
Noesis and Noema: Husserl’s Intentional Structure
in Historical Context
Executive Summary. This essay examines Edmund Husserl’s distinction between noesis (the subjective,
intentional act) and noema (its ideal object or content) within the broader lineage of Kant, Hegel, and
Brentano. Husserl’s move is framed as a refinement of Kantian and Hegelian insights: Kant showed that
objects of experience are always given under a priori forms, and Hegel dramatized the instability of the
subject–object split. Brentano, by contrast, isolates “intentionality” – the mind’s being about something – as
the defining mark of the mental【43†L31-L39】【19†L69-L72】. Husserl takes Brentano’s insight further: he
distinguishes the act of consciousness (noesis) from the object-as-intended (noema), revealing how meaning
is constituted in consciousness【61†L174-L182】【39†L655-L663】. This yields new resources for questions
of presence and absence: noemata (e.g. “the tree as perceived”) have a structured sense independent of any
real thing-in-itself, and absence (horizons, retentions, protentions) becomes an integral part of how things
appear. Debates over Husserl’s idealism (e.g. representationalist vs. presentationalist readings) hinge on
how the noema is interpreted【35†L739-L747】【35†L768-L775】. We conclude by comparing Kant, Hegel,
Brentano, and Husserl on intentionality (table below), and by outlining implications for ontology, mind, and
contemporary phenomenology.

Thesis. Husserl’s noesis–noema distinction refines and radicalizes the Kantian insight that cognition is
active, not passive. By making intentionality into a microscopically transparent relation, Husserl shows that
every mental act constitutes its object as meaningful, bringing Kantian transcendental conditions to bear
inside each act. Brentano’s revival of intentionality is a crucial bridge, but Husserl’s innovation is to separate
act from object and analyze their correlation. In contrast to Kant’s focus on conditions for possible
knowledge, and Hegel’s dialectical sweep of consciousness, Husserl zeroes in on “how an object is given as
something” – the meaning-structure of experience【61†L174-L182】【39†L655-L663】. This shift makes
absence (the unheard side of an object, the not-yet-seen) philosophically operative. Thus the noesis/noema
model allows Husserl to push beyond Brentano into a rigorous phenomenology of sense and givenness.

Kantian Foundations and Hegelian Mediation

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781/1787) already breaks with naive realism by showing that objects of
knowledge must conform to the mind’s forms. “Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without
concepts are blind”【53†L31-L37】. In other words, neither pure understanding nor pure sensibility alone
yields an object: only their synthesis produces a determinate object of experience. For Kant, the world as
experienced is a unity of intuition and concept, while the “thing-in-itself” remains unknowable in itself. The
subject–object dichotomy is thus preserved: objects (phenomena) exist, but only under the a priori
structures of sensibility and understanding. 

Hegel (1807) takes up the subject–object divide and dissolves it dialectically. In the Phenomenology of Spirit,
consciousness first presumes external objects, but then encounters the limits of that separation. Hegel
famously claims “the truth is the whole.” Although we cannot quote the full context here, Hegel’s idea is
that subject and object ultimately coincide in a higher unity: the self-knowing Spirit. The “becoming of the
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object” is entwined with the “becoming of the subject,” and negativity (absence, the “other”) drives the
development【64†L731-L740】. For Hegel, the fixity of “something outside me” evaporates: instead, subject
and object are moments in a dynamic process. His Phenomenology portrays how each return to the familiar
(subject, object) must be transcended – the very absence or breakdown of old forms is what propels
knowledge forward【64†L731-L740】. Thus Hegel presages the concern with absence and “mediated
givenness” that Husserl will later make explicit.

