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Abstract 
 
At the heart of Murray Smith’s proposal of a methodological “triangulation” is the 
principle that in our research we take into serious account three levels of analysis, 
with their respective types of evidence: the phenomenological level; the psycholog-
ical level; and the neurophysiological level.  

However, the author’s trust in phenomenological evidence appears to be fluctu-
ating, and the issue of how to concretely take advantage of it appears underex-
plored. On this grounding, I will address the broad topic of a rigorous usage of 
phenomenological evidence by touching upon three main points: 1) The nature of 
phenomenological evidence; 2) The methods to gather phenomenological evi-
dence; 3) The reliability of this type of evidence. In my discussion, I will focus on 
a particular method stemming from Francisco Varela’s neuro-phenomenological 
framework and developed by Claire Petitmengin, i.e. “micro-phenomenology”. 
 
Keywords: Empirical aesthetics, Empirical phenomenology, Qualitative research, 

First-person experience, Interviews. 
 
 
 
 

1. Introduction 

Over the last couple of decades, the debate has reignited about the opportunity to 
complement theoretical aesthetics with empirical research.  

In Italy, until recently, it was arguably film scholars—rather than philoso-
phers—to be most eager to do so.1  However, as of today, a growing number of 

 
1 Notable enterprises in this regard were research brought forward by Vittorio Gallese and 
Michele Guerra based on the discovery of mirror neurons (2015); as well as Ruggero Eu-
geni and Adriano D’Aloia’s proposal in “neurofilmology” (2015), which resulted not only 
in programmatic papers but also in concrete empirical works (e.g. Balzarotti et al. 2021). 
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scholars in aesthetics committed to unpacking and understanding, if not actively 
practicing, empirical aesthetics. 

A recent and meaningful event in this regard was the discussion, promoted 
by the Giornale italiano di psicologia, around Stefano Mastandrea’s target article 
(2020). Speaking as a psychologist but hoping to spark the interest of philosophers 
too, Mastandrea suggested that times were ripe to inaugurate in Italy a proper 
“empirical aesthetics”, in which updated theoretical contributions would com-
bine with inputs from the cognitive sciences and other experimental disciplines. 

The discussion following the target article featured the voices of two promi-
nent scholars in aesthetics, namely Paolo D’Angelo (2020) and Giovanni 
Matteucci (2020).2  While D’Angelo, however cautiously, listed some of the open 
questions in aesthetics with regard to which an empirical perspective may be fruit-
ful, Matteucci seemed less confident that a genuinely non-reductionist empirical 
approach to the complexities of the aesthetic experience could exist.  

Matteucci’s concern grew out of what he perceived to be the way of empirical 
aesthetics: that is, a research orientation exclusively interested in the subject’s neural 
activity—a perspective that immediately brings back the ghost of the problematic 
(though ground-breaking) attempts in early “neuroaesthetics” (Pinotti 2008). 

The program of empirical aesthetics, therefore, is currently favouring new 
openness, but it also arouses long-standing suspicions. It is my view that such 
skepticism is at least partly due to the fact that neurophysiological data have 
largely obscured the potential of another form of empirical evidence, arguably 
much more likely to be welcomed by aesthetologists: that is, phenomenological ev-
idence. Aesthetics and phenomenology, indeed, are connected by a durable and 
fruitful bond, to the point that it is common to speak of a “phenomenological 
aesthetics”: from Waldemar Conrad to Moritz Geiger, from Maurice Merleau-
Ponty to Mikel Dufrenne, and so on.3 Clearly, the methodology of contemporary 
empirical phenomenologists with an interest in aesthetics has detached even rad-
ically from that of the “masters”. However, at closer inspection, their goals and 
principles are not that far apart. Thus, I believe, it is by restoring the importance 
of phenomenological evidence, in addition to neurophysiological one, that fertile 
ground can be established for new empirical experimentations in aesthetics. 

In this context, the recent Italian translation of Murray Smith’s Film, art, and 
the third culture (2017) (Cinema, evoluzione, neuroscienze. Un’estetica naturalizzata del 
film, tr. it. Angelo Cioffi, Dino Audino 2022) happens at just the right moment. 
Indeed, the specific reading that I will propose of Smith’s book can be useful pre-
cisely in view of overcoming a purely “neuro-oriented”, and hence quite inevita-
bly unsatisfactory, understanding of empirical aesthetics. 
 

