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ceptualization of how the body incorporates 
social determinants and, thus, for a re-polit-
icization of the body. I have also highlighted 
the similarities between the uses of concepts 
by the advocates of E-approaches, social epi-
demiology, feminist science and epigenetics. 
I am quite sure that this common concep-
tual background will require historians and 
epistemologists to retrace the epistemologi-
cal and political history of E-approaches. 
This will likely contribute to a better under-
standing of how embodiment and affiliated 
concepts transform ontological boundaries 
and will also help to critically explore the 
general transformations of knowledge that 
we are currently witnessing.
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> Abstract • Shaun Gallagher’s philo-
sophical inquiries are well known, 
among other things, for a phenomeno-
logical theory of an embodied selfhood. 
However, I show here that Gallagher has 
not considered all the means that phe-
nomenology has to offer on this issue.

 Gallagher’s theory of self
« 1 »  My main topic will be the self in 

phenomenology. I would like to modestly 
challenge, or at least emphasize, some tech-
nical questions about the phenomenology 
of selfhood as depicted in Table 1 in Shaun 
Gallagher’s target article. My idea is that we 
find in Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology 
a way to think of the self as a unified phe-
nomenon, a “gestalt” that is hard to reduce to 
neuronal patterns (§35). Yet when Gallagher 
speaks of a “gestalt” with a “plurality of self-
related factors” he barely puts a name on the 
phenomenon instead of trying to capture 
the unity of our subjective life.

« 2 »  Let me first start with some re-
marks about a passage from the Cartesian 
Meditations by Husserl (1960). I will try to 
show that in this text Husserl himself, well 
known for his work on the transcendental 
ego, offers us a way to think about identity 
and selfhood as a unified phenomenon.

« 3 »  As we know, Gallagher defended 
the idea that this unity is to be found in a 
core that is the minimal self, made up of 
ownership and agency. He also seems to 
recognize that around this core, there are, 
on a different level, a numerous quantity of 
elements that contribute to enrich this mini-
mal self (see Table 1, which has to be read 
“bottom up”). That is mostly what we find 
in How the Body Shapes the Mind (Gallagher 
2005) and The Phenomenological Mind (Gal-
lagher & Zahavi 2008).

« 4 »  However, my claim is that this 
minimal self is a sort of limit case of the self 
rather than the self itself. Put in another way, 
I want to show that the “core” is not where 
Gallagher thinks it is, i.e., the minimal self. 
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Instead of looking for a core, we must pay 
attention to the hinge around which the 
minimal self and the other components of 
my identity meet each other – a hinge that 
seems to be unclear in Table 1 because of the 
various layers that are spelled out. However, 
it is this kind of hinge that should be taken 
into account when one is looking for neural 
correlates of personal identity.

Husserl and the habitus
« 5 »  The Cartesian meditations are well 

known as the summit of Husserl’s idealism. 
However, we find in the 4th meditation, be-
fore the transcendental point of view defi-
nitely wins the game, an interesting analysis 
of the fact that the ego is not only a formal 
condition that constitutes our first-person 
perspective, our subjective access to the world. 
Indeed, Husserl is deeply conscious that 
the ego is an embedded or embodied ego, 
but he does not consider here this embodi-
ment as we are used to seeing it in the work 
of Gallagher, Zahavi, Noë or Jean-Luc Petit 
in France. Let me quickly make that point 
clear.

« 6 »  I mean that Husserl does not refer, 
in the Cartesian Mediations, to the embed-
ding of our perception in movement, that is 
to say to the embodiment of every objectify-
ing act (every synthesis of sensations) in the 
kinesthesis of the living body. This very kind 
of embodiment has been well analyzed by 
Gallagher (2005), Alva Noë (2006) or Jean-
Luc Petit and Alain Berthoz (Berthoz & Petit 
2006).

