kind of claims has had quite important consequences in contemporary philosophy. For example, it is strongly related to Putnam’s internal realism in which this philosopher summarizes part of his more basic pragmatist ideas. Internal realism is “just the insistence that realism is not incompatible with conceptual relativity. One can be both a realist and a conceptual relativist”.
 And a conceptual relativist is someone who affirms that “logical primitives themselves, and in particular the notions of object and existence, have a multitude of different uses rather than one absolute ‘meaning’ […] Once we make clear how we are using ‘object’ (or ‘exist’), the question “how many objects exist?” has an answer that is not at all a matter of ‘convention’”.
  There is no doubt that Wittgenstein’s example of the black patch is just another way of saying the same thing as Putnam does, and vice versa. Choosing a system of description is a way of choosing the basic logical structure for the description of the world, and a fortiori the sense of our logical primitives. Only black patches and similar things can be described and, hence, are objects and exist for the kind of nets Wittgenstein proposes. 

Wittgenstein also says that each of these systems of representation provides a uniform form of description. More precisely, we bring the description of the world to a uniform form when we use one of these systems: “In this way I shall have imposed a unified form on the description of the surface” (TLP, 6.341).

Newtonian mechanics, in Wittgenstein’s example, is just one of these systems of representation. Such a theory gives us a form for the description of the world. Its axioms only tell us how to construct and obtain all the propositions to describe the world from the point of view of this physical theory. Wittgenstein also remarks that many systems of reference can be equally successful to describe the black patch. However, some are simpler than others. He also claims that we can have a more precise description of the black patch, if we use some of them rather than others. Undoubtedly, Wittgenstein links both observations, for he seems to suggest that simpler systems of description are much more precise systems of description (TLP, 6.341). He underlines these ideas with the following words: “We are also told something about the world by the fact that it can be described more simply with one system of mechanics than with another” (TLP, 6.342).

From these observations he draws some important conclusions. First, we do not say anything about the black patch when we know that it can be described with a given net, for this is also valid for any net of any kind. Mutatis mutandis, we do not know anything about the world when we say that we can describe it using Newtonian mechanics. But we do say something about the black patch when we affirm that a given net with grids of a certain shape and size can completely describe it. The same happens with the world and Newtonian mechanics.      

It is important to notice that the idea that a proposition is true relative to a system of description is compatible with the idea that the totality of true propositions is the totality of natural sciences. Wittgenstein relates both ideas with these words: “Mechanics is an attempt to construct according to a single plan all the true propositions that we need for the description of the world” (TLP, 6.343).
 But this claim raises some important questions. This might be true but only under the condition that we first know what system of reference we are talking about (Newtonian mechanics, theory of relativity, etc.). It is also necessary to know that a given system is simpler and more precise than others. Furthermore, it seems that there are nets of different generality and scope. Above Newtonian mechanics or the theory of relativity, there are other and more general nets. Above the laws of these physical theories, there are other laws such as the principle of sufficient reason (nothing happens without a reason for why it is so or why it exists) or the law of causality that, in a strange way, he words as follows: “there are natural laws” (TLP, 6.36). Wittgenstein’s more important thesis is that none of these general principles says something about reality. They talk about the net we use to describe the world, which is a logical matter, but not directly about the world itself (TLP, 6.35). 

Despite all these claims about perceptual perspectivism, realism and conceptual relativism, it seems to me that Wittgenstein did not develop what is really involved in all these theses of a pragmatist flavour. If he had taken them seriously, he probably would not have started the Tractatus with a world of facts but with a world of phenomena. And this small change would have led him to think about the subject to whom something appears in one way rather than in another, and who decides, hopefully in a rational way, which system of describing the world he is going to use and for what reasons. Thus, the order of exposition in the Tractatus is somehow misleading. Instead of starting it with a formal, objective ontology for which, apparently, we do not need subjects, it would have been better to start, even for Wittgenstein’s standards, with the subject to whom a world appears and who can use different systems of representation. Perhaps, Wittgenstein would have criticized this movement because it would have entailed throwing philosophy into the hands of empirical psychology, and empirical psychology has nothing to do with philosophy (TLP, 4.1121). But this fear is out of place, as Husserl would have shown us, had he been right. In the case of Wittgenstein, the key point here is the notion of a metaphysical subject. This is the only kind of subjectivity that Wittgenstein allows in philosophy and of which he only says that it is not part of the world (TLP, 5.641). But Wittgenstein has not offered a well-developed theory about the relationships, if there are any, between this metaphysical subject, his formal ontology, and his attitude against metaphysical realism, which has led him to propose some kind of conceptual relativism. We know almost nothing about the subject “behind” the Necker cube, the one who perceives it in one of two possible ways. And we do not know anything about the subject who uses different nets of representation and what relationship it has with them.                   

Thus, we might conclude that Wittgenstein’s formal ontology remains, in the end, a worldly, strongly objectivistic ontology despite his few observations about perceptual possibilities, conceptual relativism, and the metaphysical subject, for none of these observations is sufficiently developed nor clearly related to the others. They are not well integrated in Wittgenstein’s overall ontological theory so as to render a detailed and satisfactory account of the relationship between the ontology of the world and the ontology of the subject, for it seems that, according to Wittgenstein, the former depends very much on the latter. Relating both ontologies is not a simple matter, for the theory that relates the world with something that is not part of it, and vice versa, is not trivial philosophy. The conclusion of these reflections would be that in Wittgenstein´s Tractatus there are valuable elements that make him distance himself from positivism conceived as an ontological thesis. As these elements are not well coordinated and developed, the positivist´s ballast is still too heavy and threatening. Positivism is the other end of the string that ties Tractatus´ kite to ontological realism.         

But there is another famous philosophical movement that Wittgenstein uses to free himself from the positivist´s ontological burden. It has to do with what I shall call “Wittgenstein´s radical agnosticism”. For Wittgenstein, the world is a limit as well as the language that we use to say something meaningful about it. However, apart from the world, something else also “exists”: das Mystische; an undefined, absolutely valuable, and powerful ocean that surrounds the glass of water in which we live and struggle. “There are, indeed, things that cannot put into words. They make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical” (TLP, 6.522).
 Thus, “beyond” the world there is also that about which we cannot talk with sense. But if we can only talk with sense about states of affairs in the world, then we cannot talk with sense about das Mystische. All propositions that we use to talk about it are absurd or nonsensical (unsinnig). 

These famous theses, as well as some others that are closely related with them in the Tractatus, have been sufficiently discussed in specialized philosophical literature, albeit with different tones and accents, and I am not going to linger on them. However, I would like to point out that all of them make Wittgenstein a radical agnostic rather than a positivist. An agnostic is someone who believes that all that there might be apart from what can be predicatively determined by scientific methods and expressed by meaningful propositions can be neither cognitively grasped by human beings nor properly apprehended by any other kind of human activity. Wittgenstein is a radical agnostic because what there is beyond the boundaries of human language and knowledge is what really matters and has absolute value. The meaning of life and the world lies “outside” them (TLP, 5.621; 6.41). 

Wittgenstein´s radical agnosticism is indeed anti-positivism if only for the following reason. Whereas for positivism, following a very common although perhaps misleading interpretation of Hume, there are not real values in the world that could be rationally and cognitively justified given the fact that it is “altogether inconceivable”, as Hume said, to derive an “ought” from an “is” (and this fraudulent logical operation cannot be done either with “absolute” values nor with values of any other kind of philosophical relevance), for Wittgenstein there are absolute values. But he thinks that these absolute values cannot be cognitively apprehended in meaningful propositions. They are not objects of knowledge. However, for positivism, especially of the logical kind, if something cannot be cognitively apprehended, i.e., if it cannot become the object of scientific research and be expressed in meaningful and well-formed propositions that enhance our knowledge of the world, this means that such a thing does not exist as part of reality. 