2. Smith’s “Triangulation”: Outline and Issues 

The ambition of Smith’s work is to introduce and put into practice a “naturalized” 
aesthetics (of film), where “naturalizing” is to be interpreted as making sense of 
relevant aesthetics phenomena in the context of the knowledge and methods of 

 
Compared to his works in film studies, Gallese’s experimentations in the visual arts, usu-
ally performed with David Freedberg (2007) and specifically addressed to specialists in 
aesthetics, appear to have initially received more lukewarm reactions. 
2 It can be noted, since it is relevant in this specific context, that D’Angelo, among others, 
mentioned precisely Murray Smith’s work to which the present book discussion is dedicated. 
3 For a survey of the origins of phenomenological aesthetics, see for instance Scaramuzza 1976.  
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the natural sciences (Smith 2017: 24). Importantly, Smith’s intention is not to re-
place traditional tools from the humanities, but rather combine them with various 
types of empirical evidence. 

To do so, Smith draws from Owen Flanagan’s framework expressed in Con-
sciousness reconsidered (1992), and in particular from his notion of “triangulation”. 
A methodological approach based on triangulation comprises three levels of anal-
ysis, corresponding to as many types of evidence: 

 
• the phenomenological level (what, if anything, it feels like when we undertake 
some mental act) 
• the psychological level (what sorts of psychological capacities and functions our 
minds possess), and 
• the neurophysiological level (what seems to be happening in the brain when we 
exercise these capacities or have these experiences) (Smith 2017: 60). 
 

In such methodological “triangle”, no method or type of evidence is more 
authoritative or more important than any other. It is a synergistic rather than hi-
erarchic interaction, involving “projecting lines from each body of evidence, and 
following them to see where they intersect” (Smith 2017: 61). 

Interestingly, therefore, Smith acknowledges that phenomenological evi-
dence is indispensable in his program for a naturalized aesthetics.  However, his 
trust in this type of evidence quickly reveals to be fluctuating. This sort of hesita-
tion or ambiguity emerges in some passages in Chapter 2, for instance: 
 

So phenomenological evidence is fallible; but it does not follow that it is always 
false or wholly unreliable. In any event, whether our experience is veridical or 
otherwise, the experience itself still needs explaining. To discard phenomenal evi-
dence of conscious mental experience would be tantamount to discarding a key 
dimension of the explanandum, that is, the very thing that we want to explain. So 
we can neither do without phenomenological evidence, nor treat it as infallible 
and absolutely authoritative (Smith 2017: 62). 

 
In other passages, like the following, the inclusion of the phenomenological 

level in the triangulation approach appears highly prudential and somehow condi-
tional: “The door is thereby opened to admit, at least in a limited and principled fashion, 
the first-person perspective within a scientific approach to the mind” (Smith 2017: 
117; emphasis is mine). Phenomenological evidence, this seems to suggest, has to 
“fight harder” than others in order to “gain” an acknowledgment of scientificity, 
which is only conferred by third parties upon strict conditional assessment.4 

All this leaves us somehow in uncertainty: what do we precisely refer to, 
when we speak of phenomenological evidence? How precisely should we use this 
type of evidence? What is its reliability in film research, and in aesthetics more 
broadly? 

In the following paragraphs, I will address critically each of these questions. 

 
4 Neurophysiological evidence typically does not have to undergo such severe assessment, 
as it is broadly considered intrinsically scientific. No type of data, I would rather argue, 
should enjoy such privilege, as any data it is only scientific when gathered and used ac-
cording to a proper method. In support of this view, see one of the cautionary papers pub-
lished during the “golden age” of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) (Logo-
thetis 2008). 
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3. The Nature of Phenomenological Evidence 

I will open my discussion by clarifying my first point: what is the nature of phe-
nomenological evidence? What type of data should we consider as such? 