« 7 »  Indeed, there are “sensorimotor 
contingencies” or “skills” that determine 
what we see when we see. We do not pic-
ture the world outside inside our brain, but 
we learn how to achieve perception, as Noë 
(2004) puts it frequently. For instance, we 
learned, when we were children, what hap-
pens when we move forward or backward 
in relation to an object, when we turn our 
head to the left or to the right. We got used 
to those kinds of perceptual patterns; we 
learned them. Let us also think about Jean 
Piaget’s sensorimotor schemes. As Galla-
gher outlines in How the Body Shapes the 
Mind,

“ the basic idea is that a full picture of human 
cognition can be drawn only by exposing the de-
tails of the various prenoetic processes that con-

stitute the body’s contribution to the shaping of 
experience.” (Gallagher 2005: 133)

« 8 »  However, as I said above, in the 
Cartesian Meditations (§32), we find a shift 
of focus. Husserl is not interested in this 
kind of embodiment of our perceptual 
achievements, but mostly in the embodi-
ment of the ego itself. Therefore, Husserl 
draws on a path already mentioned in the 
second volume of his Ideas (Husserl 1996: 
§29, §56, §59f), which he calls habitus – a 
concept we are quite familiar with, at least in 
the francophone area, because of the work of 
Pierre Bourdieu. Let me briefly quote Hus-
serl:

“ [I]t is to be noted that this centering Ego is not 
an empty pole of identity […]. [W]ith every act 
emanating from him and having a new objective 
sense, he acquires a new abiding property. […] [I] 
find myself as the Ego who is convinced, who, as 
the persisting Ego, is determined by this abiding 
habitus or state.” (Husserl 1960: §32)

« 9 »  Husserl considers here the habitus 
purely in its cognitive dimension, that is to 
say, when someone is, for instance, judging 
something about something, or having a be-
lief about something. We may think here of 
John McDowell’s (2013) “repertoire of con-
ceptual capacities” as an example. However, 
we must think of the habitus not only as a 
pure cognitive process, but also as an emo-
tional, practical and perceptual process. For 
instance, Maxine Sheets-Johnstone points 
out the habit as an “enlargement of one’s 
kinetic repertoire” (Sheets-Johnstone 2014: 
97) that has nothing to do with applying a 
set of cognitive instructions.

« 10 »  Despite his cognitive primacy, 
Husserl leads us here to consider that con-
sciousness is not only an active performance 
or achievement of the ego. For sure, I can 
judge, here and now, that this object is a pen, 
or imagine, here and now, what kind of beer 
I am going to drink after my talk. Or I can 
try to actively pay attention, here and now, 
to what kind of people are sitting in front of 
me.

« 11 »  However, consciousness must 
also be seen from a genetic point of view. 
By “genetic” we must think of how an active 
consciousness, like attention, is possible in 
virtue of a world that is pregiven. To think 

of time as a genetic constitution of the ego 
does not only imply a self-constitution of 
my sense of agency and ownership, that is 
to say, a pure formal subjective structure of 
consciousness (a gestalt). Indeed, in the 4th 
Cartesian meditation, it leads Husserl to the 
ego as a habitus. When I judge that this ob-
ject is a pen, my judgment is, according to 
Husserl, settled in or laid down within a set 
of dispositions, habits, tendencies, skills that 
remain with me however unaware of them 
I am, or even when I am not thinking about 
them. Those dispositions constitute my 
habitus. I am counting on this repertoire of 
beliefs, preferences and skills in my every-
day experience of the world. Indeed, they 
determine, or motivate (Husserl would say), 
shape (Gallagher) my upcoming conscious 
achievements. They support my following 
statements and undertakings.

« 12 »  Let us briefly consider an example 
that belongs to a practical realm (that is to 
say a non-propositional attitude). I have 
been used to taking the Nr. 9 bus to go to 
work. The first time I had to do it, I was 
very aware of what I was doing: I was very 
aware of the number of the bus, trying not 
to miss it. Then, when inside the bus, I was 
very aware of needing not to miss the sight 
of the bus stop. But then it became a habit 
on which I count and that improves my ev-
eryday experience of the world, that makes 
it more familiar. I can now listen actively to 
music, read a book and still I will feel when it 
is time for me to get off the bus without hav-
ing to pay attention.