Wittgenstein´s radical agnosticism makes him to depart from positivism but, at the end, only half-way. He is about to take off from the positivist´s land but he still remains too close to it. Both Wittgenstein and positivism assert that there are not propositions with which we could try to express something meaningful about values. They agree with this thesis. They disagree because for Wittgenstein the impossibility of expressing something with sense about absolute values does not make them purely subjective and non-existent. It only makes them unsayable. For positivism, however, this impossibility is the undisputed sign that such values do not exist as part of the world and are just the result of subjective and emotional reactions to reality. Wittgenstein´s radical agnosticism about absolute values and the importance of the unsayable is one of the most natural ways out from positivism once you accept as a starting point the positivist thesis according to which scientific knowledge fully, or very nearly, covers the realm of knowledge. Now it is easy to understand why Wittgenstein claimed the following: “We feel that even when all possible scientific questions have been answered, the problems of life remain completely untouched. Of course there are then no questions left, and this itself is the answer” (TLP, 6.52).
 

It seems that science cannot touch the “existential problems”, the deepest worries of human beings such as the meaning of life, for three different reasons. First, the metaphysical subject is not a part of the real world, and science can only speak of what is part of it. Second, vital problems are most probably the problems that the metaphysical subject has. Problems are problems of somebody. Among these problems, there is the problem of the relationship of the subject with absolute values and the determination of what they are. At least, there is the problem of the relationship of the metaphysical subject with absolute silence: Keine Frage, keine Antwort. Third, absolute values cannot be a field of study for science since they are not part of the world. Since these values are unsayable, they are also unsayble and in the first term for science. Thus, Wittgenstein holds an anti-scientism stance towards what really matters. There is no knowledge of it.     

Wittgenstein´s claim in the previous quotation is something that most important positivist philosophers would never have said but it is a claim that Husserl repeated some years later with even more dramatic tones, as we shall see. But, once again, it is important to realize that this coincidence between their diagnoses about positivism´s capability of dealing with the deepest human worries is more superficial than expected. One of the things that most separated Wittgenstein from Husserl is Wittgenstein’s conviction that there is not any possible sense in which we can associate the concept of science with an adequate treatment of the universal and unavoidable human problems. In one of the sections of the Big Typescript entitled “Philosophie”, Wittgenstein insists that scientific research, and there is no other kind of science apart from natural science, has nothing to do with the essential problems that we face in our lives. “Roughly speaking, according to the old conception [speaking in the old conception] –for instance that the (great) western philosophers—there have been two kinds of [been two] problems in the scientific sense: the essential, great, universal ones, and the non-essential, quasi-accidental problems. We, on the other hand, hold that there is no such thing as a great, essential problem in the sense of science”.

We have already seen what the three most probable reasons why Wittgenstein thinks so. We can summarize them by saying that world and real importance, science and absolute value, are like water and oil. Everything in the world is foreign to us, as Seneca had said. It is foreign to us, although it is our limit. There cannot be harmony between both elements. Here there is an absolute dichotomy where, in relation to value, the world and its knowledge, which is the only knowledge that there is, represents the negative element, the element of reality. And there is no possibility of reconciliation between these two parts in a higher unity.       

IV. Some post-Tractatus thoughts

The study of the influence of Wittgenstein’s ideas in the way that XXth Century philosophy has integrated and overcome positivism is far beyond the scope of this paper. Not only the Tractatus but also all his later works have had a more or less direct relevance on this matter. However, I would like to briefly emphasize the direction that Wittgenstein’s thoughts took by underlining a few themes that can be taken as representative of his attempt to overcome positivist attitudes towards natural science after the Tractatus. I shall do this in a selective way with a view in the later discussion with Husserl’s appoach to positivism.

During the interregnum between the Tractatus and the Philosophische Untersuchungen all his texts are either previous steps that are interpreted as preparatory explorations of the main issues of his second masterwork or introductory academic lessons and limited applications of his philosophical method.
 Wittgenstein came to Cambridge in January of 1929 where he started to work consistently on many different philosophical fronts which progressively but also very soon implied a major change from most of his previous ideas. We can get a clue of this variety if we take a look at the chapter titles of the Big-Typescript (1933), an unfinished work-in-progress based on dictations from his manuscript volumes V-X (MSS 109-14) leading to a projected but unpublished book. These are the headings: „Understanding“, „Meaning“, „The Proposition and its Sense“, „Instantaneous Understanding, etc.“, „The Nature of Language“, „Thought and Thinking“, „Grammar“, „Intention and Depiction“, „Logical Inference“, „Generality“, „Expecting, Wishing, etc.“, „Philosophy“, „Phenomenology“, „Idealism etc.“, „The Foundations of Mathematics“, „On Cardinal Numbers“, „Inductive Proofs and Periodicity“ and „Infinity in Mathematics“. 

Peter Hacker has pointed out that the outcome of this extensive work during the thirties has had various ramifications: the collapse of the logical theory of the Tractatus together with the metaphysics of logical atomism; the abandonment of the picture theory of the proposition, and with it the thesis of isomorphism between language and reality; the idea that philosophy has to uncover the logical structure of the world; the rejection of logical analysis as the philosophical method, etc.
 In so far as logical positivism relied on the defense of many theses that Wittgenstein now criticizes, his philosophical turn affected his view of the positivist program in philosophy. However, other things remained untouched. Wittgenstein coincides with logical positivism in that natural science is a self-sustained realm of human activity with methods that provide knowledge of the natural world. Both agree also in critizicing metaphysics as the core philosophical enterprise. In this sense, criticizing metaphysics is the same as displacing traditional philosophy. However, they divorce in that Wittgenstein does not advocate, as positivism does, a scientific-logical method in philosophy whose main object of concern is the analysis of science. According to Wittgenstein philosophy is not philosophy of science. Philosophy, as Wittgenstein conceived it at this stage, consists of the dissolution of philosophical problems. „The philosophical problem is an awareness of the disorder in our concepts, and can be solved by ordering them“.
 This is also valid for metaphysical problems. „We’re bringing words back from their metaphysical to their normal/correct use in language“.
 

We achieve this aim by providing a perspicuous grammar where we lack it, i.e., by clarifying the various rules that are implicit in the normal, but plural, uses of a word or a sentence.
 Philosophical problems arise when there is „an entanglement of uses that generate nonsense“.
 Perspicuous grammar is fundamental and deep but in a sense that is not metalogical or philosophical. It has the deepness of the new philosophical style.
 Precisely, it is a grammatical mistake to argue that philosophical method is related with scientific method. Thus, „like traditional philosophy, Wittgenstein’s investigations are fundamental to ordinary life and to the sciences, while being independent of any special results of science. They are a priori, conceptual investigations into what does and what does not make sense, with the purpose of resolving philosophical puzzles“.
  Wittgenstein says: „One could also give the name „philosophy“ to what is present/possible before all new discoveries and inventions“.
 

With this background of ideas, it is not only the case that science has nothing to do with universal and great human problems, or that philosophy is not science, as the above quoted text of the Big Typescript asserts. Saying only this would be completely misleading for it would still leave the possibility of reserving these problems for philosophical treatment in the traditional sense. Rather, Wittgenstein's point is also that the big philosophical problems are dissolved when appropriate, perspicuous grammatical activity is completed. And there are some signs that reveal when we need more grammatical clarity. Wittgenstein repeats many times that intranquility (Beunruhigung), uneasiness (Aufregung) and constant battle (ständiger Kampf) are three of them.
 There is another one which is the origin and cause of these feelings. We need a clearer grammar when we think that we are confronted with more radical and fundamental questions than, say, in science or normal practical life. The experience of facing deep and fundamental philosophical problems is an illusion due to the fact that we have reached the limits of language or have even gone beyond them.
 And when we are bordering these limits it is very easy to make a mess with the use of our terms and expressions, and, thus, create philosophical problems.  

However, the progressive distance between Wittgenstein and positivism grew also because of some of the philosophically technical results of his investigations during this period. One of the most important ones is the autonomy of grammar. This is the consequence of the collapse of the thesis of isomorphism between language and reality according to which a proposition is meaningful when it mirrors the logical structure of a possible state of affairs. However, meaningful propositions are not deep-rooted in reality. The idea that meaningful language and reality share the same logical structure, although the logico-metaphysical nature of things is objective and language-independent, is absurd. Since there is not such an isomorphism, the grammar of a propositional system is self-contained and complete in itself. This means, first, that the set of rules that operate in the correct use of a term and give it meaning is not determined by facts of any kind or by their logical structure. In this sense, grammar is arbitrary, free from a specific attachment to reality, and is not corrigible or subject to improvement by philosophical considerations of any kind. Nevertheless, the thesis of the autonomy of grammar has a second part. The different systems of propositions are logically independent of one another in the sense that „the grammar of one propositional system cannot be justified or refuted by the grammar of another“.
  