Brentano’s Intentionality

Brentano (Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, 1874) sharpens the Kantian insight by focusing on the 
aboutness of mental acts. He famously writes that “every mental phenomenon is characterized by… the
intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object”【43†L31-L39】. In effect, Brentano defines mental
phenomena by their direction toward an object, whether that object is present, past, future, absent,
impossible, real or not. He illustrates: “in presentation something is presented, in judgment something is
affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire desired…”【43†L31-L39】. This meant that the
mark of the mental is not its material or location but this relational feature: mental acts contain their objects
“immanently” (internally). Unlike Kant, Brentano made intentionality the foundational notion. Unlike Hegel,
he kept it within a positive, descriptive psychology of acts (perceiving, remembering, etc.). But crucially for
later phenomenology, Brentano’s move highlights that we can think the absent: the mental act is fully real
even when its object is not. Intentional inexistence thus anticipates the later focus on how absence
functions in consciousness.

Husserl’s Noesis and Noema

Husserl inherits Brentano’s intentionality, but analytically splits the intentional relation into two poles: 
noesis (the act or process in consciousness) and noema (the object-as-intended or content of that act).
After 1905–13, Husserl realizes that simply saying “an act is directed at an object” leaves open what that
object is as given. In Ideas I (1913) he writes: every intentional experience has “two correlated aspects, which
he termed the noesis and the noema”【61†L174-L182】. The noesis is “the act of consciousness itself – the
actual subjective process of perceiving, judging, remembering, or loving. It is the ‘how’ of the
experience”【61†L174-L182】. The noema, by contrast, is “the ideal content or meaning of the act – the
object as it is given and meant in consciousness… not the object itself ‘out there’, but rather the object as
experienced: the ‘perceived as such’ or ‘judged as such’”【61†L178-L182】. In other words, the noema is how
the act intends its object, its sense or meaning as constituted in the act.

Consider Husserl’s example (Ideas I §89): the tree I perceive (“tree-as-perceived”) is inseparable from the act
of perception. “There is nothing that the tree simpliciter (the actual tree in nature) is less [identical to] than
this perceived tree as such… which, as perceptual meaning (Wahrnehmungssinn), belongs inseparably to
the perception. The tree simpliciter can burn down… But the intent – the intent of this perception – cannot
burn down; it has no chemical elements, no powers, no real properties”【39†L655-L663】. In plain terms:
the sense of the perceived tree (its noema) is not a physical object and so is unaffected by physical changes,
even though it corresponds to an external tree. The noema is thus an “individual item” with genuine
attributes (it is part of the perception itself)【39†L655-L663】. 

Husserl emphasizes that noesis and noema are a priori correlated: every act has one, and only one,
corresponding noema. While Brentano simply posited the act–object relation, Husserl probes its structure.
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Some interpreters (the “Fregean” or representationalist school) read the noema as an internal sense that
mediates between act and world【35†L739-L747】. Others (Sokolowski, Drummond) insist the noema is not
a hidden intermediate but the object itself as experienced – “the perceived object as perceived, the
recollected episode as recollected, the judged affair as judged”【35†L768-L775】. These debates echo the
Kantian stance: is there a “thing in itself” behind the noema, or is the noema the only object available?
Husserl skirts a strict dualism: as Stanford SEP notes, his transcendental idealism means the world is
“necessarily a reality for us… bound together with consciousness”【35†L798-L807】. The actual existence of
external objects is not in question (Husserl never adopts naive solipsism), but he insists the only world we
can study is the world as given. 

In practice, Husserl’s analyses show that the noema is structured like a bundle of horizons. When I perceive
the front of a house, its back is not seen but is co-intended in a horizon of possibility. When I remember an
event, its memory-content stands in a horizon of retention (past) and protention (future anticipation). These
structures are all built into the noema. Husserl uses terms like horizon, mode of givenness, sense (Sinn), and
eventually constitution to describe how anything becomes the object of consciousness in some mode. For
example, in Cartesian Meditations Husserl calls the noema a cogitatum (what is thought about) and analyzes
how sense gives it unity across time【35†L739-L747】. He also describes different guises of givenness (real
object, imagined, remembered, etc.), each with its own noetic-noematic structure. The upshot is that
presence (what is given) always comes laced with absence (what is not given): retention and protention
show how part of our present experience is always an absent-yet-meaningful extension. This makes
“absence efficacious”: the not-there of the object is part of its presence as a noema. 

