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The present paper responds to Lundh (2019) and other phe-
nomenological thought that has been applied to mindfulness
research through proposals to use phenomenological methods
to study the experiences associated with mindfulness and
meditation practice. I have previously commented on the in-
adequacy of phenomenological inquiry in the context of
nondual awareness (Krägeloh 2019). As nondual awareness
refers to pre-reflective experience and is commonly under-
stood in the context of the Buddhist philosophy of emptiness,
the phenomenological process of working up a structure or a
co-generated essence of experience results in an objectifica-
tion of nondual awareness and thus places it within the domain
of language and concepts. Certainly, nondual awareness is
only a very specific phenomenon that has been discussed in
the mindfulness research literature, and Lundh’s (2019) pro-
posal for an experimental phenomenology applies to a much
broader range of mindfulness-related experiences.
Nevertheless, philosophical reflections such as the ones I pre-
sented in relation to nondual awareness (Krägeloh 2019) will
continue to be relevant here, particularly since the techniques
used in mindfulness-based interventions have originally been
adapted from Buddhist traditions where philosophical reflec-
tion, meditation, and experience are intertwined (Sayrak
2019). Even if the secularized mindfulness practices are con-
sidered purely from the scientific perspective of Western psy-
chology, Lundh’s (2019) proposal to study experience in
terms of independent and dependent variables and to provide
so-called fine-grained descriptions requires that experience be
clearly defined. Lundh’s (2019) article reveals psychology’s
more recent tendency to shy away from philosophical discus-
sion, including in the mindfulness literature (Krägeloh et al.

2019). Below, I briefly highlight how experimental phenom-
enology is linked to the early literature on introspection and
how the philosophical considerations at that time continue to
be relevant.

Introspection and Experience

Lundh (2019) has already presented a comprehensive over-
view of phenomenology that I do not need to repeat here in
detail. Some of the more recent developments of this ap-
proach, including the experimental phenomenology proposed
by Lundh (2019), focus on experience at increasingly fine-
grained levels. This is in contrast with some of the perhaps
more traditional phenomenological research that tends to refer
to Edmund Husserl’s work when outlining a recommended
analysis approach. Depraz et al. (2003), for example, pro-
posed a “disciplined practical approach to exploring human
experience” (p. 1). Here, experience is studied through sys-
tematic steps starting with suspension of judgement by the
interviewer and eventually arriving at co-generated descrip-
tive categories that are intended to capture the structure and
essence of the experience of interest. When discussing the
application of this approach to nondual awareness (Krägeloh
2019), I argued that such a phenomenological approach pro-
motes joint (researcher and participant) reflections on experi-
ence, which should be described as an interaction with expe-
riencewithin a socio-cultural domain. Although Lundh (2019)
did not provide an outline of any recommended data analysis
processes, it appears that the more micro-level nature of ex-
perimental phenomenology may involve a lesser degree of co-
generation of a supposed essence and instead takes participant
reports more at face value. Irrespective of the social validity or
the eventual scientific utility of this approach, the unit of anal-
ysis remains linguistic.

Around the same time period when Edmund Husserl pub-
lished his work on phenomenology, the concept of experience
also played an important role in the newly established
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discipline of psychology. What was different, however, was
that the focus of interest was predominantly on raw experience
as opposed to its abstracted content. In Grundriss der
Psychologie, Wilhelm Wundt (1897) defined psychology as
the science of unmediated experience (unmittelbare
Erfahrung), which he conceptualized as a constellation of
processes as opposed to objects of inert content. The purpose
of psychology was to investigate experience as it presents
itself in its unmediated form and how it may be connected to
other experiences. The natural sciences explore objects as
abstracted from the subject and thus in terms of content that
is mediated by experience, and Wundt (1897) viewed psy-
chology as supplementary to the natural sciences, although
psychology should still employ scientific methods. In this
context, Wundt (1897) discussed the methods of observation
and experimental manipulation but argued that observation is
not suitable for a science of immediate experience as it would
require an a priori ability to delineate the start and finish of
experiential appearances and thus treat them as inert objects.
Only experimental manipulation would enable research to
break down complex experiences into its various component
processes.

A major difference between the experimental method de-
scribed by Wundt (1897) and that of experimental phenome-
nology (Lundh 2019) is that the former focused on immediate
experience while the latter concerns the documentation of
phenomena after some mediation through language has al-
ready occurred. In terms of how Wundt (1897) defined expe-
rience, experimental phenomenology (Lundh 2019) may be
more described as exploring psychological constructs and not
experience directly. Psychological constructs are compounds
of immediate experience that have been abstracted into inde-
pendent units. Although experimental phenomenology may
justifiably claim to provide a more fine-grained analysis of
linguistic units than traditional phenomenology, it remains at
the level of what Wundt (1897) would have described as a
Geisteswissenschaft (humanities)—of which he considered
psychology to be the foundation.