The joint effect of both sides of the autonomy of grammar thesis has different consequences when considering the relationship between natural language and the language of science, and their worldviews. On the one hand, we are not closer to reality as it is in itself when we consider it from the point of view of science since there is not just one logical structure of meaningful propositions which provide them with special links to reality. There is not just one single type of meaningful propositions, the propositions of science, which happen to be either true or false in absolute terms provided that their structure is akin to the structure of reality, and no other kind of proposition would have this privilege. There are now many different kinds of meaningful propositions. On the other hand, it is not possible to judge the system of rules that are contingently operative in ordinary language from the point of view of natural science, or vice versa. They are different language games, as Wittgenstein would express this idea in the Philosophical Investigations. The autonomy of grammar thesis has allowed Wittgenstein to deepen his separation from the main presuppositions, philosophical style, and aims of positivism. 

It is noteworthy to remember, as Peter Hacker does, that “more than 200 of the remarks of the Investigations already occurred in the ‘Big Typescript’ or its revisions”.
  Thus, many of the ideas that Wittgenstein developed after coming to Cambridge have a clear continuation in his second, most important, published book. We can choose one of the better known remarks of the Investigations as the hallmark of his detachment from positivism. This observation can be viewed as a consequence of his previous philosophical development that led him to a new conception of the role of philosophy, as the attempt to build a perspicuous grammar where there is none, and of the autonomy of any grammar thus construed. “Our language can be seen as an ancient city: a maze of little streets and squares, of old and new houses, and of houses with additions from various periods; and this surrounded by a multitude of new boroughs with straight regular streets and uniform houses”.
 Ambiguous natural language can coexist and cohabit with more specialized and much less ambiguous, formal, scientific languages. This is the reason why Wittgenstein claims that it is not necessary to deny natural language and replace its grammar with a better syntactically and semantically constructed formal language. And it does not make any sense to say that reality as it is in itself is more suitable to be expressed by one of these languages, say, the language of science than by any other. All of them are equally complete and equally incomplete. And certainly, ordinary language is not an exception in this respect. Just before the previously quoted text, Wittgenstein says the following: “Do not be troubled by the fact that languages (2) and (8) consist only of orders. If you want to say that this shows them to be incomplete, ask yourself whether our language is complete; --whether it was so before the symbolism of chemistry and the notation of the infinitesimal calculus were incorporated in it: for these are, so to speak, suburbs of language. (And how many houses or streets does it take before a town begins to be a town?)”.
  

Wittgenstein thus tried to show that nothing is wrong with different types of languages, except with philosophical language, which should not be considered as another borough of our big language city. Extending the urban developmental metaphor, we could say that the philosophical neighbour of our language is such a horrible mixture of architectonical rules that it only produces intranquility to live there, and it would be much better if we tried to dissolve such an unliveable array of houses. Nothing valuable would be lost if we did this. However, it is quite remarkable that some people think that it is the best part in town, the noblest, the most appealing. 

With this metaphor Wittgenstein has also pointed out that ordinary language has a twofold characteristic. First, it is probably the originary neighbourhood out of which we have been able to create other kinds of languages, and second, it is not a pure and well preserved part of language since new houses with other architectonical styles have been added from other periods. It should be observed, however, that Wittgenstein has mixed in this metaphor a synchronic description of how different types of languages actually cohabit as neighbourhoods of the same city with a diachronic description that would provide us with a temporal and historic explanation of the relationship between some of them, for example, between ordinary language and the language of science.  However, there is not an account of what made it possible to transition from one kind of language with its corresponding view of the world to a different one. Here there are probably not only relations of “spatial contiguity” but also genetic-temporal relations that condition the emergence of a language and its corresponding Weltbild from a previous one.    

What I am suggesting is that we need some kind of historical account so that we could also understand the changes in our worldview that the creation of new languages has provided and how these worldviews relate to each other. It is certainly important to know that none of them better portrays reality as it is in itself, that none of them is more complete than any other in its capability to express true reality. However, there is not a genetic account that would give us a clue as to how it has been possible to originate one kind of language out of the other, and what this change might mean in terms of a change in the worldview. 

Furthermore, if we do not want to fall back into positivism, we would need to do this in a way that such a historical account does not directly lead us to a history of progress. This kind of history would tell us that any description of the natural world that has been previous to the development of modern natural science does not have any cognitive credentials or any other value unless it is validated by our natural science. This is where I think that late Husserl comes into the systematic philosophical scene. 

V.Husserl: phenomenology and the natural sciences. 

Husserl wrote much more and in more detail about natural science and its relationship with philosophy than Wittgenstein ever did, although in a spirit and with a goal that are not within the mainstream of contemporary philosophy of science. The Crisis of European Sciences is without a doubt his masterpiece on this issue, although many of its topics appeared in some of his previous writings.
 For Husserl, natural science has always been philosophy. Husserl tracks this idea back to the Greek thinkers who thought that science was not something apart from philosophy, for both were forms of knowledge. Hence, the key concept here is knowledge, for this is the goal to which both philosophy and sciences aim. The natural sciences are, however, second philosophies, as Aristotle put it, since they attempt to theorize about particular realms of being, but not about being as such. These assertions do not mean that philosophy is a natural science. Nevertheless, philosophy is science in the Greek sense of knowledge, although of a different kind and of a much greater import, because it deals with issues that are capital, as Aristotle once said (Nichomachean Ethics, 1141a 20-22). Thus, for Husserl natural science is neither “the prototype for all forms of knowledge” nor “the only means by which truth is revealed”.
 As a consequence, philosophy has to restore its confidence in this self-interpretation as a capital rational science, i.e., as a kind of fundamental knowledge about the most important issues. It has also to reaffirm the rational and existential goals that implicitly accompany such an interpretation.

The divorce between philosophy and science is a late historical result due to two related factors. First, the progressive and continuing specialization of the sciences led to their independence from each other and from philosophy. Second, the increasingly timid and withdrawn consciousness of philosophy in comparison to natural science weakened philosophy’s self-esteem. Positivism is just the culmination of these historical and complementary processes. Nevertheless, we should be well aware that the concept of science upon which positivism is based came too late in the history of philosophy and science. The positivist concept of science is a relatively new neighbour in our scientific and philosophical culture. Moreover, it is a reductive and debilitating concept. Positivism implies the subordination of philosophy to science. It makes philosophy ancilla scientiae. “Thus the positivistic concept of science in our time is, historically speaking, a residual concept. It has dropped all the questions which had been considered under the now narrower, now broader concepts of metaphysics, including all questions vaguely termed “ultimate and highest” […] Positivism, in a manner of speaking, decapitates philosophy”.
 The crisis of science is at the same time the crisis of philosophy and the crisis of the entire Occidental culture whose roots are in Greece.

Husserl resumed and extended the original Greek purpose of construing a first philosophy whose existential and cognitive value has equivalent neither within the natural sciences nor the formal sciences. According to Husserl life and knowledge reach a common and ultimate goal in phenomenology since this fundamental philosophical science aims at a kind of knowledge that clarifies the ultimate sources of human experience, i.e., of human life, in all its outcomes: theory, values and action. Thus, phenomenological analysis always moves in a twofold direction. It looks at the same time both at the subjective and intersubjective conscious activities that are present in all human endeavours, and at the synthetic results of such activities which, in turn, allow these subjective activities to take place.
 There is a necessary correlation of both directions or “objects” of phenomenological analysis. We could think of them as the two wakes that a boat leaves behind as it sails across the ocean. It is the temporal life of consciousness which constitutes and is constituted by all its activities. There is not a separate or substantial self apart from its particular and temporal acts although the self cannot be reduced to the temporal sequence of such acts. At the same time, these activities constitute their objects as achievements or outcomes (Leistungen) of such activities. But these objects also play the role of conditions without which the intentional acts of consciousness would be impossible. Husserl anticipated, in a sense that has not yet been surpassed, the thesis according to which “the mind and the world jointly make up the mind and the world”.