Key Concepts

Sense (Sinn): Borrowed from Frege, Husserl calls the content of meaning the “sense” of an act. The
noema is essentially this sense. For Husserl, sense is ideal (abstract) but immanent in the noema
【35†L739-L747】. E.g., “the tree-as-perceived” has a sense (“tree-ness”) that is distinct from any
physical tree.

Mode of givenness: Every noema is given under some mode – perception gives things with spatial
presence, imagination gives them as appearances, thinking gives them as concepts. Husserl often
catalogs modes (e.g. perceiving vs. imagining vs. remembering) and shows how the noematic sense
shifts accordingly (different “modi significandi”).

Horizon: A noema is never a closed object but always carries a background of possible further
givenness. Horizon indicates the “open edge” of the object’s meaning. Even a fully present object has
a horizon (other sides, past states, future changes) implicitly included in how it is given.

Retention and protention: Particularly in time-consciousness, Husserl shows that every present
perception carries a retention (just-past part) and a protention (anticipated next moment). These
temporal structures mean an event is never wholly present; its meaning includes what has just faded
and what is yet to come.

Constitution: For Husserl, to constitute an object is to give it meaning through consciousness. After
the phenomenological reduction, what we study is not “the world-in-itself” but the 
phenomenological world as constituted. Husserl distinguishes “constitution” from “construction”:
constitution is passive (the way objects appear), not actively piecing pieces together.
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Transcendental reduction: Husserl’s method brackets (suspends) the question of the object’s
independent existence, focusing on how phenomena present themselves. In the reduced
(transcendental) attitude, the noema is not “the real tree” but “the tree as experienced.” This move
undergirds all analysis of noesis/noema【35†L798-L807】.

Interpretive Debates

Husserl’s noema has spurred intense debate. One axis is realism vs. idealism. The “Fregean” interpretation
(Føllesdal 1969 et al.) treats the noema as an ideal sense mediating between a worldly object and
consciousness: a representationalist picture. On this view, we turn inward to these mental contents
(noemata) and forget the external world altogether【35†L739-L747】. Critics (e.g. Dreyfus 1982) call this 
methodological solipsism. The alternative “presentationalist” reading (Sokolowski, Drummond) insists Husserl
continues to speak of the object itself, only considered in its meaning-for-us. The noema is then the 
intended object, not a separate copy: “to investigate the object itself in its significance for us”【35†L768-
L775】, rather than some private mental representation. 

A second debate concerns psychologism. Husserl famously broke with the late Brentano circle by
condemning psychologism (the reduction of logic and meaning to psychology). Some of Husserl’s early
writings on noema (1906–07) can sound like a return to empirical psychology, and critics note that his initial
exposition in Ideas is ambiguous between a naturalistic and a transcendental stance【35†L783-L790】. But
Husserl’s mature idealism rejects the Kantian Thing-in-itself: for him there is no x beyond the noematic
sphere that “really” is the object. The noema is the object as constituted, and the real object (if it exists)
cannot have any properties other than those co-constituted in experience【39†L655-L663】. In sum, on
Husserl’s transcendental view the traditional subject–object gap is reinterpreted as a correlation: no
objective truth separate from intentional structure, nor a pure ego absorbing the world, but a co-
dependence of mind and meaning【35†L798-L807】【61†L197-L202】.

Other debates include phenomenological scope (e.g. Husserl’s relevance to cognitive science) and 
intentional inexistence vs. Meinongian objects (Husserl rejects Meinong’s nonexistent objects; for him,
“nothingness is not an object” but objects can “not exist” without losing their noematic sense). Modern
phenomenologists (Zahavi, Moran) stress that the noema cannot “stand on its own” outside Husserl’s
method: the sense of an object always lives in consciousness【11†L433-L441】【35†L798-L807】.
Nonetheless, the noesis/noema analysis remains central: Sartre, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and later
philosophical movements all trace back to this core phenomenological insight.