My sketch of the early literature on immediate experience
is only meant to be brief, but I would at least like to mention
the work by some of the other theorists whose work is also
relevant here. Within the German-language literature, notable
scholars include Oswald Külpe and Richard Avenarius
(Krauss 2017). Oswald Külpe was a student of Wilhelm
Wundt who later broke away and initiated what was later
called the Würzburg School of introspection (Hackert and
Weger 2018). Unlike Wundt’s approach, which focused on
basic elements of tightly defined conscious experience, the
Würzburg School widened the scope to include higher-order
cognitive functions. The methods used in their approach have
been described as similar to those of phenomenology (Hackert
and Weger 2018), and the experimental nature of the intro-
spection practiced by the Würzburg School may arguably

mean that any differences are even less noticeable when com-
paring them to experimental phenomenology. In the absence
of explicit mention of the assumed ontological nature of ex-
perience in experimental phenomenology (e.g. Lundh 2019),
readers may need to rely on references to philosophers such as
Husserl. Alternatively, experimental phenomenology may de-
cide to follow the path of the Würzburg School and remain
ontologically agnostic. Without committing to whether
psychological phenomena are to be placed within monistic
or dualistic ontological frameworks, Külpe (1893) stated that
the goal of his empirical psychology was to provide a com-
plete description of the characteristics of experiences as de-
pendent on experiencing individuals. In this context, experi-
ences were defined as the most fundamental data that form the
object of reflection but that are themselves pre-reflective.

Similar to Külpe, Avenarius initially worked closely with
Wundt but later diverged in his thinking to the point that they
distanced themselves from each other (Krauss 2017). InKritik
der reinen Erfahrung, Avenarius (1888) explained that a fun-
damental assumption of all human beings is that they are
located in surroundings consisting of manifold components,
that there are other individuals who can utter manifold kinds
of statements, and that statements or predications are in some
kind of dependence by the person’s surroundings. This applies
to knowledge generation in science just as much as in nonsci-
entific situations. Experience is thus what presents itself when
the environment provides the determining conditions for
statements, and here the act of stating would also be an
experience. In this context, pure experience was defined by
Avenarius (1888) as experience in terms of predications (what
is said or das Ausgesagte) that is only determined by the sur-
roundings and with no other experiences mixed in. In other
words, these are raw experiences that do not include further
reflection or elaboration after they had arisen in the determin-
ing environment. Avenarius called his philosophy
empiriocriticism as it has its starting point that everything is
experience but then proceeds to investigating to what extent
experience that is valid for an individual is also universally
valid, such as socially agreed on (Carstanjen 1897). In terms
of ontology, empiriocriticism is neither materialism nor ideal-
ism as the environment is neither taken as phenomena or ap-
pearances nor as real or true, since any such claims are only
worked up through reflection after the initial raw experiences.

Published around the same time as empiriocriticism and
subsequently more widely known is the philosophy of radical
empiricism by William James (1904a). Like Avenarius and
Külpe (Krauss 2017), James took experience as the starting
point but was even more explicit about its ontological role,
calling it the “primal stuff or material in the world” (p.478,
James 1904b). Being primal, it does not consist of anything
and is simply the collective name for all that appears.
Distinctions such as between inner and outer (in relation to
individuals) or between fact and opinion only emerge when
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pre-reflective pure experience is elaborated on through addi-
tional experiences. Similar to Avenarius (1888), who consid-
ered the context of other speakers as crucial, James (1904c)
referred to the so-called conterminousness of different minds
in order to avoid solipsism or the exclusive focus on only
one’s own consciousness. This concern thusmirrors that noted
for introspection in the recognition that theories of psycholog-
ical processes would not be possible without linguistic means
and thus the consideration of statements from other people
(Krauss 2017). Of course, this raises the issue of whether a
fully first-person science is even possible.

Conclusion

I do not wish to challenge the potential social validity and
utility of experimental phenomenology, and as Lundh (2019)
stated, conclusions drawn from studies following this ap-
proach are meant to be hypothetical and provisional.
However, I am also using this opportunity here to highlight
the fact that modern developments in the study of experience
do not engage in philosophical thought to nearly the same
depth in which it was embedded within the early days of
psychology. The history of the concept of experience in psy-
chology and philosophy is far too rich for it not to be leading
to misunderstandings and contradictions unless the intended
meaning of the term is explicitly stated.

In regard to experimental phenomenology, I would argue
that the so-called fine-grained view of experience is more
likely to deal with immediate and even pure experience as
opposed to the more extended experience that is the topic of
co-generation in typical phenomenological studies. Therefore,
extending the scope of phenomenology to such micro-level
experience will likely encounter the same limitations that I
outlined for the study of nondual awareness (Krägeloh
2019). However, given Lundh’s (2018) previous work on on-
tology, it is likely that we will see further refinement of exper-
imental phenomenology in terms of application of philosoph-
ical theories, which I would also encourage for psychology as
a discipline more broadly. This does not necessarily require a
commitment to a particular ontological view and may proceed
in a similar manner to which contextual behavioural science is
explicitly a-ontological (Herbert and Padovani 2015). But
with no detailed description of what is meant by experience,
any attempt to provide fine-grained accounts of it will be
difficult to compare with other related research. In the mind-
fulness literature, where concepts such as bare attention impli-
cate the need to make distinctions between pre-reflective and
interpretative experience (Bodhi 2011), this level of detail is
even more important.
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