According to Elisabeth Ströker, Husserl’s phenomenological project of clarifying the last sources of scientific activities and outcomes develops in three progressive stages.
 The first one is related with his early “act-phenomenology” which is characteristic of the Logical Investigations. Phenomenology would involve the investigation of the intentional structure of the acts of consciousness that correspond to the different activities of experiencing the world through the senses, conceptualizing it, producing theoretical propositions about it, and connecting them logically. Phenomenology would also organize these acts of consciousness in a way that makes clear their dependencies upon one another.  Nevertheless, Ströker points out that this reflective approach to natural science has some important limitations since “it can serve to clarify only certain types of distinct scientific procedures while the larger connections of science are lost from view”.

A further development of Husserl’s project may be found is his proposal of construing regional ontologies, a project that he started with the publication of Ideas I. The aim behind this new beginning is to establish what the main or essential features of the objects of a given region of reality are. Each particular science is individualized by, and takes as its field of research, a characteristic realm of being in a way that none of them could be reduced to the others, much less to just one of them. Ströker takes this ontological pluralism as a sharp divergence of Husserl’s approach in relation to the “naturalism of the late 19th century and the crude positivism of the early 20th century, which hold that the only structure of the world is the one projected in the physical sciences”.
 However, phenomenological research on a given regional ontology is closely related with the development of the natural science whose main object of research is the properties of the individuals that constitute such a region of being and their law-like relationships. On the one hand, phenomenology tries to indicate the properties of the objects of particular sciences as these objects appear in our naïve and pre-scientific conceptualizations of them. Scientists and thinkers who opened and founded new fields of study also had to start from the previous conceptualizations about the objects in which they were interested. From that point onwards they tried to produce a relevant piece of scientific knowledge about these objects. It is often the case, however, that in the development of scientific research, the original pre-scientific characterization is overcome by the theoretical and empirical outcomes of the corresponding scientific investigation. Thus, it will be necessary to look back at the previous characterization and propose a new one that will be founded in the state of the art of a given science. Husserl thinks that there is here an endless zigzag movement from a particular science to a conceptual and ontological analysis of this science. 

This brief characterization of the phenomenological endeavour as regional ontology of particular sciences will allow us to realize that any attempt in this direction cannot be radical enough to play the role of a phenomenological foundation of science. The main reason is that this procedure is only possible if we take “the sciences for granted, rather than investigating their origins”.
 It is precisely in the Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology where Husserl searches for “a basis which is deep enough to stand at the root of the diversity of sciences, neutral to each one, and yet common to them all”. 
 Thus, one of the things that it is very much needed is to trace scientific activities as well as their theoretical and empirical results back to the point in which they first took their first and most fundamental impulses and presuppositions. “Science rests upon its own presuppositions, presuppositions which make its procedures and premises possible and thus determine the overall sense of the scientific interpretation of the world”.
                            

   VI. The meaning of the mathematization of nature

Husserl’s strategy of criticizing positivism and avoiding its consequences for philosophy provides a rational reconstruction and a philosophical narration of this residual, although important and powerful, conception of science. The method of carrying out this critic is archaeological. “Archaeology” is not a word that Husserl used, but he used what is contained behind it: a genetic and historical investigation of natural science in a specifically phenomenological sense. This archaeological method led Husserl to develop a genetic-transcendental theory of science, as well as of the world as it is conceived by it. This method, which should not be mistaken for the historical-empirical one that is characteristic of the history of science, emphasizes and clarifies to what degree positivism beheads philosophy and why positivism’s naïve and anti-historical presuppositions cannot be taken as a starting point for philosophical reflection. The first two parts of the Crisis are devoted to this task.

In a nutshell, since the Greeks, but especially since Galileo’s revolution, the processes of idealization, interpretation, and of mathematical rationalization in all regions of common experience have rendered an “objective” world that is absolutely detached and independent from the subjects who experience it and for whom the world appears and has meaning. This rational world can only be understood in principle with a mathematical language. All traces of subjectivity have been abstracted from it and, finally, swept away. Nevertheless, Husserl reminds us that all these processes are subjective in the sense that a human subject, or a community of them, has carried them out. The objective world of science is a subjective outcome or achievement (Leistung or subjektives Gebilde).
 Such a world has no existence and validity in and of itself. Moreover, it is an outcome whose base is in the world of simple, pre-scientific experience which Husserl technically refers to as Lebenswelt. This being so, the task of philosophy is to unearth, in a reflexive way, what this subjectivity is and what relationship it has with all realms of being, culture and human existence, including natural science, its objective world, and the Lebenswelt. “Thus it is not the being of the world as unquestioned, taken for granted, which is primary in itself; and one has not merely to ask what belongs to it objectively; rather, what is primary in itself is subjectivity, understood as that which naïvely pregives the being of the world and then rationalizes or (what is the same thing) objectifies it“.
 Husserl calls this philosophical stance “transcendentalism” or also “subjectivism”. 

In this process of mathematical rationalization of nature, Husserl distinguishes two main steps. First, he offers a peculiar theory, which is mainly a philosophical narration, about the origin of geometry. His well-known ideas are, in outline, the following. Geometry, as a cultural achievement that can be learned and taught and which is at our disposal in books and educational institutions, has not always been there, prefabricated. Geometry is a cultural product, an outcome of human activity that stems from certain practical needs. Thus, it does not have any transcendental roots. Mathematical objects do not pre-exist in an ideal, objective, platonic world. They derive from an idealization of our sense experience of objects of all kinds that surround us. And this experience is not accurate and precise. Things we perceive in ordinary life are more or less straight, round, square, triangular, rectangular, etc. They do not show the neatness of our mathematical geometrical forms. From this vague, imprecise experience of the world and with the help of increasingly better technical instruments that have been provided to meet certain practical needs, such as the need to measure farmland or establish property rights, human beings have come to understand what it means for a line to be more straight and less imperfect, for a circle to be more round, for a square to be more square, for a rectangle to be more rectangular. As a result, we have shaped the idea of limit-forms, such as the idea of a perfect mathematical line, a perfect mathematical circumference, etc. Qualitative, subjective, sense experience gave way to quantitative, objective forms. 

Husserl underlines the fact that this rational reconstruction and philosophical narration of the origin of geometry makes it clear that the ideal forms with which mathematics operates are a result of the subjective and intersubjective processes of idealization whose origin is the simple, vague, pre-scientific experience of the world. Geometrical forms are a subjective, human achievement. However, the outcome of this achievement now has its own kind of objectivity, which Husserl does not deny. But he denounces the fact that we have forgotten this subjective, practical origin of mathematical objectivity. Through a process of cultural sedimentation, this oblivion produced the illusion that the “objects” of geometry and of other fields of mathematics have an objective existence, that they are independent of any particular subject, as Plato once thought. The task of phenomenological philosophy is to uncover these subjective processes, that Husserl does not understand in empirical-psychological terms, that have yielded mathematical objectivity from our Lebenswelt. 

The second step in the mathematical understanding of nature was mainly due to Galileo, who symbolizes the scientific revolution of the Renaissance. Galileo found geometry well developed as a part of the scientific culture. Thus, he did not need to think about the origin of mathematical objectivity and its relationship with common experience. Rather, his main achievement was to expand, in an unpredicted way, the application of mathematics. Galileo used geometry not only in limited contexts in which the main point of interest was to grasp the geometrical forms of the objects in an exact and rigorous way, but also as an essential conceptual tool to talk about all possible properties of objects. With Galileo appeared the idea of a complete mathematization of nature. Mathematics, as part of the Mathesis Universalis, became first philosophy. Both formal properties of objects, such as their spatial form or their number, and “material” properties, such as their colour or temperature, found a mathematical expression. Galileo then thought that the real properties of objects were these properties which mathematical formulas express. And these properties are out of the reach of our perceptual experience of the world. We feel that this water is hot but we do not perceive the mean kinetic energy as such. According to this objective conception of the world, the experienced properties of objects are just phenomena. They are the way in which the real objects and their properties appear to us. Thanks to the broadening in the range of application of mathematical tools, Galileo was able to distinguish between primary and secondary qualities of objects. The real properties of objects, the properties they have independent of human subjects or of any other kind of subjectivity, can only be expressed and are intelligible in the logical-formal realm of the mathematical constructions and propositions. This is because the real, primary properties of natural objects are also non-perceptual, logical-formal properties. The dialogue between human beings and nature was closed until we learned the language of mathematics, the same language in which the book of nature is written. 