Comparative Overview

Philosopher Key Concept Method
Ontological
Commitment

Role of Absence

Kant

Objects under
a priori forms
(space, time,
categories)

Transcendental
deduction; critical
analysis

Phenomenal
realism (things
exist, but
unknowable in
themselves)

Noumenon (Ding-an-
sich) is absent from
experience;
unknowable reality
“beyond” knowledge.

• 
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Philosopher Key Concept Method
Ontological
Commitment

Role of Absence

Hegel

Dialectical
unity of
subject–object;
Spirit

Phenomenology
(diachronic,
dialectical
narrative)

Absolute idealism
(reality is mind/self-
mediating)

Negativity is
generative: absence
and contradiction
drive consciousness
to higher unity.

Brentano

Intentionality
(mental acts
directed at
objects)

Descriptive
psychology
(phenomenology
of acts)

Realism about
mental objects
(each mental act
has an object
immanent in it)

Intentional objects
may be absent or
non-existent
(intentional
inexistence), but acts
remain intact.

Husserl

Noesis (act) /
Noema
(intended
content)

Transcendental
phenomenology
(epoché, eidetic
variation)

Transcendental
idealism (objects
exist “for-us” in
correlation with
consciousness)

Absence is
constitutive: horizons,
retention/protention
make “missing” parts
co-present; the
noema itself can
survive independent
of any real object.

Timeline of Key Texts (Mermaid diagram)

Implications and Conclusions

Husserl’s noesis/noema framework has far-reaching consequences. Ontologically, it rescues a kind of
realism (the world is not a mere hallucination) while refusing a naive correspondence theory. Objects are 
real only as they are constituted in conscious experience. For philosophy of mind, the pair remains a
powerful way to analyze perception, imagination, language, and even social understanding: every act has a 
form (noesis) and content (noema). Contemporary phenomenologists (Zahavi, Dreyfus, Sokolowski, Moran,
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etc.) continue to debate how best to read Husserl’s texts, but they universally acknowledge that noesis and
noema are indispensable for clarifying consciousness’s structure【61†L174-L182】【35†L739-L747】. 

Open questions remain: Can Husserl’s account handle deviant cases (hallucinations, collective intentionality)
better than classical theories? How does the noema relate to semantic notions of sense and reference?
Does the transcendental reduction remain viable in face of naturalistic challenges? Suggested further
reading includes Husserl’s Collected Works (see references), classic commentaries (Moran’s Introduction,
Sokolowski’s Introduction to Phenomenology), and recent specialized studies (Zahavi Husserl’s Phenomenology,
Dreyfus Husserl’s Philosophy of Mind, R. Sokolowski’s Intentional Analysis and the Noema, etc.). 

Husserl’s insight – that the mind’s directedness is itself structured and world-constituting – remains vital. It
reframes old questions (What is reality? How do we know? What is non-existence?) into the descriptive task: 
how is meaning given? As we have seen, the “tiny bridge” from Brentano to Husserl turned out to carry an
entire edifice of twentieth-century thought.

Bibliography (sample). Husserl (1901) Logical Investigations. Husserl (1913) Ideas Pertaining to a Pure
Phenomenology (Id1). Brentano (1874) Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint. Kant (1781/87) Critique of
Pure Reason. Hegel (1807) Phenomenology of Spirit. D. Moran (2000) Introduction to Phenomenology. D. Zahavi
(2003) Husserl’s Phenomenology. R. Sokolowski (1987) Introduction to Phenomenology. H. Dreyfus & S. Hall
(1982) “Husserl on the Ego,” JPhil. (Cited sources above provide precise page/section references.)
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