What about the self then?
« 13 »  Now, let us go back to our main 

topic, selfhood. What is this “I,” this “self ” 
that is undergoing such an experience? 
What does it tell us about our most inti-
mate self? Who am I? And what is it like to 
be a person? My basic idea is that, from this 
point of view, the core of my identity is not 
a minimal self. We are, however, far from 
experiencing ourselves in any such way. Be-
sides, Husserl’s analysis seems to apply for 
the self as a unitarian phenomenon.

« 14 »  According to me, it is not enough 
to say that the first-person perspective is 
temporally shaped from the inside by a min-
imal self that explains its subjective quale 
(Gallagher 2005: Chapter 8). The self is 
not only a temporal formal structure of the 
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stream of consciousness that is, by the way, 
constituted by all the emotional, perceptual 
and cognitive contents that I may experi-
ence – as Table 1 seems to suggest. Instead, 
my self is always already a structure that is 
“filled up” with the dispositions, skills and 
tendencies that develop out of my experience 
of the world, and which constitute for me a 
set of beliefs, preferences and capabilities that 
are always already shaping my own experi-
ence before I know it (as Gallagher would 
say). This is what Husserl calls, in his Idea 
for phenomenology, “a person,” a “type” or a 
“style of living” (Husserl 1996a: §58, §60d).

« 15 »  Thus, speaking of an embodied 
self is not speaking of a minimal self around 
which or in which different elements take 
place. Instead, it is speaking of that kind of 
habitus or what we may call a dispositional 
self – that encompasses the affective, behav-
ioral and intersubjective aspects of selfhood, 
which Gallagher underlines here (§37). I 
have a subjective experience of the world not 
only because I am the owner and the agent 
of my experience, but because I see, feel and 
picture the world from a certain standpoint 
which is made up of my dispositions, skills and 
preferences – and that I already experience 
as deeply mine. For instance, when I see a 
rock and feel afraid of climbing, it is because 
I have already a sort of intimacy with myself, 
with what I am capable of doing and what 
I am not. I have a prenoetic understanding 
of my habitus, that is to say, of the capabili-
ties that are mine. And what works here for 
my bodily attunement to the world works 
also for my cognitive attunement with ideas. 
For instance, when I encounter a poem or a 
math equation, I am already pre-reflectively 
aware of what I can and what I cannot do, of 
what I like and dislike. Generally speaking, I 
am already pre-reflectively aware of how the 
world shows up to me.

An embodied self is a habitus
« 16 »  According to me, the habitus, or 

what we might call the “dispositional self,” 
is the living strain of my identity, the “root 
soil” to use an Husserlian expression. That 
is where the self resides that is to say, some-
where between the transcendental minimal 
and formal self and the contingent represen-
tation of myself through a narrative. As Hus-
serl had seen, the habitus is indeed a hinge 
where form and content, transcendental form 

and empirical matter, meet each other in such 
a way that it is simply not possible to distin-
guish clearly between them – contrary to 
what Table 1 seems to suggest.

« 17 »  It is of course always possible to 
extract from my habitus such a core as the 
minimal self. That is somehow what Husserl 
did with the transcendental turn, speculat-
ing a transcendental ego that finally con-
stitutes even its habitus or, at least, can get 
rid of it while operating the epoché. We can 
also focus on how the narratives contrib-
ute to rebuild my identity, but still, in that 
or this extraction, we miss what it feels like 
to be someone. To feel like a person must be 
understood, first and foremost, as the spe-
cific quale of my being a habitus, that is liv-
ing within a set of beliefs, preferences and 
skills that are deeply rooted in my body. 
That is the unified phenomenon that is the 
serious challenge for every neuroscientist who 
wishes to explain subjectivity. And that is a 
promising way of decentering the brain re-
garding the problem of self-identity, because 
it implies considering much more than simply 
brain correlates –my body as a whole, which 
has been shaped by biology, society and self-
experience.
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