As with the case of geometry, Husserl stresses that the mathematization of “material” properties of empirical objects, thought indirect, is also the result of subjective processes. In a general and vague way, we experience the objects of the world as being causally related. If we do such and such, we might have a more or less good crop at this time of year, etc. This makes us conceive of the principle according to which each event is causally determined anywhere and at any time. But we still lack the possibility of knowing in detail how particular events are related with other events according to a systematic and causal process that can be methodologically grasped. Mathematics allowed for this possibility. Thank to Galileo, the idea appeared that each subjective phenomenon has a mathematical expression that transforms it into a physical, objective event. Once we have made this transformation, which is now so “natural” for us, we can mathematically reconstruct any particular causal process, and we can try to anticipate, from our limited experience of the world here and now, any future event. But for Husserl, the objective world is a mathematical construction that we have carried out. Husserl’s purpose is to argue that the “real” and “objective” world which mathematical formal idealities express and in which subjectivities do not have any place is, however, the output of subjective processes of idealization and mathematical construction from a common experience of the world. Thus, it does not have any reality in and of itself apart from the subjects who have constructed it. As we have seen, this common experience of our Lebenswelt is also the origin of the mathematical apparatus that Galileo used to provide an objective picture of nature. 

Positivism has forgotten and hidden all these facts. Actually, it has reversed them. For positivism, it is self-evident that the world, as it is progressively determined by science, is the world in itself, the true and only one that there is. On the contrary, the world, as we experience it pre-scientifically, is only a phenomenon, something that has no real existence. It is the way in which the real one appears to a thinking and sensitive subject. But positivism, unlike Wittgenstein and Husserl, asserts that this subject is, and only can be, part of the world (a brain, a natural organism). Otherwise, it would not have existence at all. Positivism is objectivism. “What characterizes objectivism is that it moves upon the ground of the world which is pregiven, taken for granted through experience, seeks the „objective truth“ of this world, seeks what, in this world, is unconditionally valid for every rational being, what it is in itself“.
 

Husserl’s archaeological method has turned this positivist way of conceiving the world upside-down. Objectivism should be replaced by subjectivism. Positivism is no longer a starting point for philosophy, not even one that should be overcome from some of its own presuppositions. 

The mathematization of nature brought about a radical change in our understanding of nature, in the way in which we relate to it, and in how we think about ourselves. Since Galileo, we have taken for granted that the outcomes of physical-mathematical methods stand for the real world, the world as it is in-itself. Subjective experience has been cognitively devaluated as private and non-objective. However, Husserl’s main thesis is that Galilean natural science is only a hypothesis. It is the hypothesis according to which everything that we perceive in the world through our senses has an immediate translation in the formal world of mathematics. Mathematics is the only notation in which the true being of the world can be expressed. Hence, science operates in such a way that it gives to every single phenomenon of our plain, pre-scientific experience of the world a correlate in the abstract formal notation of mathematics, and holds that this formal expression and representation is the only and true battlefield in which the discussion about natural objects might take place. But since Galileo’s revolution, we have forgotten all these facts. Against positivism and its various philosophical heirs, Husserl claims that science is and only can be a hypothesis whose confirmation is still, and always will be, in progress, its cognitive successes notwithstanding. 

At this point, it is important to note that Husserl is not saying that the particular theories that we have held throughout history within each of the specialized sciences are just hypothesis or conjectures. He neither claims this nor denies it. Certainly, Husserl’s transcendental-genetic theory of science could imply the general acceptance of this affirmation which, since Popper, has been so central to the philosophy of science, independently of how we interpret it. Thus, science is just an interpretation of nature. Particular natural sciences are only a “good-fitting garb of ideas” (ein wohlpassendes Ideenkleid), but not the world in itself, a faithful mirror of nature.
 For Husserl, the important problem is not the fact that we have historically produced different physical theories. The key question is the kind of theories that we have produced and what they mean in relation to us and to nature. Thus, his main insight is that, in the origin of modern science from which the positivist conception of science derives, the mathematization of all properties of natural objects allowed for the objective conception of nature as detached from any subjectivity. This is a nature without subjects. The world becomes a totality of facts, as Wittgenstein says in the opening remarks of the Tractatus (TLP, 1.1). It is a nature whose subjects are, and only can be, parts of nature. 

VII. Phenomenology and history

This concise presentation of the main theses of the first two parts of Husserl’s Crisis is enough to buttress some aspects that have been widely discussed by the specialized literature. I shall refer to two of them: the role that the notion of Lebenswelt plays in the systematic account that Husserl gives of the origin of geometry and natural science in the modern sense, and the relationship between the phenomenological project and Husserl’s historical narration of the sense of Galileo’s achievements. Actually, both problems are intimately related.

Lebenswelt is a concept that has transcended the limits of phenomenology. In Husserl’s late philosophy it has an analytic and a transcendental status as well. Husserl offers it as the answer to the question of what constitutes the roots of sense of natural science. This approach implies two things. On the one hand, it leads to the conception of natural science as something whose epistemological and historical reality should be considered as given. The epistemological value of natural science is unquestioned by Husserl’s phenomenology. But this epistemological value is a historical conquest and, in this sense, is the outcome of a process of historical constitution. Both aspects of natural science are points of departure for phenomenological reflection. They are pre-given for us as individuals and society. But far from being facts that fall only within the realm of natural and social sciences they also provide the motivation for a “questioning back” (Rückfrage) about what was the root that nurtured the historical emergence and development of natural science. As far as phenomenology assumes this task as a philosophical possibility it moves away from any psychological-empirical investigation of knowledge as a natural phenomenon, as any naturalized epistemology, in Quine’s sense, would propose; and from a historical-empirical investigation of the main historical figures and past theories of natural science to provide a convincing history of science with consequences for the general philosophy of science. Both investigations, important as they are, move within the natural attitude in a Husserlian sense. The return to the origins of sense of natural science requires, as its “condition of possibility”, a beginning (Anfang), a grounding (Boden) from which we could understand that which stems from it. This beginning is the sap that permanently provides meaning to the scientific enterprise and its outcomes, whatever they may be. Such it is the role of the Lebenswelt. 

It should be noticed that the Lebenswelt is not something pre-given in the same way that natural science is. On the contrary, it “has to be gained through” a kind of analysis that uncovers its grounding function for natural science.
 In so far as the investigation of the structure and content of the Lebenswelt coincides neither with the research goals of a naturalized epistemology nor with the methodology of the history and philosophy of science, such an investigation falls necessarily outside the limits of the natural attitude. In fact, Ströker and Landgrebe have pointed out that Husserl continually presupposes the phenomenological Epoché in his search for the Lebenswelt.
 And the only way to understand why this is so is by focusing attention on the peculiar historical investigation that Husserl proposes.      

Thus far we have only a name –“Lebenswelt”– for the structure that functions as the root of sense of geometry and natural science as historically achieved outcomes. In order to avoid falling back into the natural attitude of historical investigations, Husserl makes use of history in a selective way. He identifies a period of history in which neither geometry nor natural sciences, in Galileo’s mathematical sense, were still available as permanent cognitive possibilities and objective outcomes for future generations. After this identification, Husserl is not interested in answering characteristic questions of historical and natural research such as who the main historical figures were who progressively created both kinds of sciences in a joint effort, when these historical characters conceived their achievements, what the broad historical context was which influenced their work, when they experienced the subjective acts that allowed them to think about a previously unconceivable cultural result, what kind of psychological acts they experienced, what place in nature these psychological acts might have, and so forth. Rather, Husserl's strategy consists of reflecting how it was possible to take the creative step from non-being to being, from a world without geometry or natural science to a new world that contained both of them. He also asks what transformation of sense, what new interpretation, this innovative step brought about in our understanding of the world and of ourselves as parts of the omnitudo realitatis This strategy allows him to tie up history with phenomenology as two aspects of a research project that are intimately associated. It is certainly true that an individual or a historically situated group of them introduced these sciences of human fabric. But all of this should be put aside thanks to the Epoché, thanks to this peculiar “veil of ignorance” of mundane facts of all sorts. We do not need to know anything about who, when, in which subjective or social context, in which state of mind or physical conditions, etc., although we already know many things about these important issues. The question is then to extract the meaning, the sense, of those subjective acts that brought about the transition from non-being to being, the sense that opened up a new interpretative possibility for the human experience of the world. The Lebenswelt is just a peculiar kind of relationship of human existence with the world. It is a relationship that is previous to the becoming of new possibilities for human praxis (cognitive, valorative, moral, artistic, etc.) which, nevertheless, presuppose it. What needs to be investigated is what these meanings or senses are based on, and how they transform this previous relationship and, thus, the interpretation of the world and of human existence in it.

Furthermore, the succession of such senses and interpretative changes has its own historicity. For Husserl this historicity is a transcendental one, i,e., an “inner or intentional historicity”. These expressions, in so far as they are unusual, might not have a clear meaning. However, they point at something that could be easily understood. The task of phenomenological philosophy is to accompany the history of human affairs (science included) in such a way that for each relevant achievement, for each major change either in the interpretation of the world or in the interpretation of one of its ontological regions we could ask ourselves about the sense of the subjective and intersubjective acts that help us to move from a previous state in which such an achievement was non-existent to a state in which it was already a permanent outcome for human beings. The historicity of such changes is the historicity of the sense-layers (Sinnschichten) that accumulate and settle one upon the other. As historical beings we always occupy the most superficial and intricate of these sense-layers and, indeed, the last one in time. As trained philosophers in phenomenology we could try to undo the path, to dig deep down into the dense stratification of historical senses at whose peak we find ourselves as conscious beings. Husserl’s train of thought was the following: If there is such a stratification of senses and we occupy the upper layer, then there has to be a bottom stratum and we could try to describe this grounding (Boden), this beginning (Anfang) which these sense-layers rest upon. 

Husserl gives now another turn of the screw. The Lebenswelt is not just a thing of the past, an old curiosity for sentimental people who long for a lost world in the depths of history, say, a golden age of innocence. Rather, Husserl’s approach suggests that the Lebenswelt is present and effective all the time in each of us. Thus, we are a recapitulation of the history of these sense-layers. Only in this remarkable way is it possible to think that the Lebenswelt is a main theme for phenomenological explorations, i.e., an issue that is attached to “subjectivism” and “transcendentalism” and, hence, it could be linked with the investigation of consciousness and its intentional acts. If this were not the case, there would not be any possibility of finding phenomenological returns to the search for the Lebenswelt. We would not find any notion of life that affected us in its investigation. The Lebenswelt would not have the power of giving sense to our life –independently of whether or not we are personally interested in history books and research–, at least some kind of sense to our objective knowledge of the natural world. If the ground of sense of natural science rested in old manuscripts, in dusty libraries, in archaeological finds, in the obsolete instruments of observation that museums of natural sciences preserve or in the life and consciousness of dead human beings, then the phenomenological investigation that Husserl tries to carry out through this path would be impossible. There is no phenomenological investigation of conscious life in all that. If the Lebenswelt is the a priori condition for the emergence of sense of natural science and there is a phenomenological path for the investigation of this a priori grounding, then the Lebenswelt has to be permanently active and functioning in our own life and, thus, there is a phenomenological, conscious entrance to it.
 

However, Husserl is well aware that the rational and philosophical access to the Lebenswelt faces an essential difficulty which may lead us to an aporia. The Lebenswelt has a content and structure that is effective in all of us. Nevertheless, we can only gain adequate access to it if we place ourselves, so to say, at a point of history when some outcomes of human effort appear for the first time. In Husserl’s approach the Lebenswelt supposedly was already operating at that time. And phenomenology tries to uncover the content and structure of the sense-layer that function as the point of departure of such a human achievement so that we can investigate the sense of the subjective and intersubjective acts that have allowed the new interpretation of the world which this innovative outcome has produced. But, as I have observed, these subjective acts cannot be the object of a phenomenological research if they are others people’s subjective acts, much less if they are the intentional acts of dead people. The intriguing question, then, is to know how we could gain phenomenological, conscious access to the operating Lebenswelt in the past moment of history when the new interpretative sense of the world and of ourselves popped up, so that we could properly describe the structure and content of this Lebenswelt, when, actually, we can only make phenomenology out of our own conscious experience. The problem increases if take into account that the questioning back into the roots of sense should not stop at any intermediate sense-layer but continue, as far as possible, to increasingly more basic and previously given interpretative strata. The Lebenswelt is the “ideal” point of no return, beyond which it is not possible to step back to uncover a previously given sense-layer. However, this ideal character is not quite empty.
 As we have seen above, Husserl provides a plausible description of the pre-scientific Lebenswelt that lies at the origin of the sense of the path that has led humankind to the construction of modern natural science. 

It seems to me that Ludwig Landgrebe has provided the key point to solve this problem in a way that, for example, has been recently followed by Dermot Moran.
 Landgrebe has argued that the investigation of the structure and content of the Lebenswelt was not a new theme in Husserl’s general phenomenological project as this concept is quite similar, if not the same according to Langrebe, as the notion of the “natural attitude” towards the world –the world of everyday life– that Husserl started to develop in Ideen I and was notorious in Erste Philosophie.
 If it is possible to provide a phenomenological description of the pre-scientific stance that is characteristic of the Lebenswelt as a priori structure for natural science, then such a description takes its content from a description of the natural world that any of us could in principle make because it is the description that we would produce if we did not use any logical-objective scientific category or, for that matter, religious, metaphysical or mythical ones. This is the reason why Husserl in his description of the Lebenswelt speaks of the vague and imprecise experience of space forms and sense properties of surrounding objects without making use of such categories.
Of course, these analyses of the Lebenswelt in the Crisis could be supplemented, according to Landgrebe’s thesis, with the description of the world as a horizon in which we always place and experience any object in nature. 

However, I do not think that the notion of Lebenswelt could be equivalent to the notion of “natural attitude,” though the former could profit very much from the latter. The reason is that there was no way of inserting the analyses and descriptions of the world as a horizon of all my potential experiences of the objects that I actually perceive with different degrees of attention in a framework that would give to these descriptions a historical perspective so that such a description would also be appropriate for the “original” sense-layer that preceded the historical formation of the logical-objective cultural formations of geometry and natural science. Providing the natural attitude with an inherent time-historical dimension is the novelty of Husserl’s Lebenswelt in the Crisis.   

But, how is it possible to provide this built-in historical component with the structure and content of the natural attitude towards the world? How is the actuality of our experiencing the world in the everyday, pre-scientific, life, which the analysis of the natural attitude tries to describe, related with the experience of the Lebenswelt as the historically forgotten point of departure for logical-objective and subject independent formations of science? Langrebe’s proposal is to rely on the temporal structure of consciousness.
 All living present time of our consciousness has a Heraclitean content that permanently sinks more and more back into the past and is substituted by a new one which gives us the expectation of an uninterrupted future horizon of time since there are new contents that will replace any other present content, death permitting. However, it seems to me that this basic time structure of consciousness (past-present-future) is not enough to provide a historical horizon to our daily life or even to the interpretations of the world that its contents provide. Saying that any subjective act inserts itself necessarily in this time structure of consciousness does not secure that the sense of such a subjective act can be viewed as the sedimentation of historically formed sense-layers. Each subjective act has not only a temporal dimension in consciousness but also an integrated historical sense that, nevertheless, has been transmitted from the past and whose latest recipient we find in such an act thanks to the historically intersubjective context in which we are always situated.
  

Thus, the Lebenswelt in Husserl’s historical-phenomenological account has a bi-frontal temporal and ontological constitution. The phenomenological and conscious access to its contents and structure can only be gained from our own pre-scientific, daily experience of the world. Its description should avoid any interference of scientific results and of any metaphysical, religious or other culturally loaded vocabulary. In this way, the Lebenswelt has a temporal and ontological constitution in the actuality of our lives. But, at the same time, the Lebenswelt cannot play the role of being the root of sense of historically constituted and sedimented interpretations if it were not already historically active before the historical constitutions of such interpretations. Then, the question is how we could make sure that what is present to us now has, nevertheless, a real status in a period of history when we were not present. How could we cognitively guarantee that the descriptions of the Lebenswelt in such a remote period of time grasp the content and structure which all subsequent sedimentations of sense are based upon and that coincide in the end with the content and structure of our spontaneous experience of the world from where we have departed to meaningfully describe it?                

The test of the truth or, at least, truthlikeness of such a description is to place it in the origin of the historical development of natural science and to provide categories –outcome (Leistung), idealization, mathematization, sedimentation, etc.– which would illustrate how subjective and intersubjective intentional acts have been added and have transformed interpretative layers of the Lebenswelt. Husserl thinks that we are either blind to, or at least have forgotten, the origin and historical development of natural science. We are unable to realize that the Lebenswelt operates both at a phenomenological and subjective level, and, at the same time, at a historical level. If we looked only back to history, it would not be possible to discover subjective and intersubjective acts whose sense we could analyze from a phenomenological point of view. This is only possible with our own consciousness but not with Pythagoras’ or Galileo’s consciousness. But, at the same time, looking only “within” consciousness we would not be able to conceive that many of its contents and structures, such as the theories of mathematics and natural science, are the result of a process of historical constitution from a Lebenswelt that relates them as Sinnschichten, which a historical development has left behind. For Husserl’s late philosophical project both aspects are intertwined. On the one hand, the analysis of consciousness without history would provide a plain and inaccurate description of its contents because we could not see that they are structured as sense-layers with their own historicity. This is the condition of possibility of properly understanding ourselves as historical beings, and not just as temporal ones. On the other hand, the analysis of history without consciousness would only give us a narration of facts without understanding that these historical facts have a root of sense that we can also find in the lower sense-layers of our own subjectivity. This is the condition of possibility of understanding history as another outcome of subjectivity. The Lebenswelt ties up together consciousness and history. 

However, Husserl claims that we have forgotten the lifeworld as the permanently acting structure that gives an uninterrupted sense, both nowadays and historically, to the presuppositions of natural science and to the objective interpretation of the world that they provide. In so far as we accept that Husserl has offered a valid description of the natural attitude and that the Lebenswelt can be partly characterized as being coincident with the natural attitude towards the world, then it is impossible to forget this Lebenswelt. Thus, what we have forgotten has to be something quite different. Rather, we have overlooked that the natural attitude has a historically deep-rooted meaning so that it worked as the point of departure of the cultural and objective achievements of geometry and natural science. In this way the natural attitude becomes the lifeworld. The Lebenswelt is the ground of sense of these historically developed sciences so that we can understand that theories of natural science and their ontological commitments have a permanent reference to our natural attitude and to the world as it is experienced in it. They are upper interpretative layers that are tied up in our lifeworld through historically sedimented and intermediate sense-layers. 

What positivism as philosophical objectivism has forgotten is precisely the thread of sense that relates and communicates the objective outcomes of science with the lifeworld. This relationship makes it impossible to conceive of the world of science as being the world in itself, as independent of any human interpretation, as the ontological norm for any cognitive evaluation of other human interpretations of the world including the evaluation of the lifeworld. The world as it appears to us in daily experience is not just appearance, illusion, merely subjective, a sign or subjective representation of the authentic world with no epistemic justificatory credentials.
 On the one hand, positivism detaches the sense of the theoretical constructions of science of its upper and historically late position in relation to the previous sense-layers which these constructions are based upon. On the other hand, positivism takes as its point of departure this disconnected and objectified layer and endows it with an ontological and epistemic normative role. Of course, science has epistemic advantages and prerogatives in relation to our lifeworld in such a way that it can attain a higher level of objectivity than our daily observation. This should not be denied, and Husserl did not deny it. But, from this recognition Husserl warns us against some conclusions that, for example, positivism is willing to draw. Zahavi has summarized them: “We are faced with a faulty inference if against that background [the validity and objectivity of scientific theories], we conclude that 1) only scientific accounts can capture true reality, or that 2) these accounts manage to grasp something which, in a very radical sense, is independent of our experiential and conceptual perspective. To think that science can give an absolute description of reality, that is, a description from a view from nowhere, is simply misunderstanding. We must reject the assumption that physics is the sole arbiter of what there is, and that all notions to be taken seriously should be reducible to the vocabulary and the conceptual apparatus of the exact sciences”.
 It is not a question of conceptual pluralism and ontological pluralism. They are not just linguistic neighbourhoods.

VIII. What does this all mean?

Husserl’s ideas have three important consequences for a discussion of Wittgenstein’s philosophy. It is true that we should ask ourselves why this philosophical narration about the origin of the positivist theory of science is so important. Undoubtedly, much more needs to be said about it to fill in the details. Other things need to be changed, developed and perfected. But we can already draw some important conclusion in relation to Wittgenstein’s observations, if we accept, as I do, something similar to what Husserl has said.

Firstly, Wittgenstein uses the example of the black patch as if such a patch were an image of reality. He also uses the different nets that we can use to describe it as a metaphor for our systems of description, including our scientific systems of representation. But both allegories have problems since they might misrepresent how things are and where the real difficulties are hidden. On the one hand, the black patch represents “reality”. But the way in which it stands for “reality” is such that it seems that this reality is already there, prefabricated. On the paper that contains the black patch nothing represents the subject. Thus, the example is intended to stand for a reality that no one experiences. It is a black patch. It is not a black patch for a subject. But there are not black patches without subjects for whom there is a patch and who do or might experience it as black.

However, Wittgenstein is absolutely right when he says that the metaphysical subject cannot be drawn together with the black patch that appears within its visual field (TLP, 5.6331). Drawing on the paper something like a “point of view” or an “eye that sees” to represent such a subject is to make, in the representation, both the subject and its visual field part of reality, i.e., an object. This manoeuvre would entail to think about that for which there are objects and states of affairs as if it were another object. However, this does not mean that there could be a visual field without the subject for whom this is its visual field. Nor could there be a black patch without subjects that do or might experience it. Indeed, there is a subject who is always present in Wittgenstein´s example and understands it, although this subject is not part of the picture, as with the observer of ‘Las Meninas’ in the Prado Museum. It is an observer who is just there where Las Meninas, Velázquez himself and the other characters in the canvas are “watching”. And this point of view of the observer coincides more or less with the point of view of the characters who are supposedly posing for Velázquez as he himself appears in the canvas. But in Wittgenstein’s example the black patch is perfectly objective without any relation to a sensitive and thinking subject, without any reference to a self who experiences it, like a picture that does not need a painter, as Erwin Schrödinger once said.
 Nevertheless, Wittgenstein´s example works because, although there is nothing on the paper that represents the metaphysical subject, there is nonetheless a subject: we. But we are not part of the paper and, thus, we are not part of the example. We are the condition for the example to work.  

On the other hand, the characterization of the different scientific theories as if they were different nets that we superimpose on the black patch of reality has similar problems. It seems that the nets emerge arbitrarily and have an independent reality from ourselves. They have not arisen from any previous pre-scientific experience of the world. They are already there as the black patch is there. Furthermore, they have no link whatsoever with it, no genesis from the previous ground of our experience of the world. Their constitution cannot be traced to a subjectivity or plurality of them. It even seems that the black patch always has the same shape no matter which net we superimpose on it. But the fact is that we think about the world as being quite different depending upon the theory we use to describe it. 

Certainly, there are points in common between Wittgenstein’s thesis about the scientific systems of representation and Husserl’s notion of the scientific theories as a well-fitting garb of ideas. However, as we have seen, the main philosophical problem is not so much that there might be a plurality of physical theories of nature, which Husserl clearly and with good sense admits. The real difficulty is a previous one. It is the problem of understanding the status of our scientific theories in general. Comparing scientific theories with nets on a surface with a black patch is not really going to help us. On the contrary, as intuitive and visual as this image might be, it is artificial and unreal. It renders the illusion, the “transcendental surreptition” as a Kantian would put it, according to which everything occurs without subjects. It seems to me that Wittgenstein’s examples provide images that should not be used philosophically. They continuously hide the subject for whom the examples might be valid. Furthermore, the problem of whether or not the various scientific theories that have been proposed in history should be compared with different nets that we superimpose on reality does not posit the problem about what the mathematical character of many of them means.                       

Secondly, Husserl would probably have insisted that, in the Tractatus, Wittgenstein starts with an objectivist, positivists, natural conception of the world that he slightly waters down afterwards with his less-developed ideas about the role of the subject both in the identification and individualization of facts and in the description of the world. It is also a philosophy that, luckily, ends up in radical agnosticism, rather than in positivism, in virtue of his ideas about formal ontology and its connections with the conditions for a meaningful proposition. But both positivism and Wittgenstein share the same starting point that for the former is self-evident but for the latter it is not quite coherent: the formal ontology of the objective world detached from any subject to whom a world appears and has different layers of meaning. At this junction it would be interesting to compare the beginning of the Tractatus with Husserl’s description of the natural attitude (die natürliche Einstellung) to note the huge difference between both philosophers: “I am self-conscious of a world that is endlessly extended in space and becomes and has become endlessly in time. That I am self-conscious of such a world means, in the first place, the following: I find it immediately and intuitively in front of me, I experience it”.

In the beginning was my consciousness of the world. There is no possibility of starting any description of the world, not even a description of how we could start any particular description of the world (scientific or of any other kind), if we do not appeal, just from the outset, to a consciousness or subject. The text begins not with “world”, but “I am conscious of a world”.     

Thirdly, Husserl thinks that neither science nor the positivist attitude towards it can be responsive to what is really at the core of human existence. “Merely fact-minded sciences make merely fact-minded people [...] In our vital need –so we are told—this science has nothing to say to us. It excludes precisely the questions which man, given over in our unhappy times to the most portentuous upheavals, finds the most burning: questions of the meaning or meaninglessness of the whole of this human existence“.

Apparently, this is the same diagnosis that Wittgenstein has made. Nevertheless, the reasons why they make this diagnosis are quite different.  For Husserl, his motives are related to his genetic and phenomenological reconstruction of objectivism. He explicitly believes that all “mortal” questions that disturb human existence from the bottom up have to do with the subjectivity of human beings, once we recover this subjectivity from objectivist and naturalist interpretations. However, the sciences, both natural and human, have abstracted this kind of subjectivity from their considerations. For Wittgenstein, on the other hand, as mentioned above, the unavoidable split between natural sciences and the radical questions of human life has to do with the limits of what can be expressed with sense, and with the fact that the metaphysical subject is not part of reality. And this, in turn, has to do with the ontological categories that he uses. 

One more, and final, observation is required. The genetic theory of science allows Husserl to understand his own philosophical projects as part of the historical development of philosophy which he schematizes as the fight between objectivist philosophies and subjectivist philosophies, between sceptical and non-sceptical philosophies. This development is a rational one directed towards the exploration of all the possibilities of human life and reason so as to rule out all kinds of philosophy that show themselves to be dead-ends. Husserl thinks of himself as part of a historical tradition, of a long and most valuable human project. He explicitly conceives of his work as part of the effort of the great philosophers of the past who have tried to carry out the idea of a universal philosophy. For him this idea is possible but has not been yet fulfilled. It is an infinite task rather than a reality that can be touched and taught. On the contrary, Wittgenstein’s strategy is such that he tries to hide all traces of the past in his philosophy. An indirect sign of this attitude is the laconic mention and recognition of Frege and Russell in the Vorwort of the Tractatus. He cannot think of himself anymore as an epigone of the great philosophers of the past but rather as someone who is facing the world alone. “I do not wish to judge how far my efforts coincide with those of other philosophers. Indeed, what I have written here makes no claim to novelty in detail, and the reason why I give no sources is that it is a matter of indifference to me whether the thoughts that I have had have been anticipated by someone else“ (TLP, Preface).

From the point of view of Husserl, this self-consciousness would have led Wittgenstein to fall into an even more dangerous philosophical attitude. Unaware, Wittgenstein would have fallen in the arms of positivism and the cultural environment that it has created from which only his sensitivity, admiration for the great geniuses of classical music, and peculiar religious conception of the world have saved him. 

IX. Epilogue

It is always difficult to judge assertively about the theories of great philosophers since they are as great as they are extremely complex and subtle. I have reflected in what sense it seems to me that Husserl’s criticism of positivist presuppositions is more radical than Wittgenstein’s in the Tractatus. However, I would like to conclude by saying a few words about this issue when we take into account Wittgenstein’s philosophical development after his first important philosophical work. This can only be done in an epilogue since a full treatment of the matter would require a completely separate and much more extended explanation. 

Emphasis should be put on the consequences of the autonomy of grammar thesis. In a way, this thesis is the culmination and crystallization of the development of Wittgenstein’s ideas during the thirties. It meant a breakthrough in his philosophy. It also widened the gap between his philosophical program and positivism. The language of science is not the only meaningful language. The propositions of science are not the only ones that could be true or false since their logical structure mirrors the structure of any possible state of affairs. The meaning of a term does not derive from its insertion in a propositional structure that is isomorphic with the structure of worldly events. Rather, it has to do with the set of grammatical rules that establish its correct and normal use in some contexts. Thus, there will be as many meaningful propositional systems (science, ordinary language, aesthetic language, religious language, etc.) as perspicuous grammatical rules we might be able to identify. Adapting another metaphor that Wittgenstein proposes, we could say that it is not the case that reality only opens its treasures when we use a code that is provided by just one of these propositional systems.
 Reality is as plural as propositional systems in good grammatical order. The idea that there are different linguistic neighbourhoods stresses this idea. 

However, Wittgenstein deepens the positivistic rupture with philosophy as a cognitive project. He buttresses the timid consciousness of philosophy which Husserl talked about. Although Wittgenstein does not assert that philosophy should be restructured as philosophy of science, he does argue that traditional philosophical problems should be destroyed by dissolving them through a grammatical investigation of its terms and propositions. One way or another, Husserl would not agree with this watering down of the philosophical tradition. I am suggesting that Wittgenstein’s attitude towards philosophy after the Tractatus might still be a remnant of positivism.

I would like to address one last point. The importance of Husserl’s philosophical project could be stressed in the following way. He supplies a theory that hinders a possible fissure of Wittgenstein’s attempt to get rid of some positivist theses. 

On the one hand, positivism might argue that the autonomy of grammar thesis might be correct in its second assertion: There is a complete independence in the grammar of some systems of propositions. Positivism would not deny that, as a matter of fact, there are different normative rules of use of different terms and propositions in different contexts. But positivism could force an interpretation of the first part of the autonomy thesis. As far as the knowledge of the external natural world is concerned there is no other better human activity than science to provide us with such knowledge. This point has nothing to do with the problem of whether or not there is an isomorphism between the logical structure of scientific propositions and the structure of possible states of affairs in the world. It has nothing to do with the question about the plurality of meaningful propositional systems that the autonomy of grammar thesis advocates. It has to do with the formal/mathematical and empirical methods of natural science. The autonomy of grammar thesis as it is represented in the metaphor of the linguistic neighbours in the Philosophical Investigations is incomplete since the important epistemological issue is left aside. 

On the other hand, Wittgenstein’s claim that there is a cohabitation of different language games does not address, as I mentioned at the end of section IV, the problem of the temporal and historical relationship between some of these linguistic neighbourhoods, especially between ordinary knowledge and scientific language. The “contiguity” of languages as it is portrayed in the metaphor is part of a synchronic description of how different types of languages are related. However, we do not have a diachronic theory of the temporal and historical joints that would explain the transition from one language and its corresponding worldview to another one. In a nutshell, Wittgenstein provides a horizontal, static description of the relationship between languages and worldviews. Nevertheless he lacks of a vertical, historically dynamic description of the conditions of emergence of a language and its worldview from the other.

In these contexts, one of the most important philosophical values of Husserl’s thesis about the relationship between the Lebenswelt and natural science is to furnish this historical description in a way that not only answers the problem of the genetic relations between languages and worldviews that is untouched in Wittgenstein’s theory but also answers this question without giving in to positivism. Positivism and its various and disguised heirs might be right in asserting that the autonomy of grammar thesis is not strong enough to avoid a privileged objectivist and natural view of the world and its knowledge. However, when Husserl places positivism in a historical-phenomenological perspective he counteracts this possible weakness of the autonomy of grammar thesis while, at the same time, avoiding a positivist scenario in philosophy. Although he has recognized that natural science is a kind of knowledge, a second philosophy, he has led us to the historical backstage of this kind of knowledge so that we are now aware of the historical and intersubjective constitution of its sense from the Lebenswelt. In this process, Husserl rehabilitates philosophy in a problematic way but also with determination. Among other things, the genetic and phenomenological investigation of the relationship between Lebenswelt and science provides philosophy with a cultural place that is neither reducible to philosophy of science nor dissoluble through linguistic-grammatical analysis. 
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