Let’s start from Smith’s position on the matter. The author, in outlining his 
triangulation approach, defines phenomenological evidence intuitively as related 
to “how we experience things” (Smith 2017: 11), or “what […] if feels when we 
undertake some mental act” (60).  In other more technical passages, the idea of 
phenomenological evidence hinges—depending on the different contexts—on no-
tions such first-person experience, consciousness, and/or qualia. This latter refer-
ence to qualia, in particular, is in line with Flanagan’s perspective, from which 
Smith in fact draws.  

In Consciousness reconsidered, Flanagan’s view of qualia, leading to his inter-
pretation of phenomenological evidence, is framed within the debate concerning 
the nature and the ways to approach consciousness. The author’s main polemical 
target is Daniel Dennett’s (1988) radical position according to which the notion 
of qualia (i.e. “the ways things seem to us”) is so problematic that it should be 
discarded. To avoid such outcome, Flanagan proposes to adopt a wider defini-
tion, according to which a quale is a mental state that has, among its properties, 
that of having “subjective, first-person, phenomenological feel” (Flanagan 1993: 
67), without this being its only or most important feature. Such mental states, it 
can be inferred, are those to which phenomenological evidence would refer to. 
This, however, does not offer us clear enough instructions for practicing an empir-
ical aesthetics including phenomenological evidence. What we need, rather, is an 
operationally relevant definition of the latter, useful to identify what to welcome 
and to discard in concrete research practice. 

To get closer to such definition, I propose to resort to a triad of scholars who 
have grounded explicitly their proposed methods for “becoming aware” of human 
experience in the long-standing tradition of phenomenology. I am referring here 
to Natalie Depraz, Pierre Vermersch, and Francisco Varela (2003). 

In the very introduction to this book, aimed at seeking “the sources and 
means for a disciplined practical approach to exploring human experience” 
(Depraz, Vermersch, and Varela 2003), the authors start by make explicit the 
meaning they assign to the term “phenomenology”. The latter, in fact, from des-
ignating a very specific and historically situated strand of philosophy, has then 
been borrowed in a broader sense by scholars expressing various forms of interest 
in first-person experience. Within this range of meanings, the authors state that 
the “phenomenology” they refer to  
 

evidently borrows from the sense of the term current in the human and cognitive 
sciences—hence the search for a methodology oriented to gaining access to such 
singular experience—all the while calling upon the resources of meaning and rigor 
inherent in a still-lively phenomenological philosophy (Depraz, Vermersch, and 
Varela 2003: 8).  

 
Later in the book, the authors proceed in a more operational direction to 

clarify the notion of phenomenological data.  
In this regard, the authors are particularly careful not to conflate it with the 

idea of “subjectivity”, i.e. “the subjective side of things, the way things are from 
a first-person point of view” (Depraz, Vermersch, and Varela 2003: 126). In fact, 
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both psychoanalysis and cognitive psychology have demonstrated that there are 
plenty of things that concern the subject, or happen for the subject, without being 
acknowledged by them. Thus, the author chose to refer the notion of phenome-
nological data only to those events (be them internal or external) that the subject 
knows, is aware of, or at least—as the title of the authors’ book suggests—can 
become aware of.  

Now, what does it take for these data to become phenomenological evidence, 
in the sense that interests us in the context of this article? 

What is required, after having gained access to a certain experiential content, 
is its verbalization. The goal, following again the same authors, will be transposing 
the given portion of experience into a verbal report whose stylistic and rhetorical 
qualities render it appropriately (Depraz, Vermersch, and Varela 2003: 68). Such 
report will not yet be the phenomenological evidence in itself. It will have to go 
through various steps of elaboration and intersubjective validation, according to 
the specific method adopted. At the end of the process, we will have obtained our 
evidence. 

However, neither the access to one’s experience nor its verbalization are eas-
ily acknowledged as trustworthy in the literature. Thus, an important task in this 
article will be defending the reliability of phenomenological evidence. In my view, 
however, the latter depends strongly on the modality in which it is produced. 
Thus, it is best assessed not in absolute terms, but with regard to specific methods. 
Therefore, before moving on in the discussion, I need to introduce some of the 
available methods in empirical phenomenology, and then to focus on a specific 
one among them. 
 

4. The Methods to Produce Phenomenological Evidence 

In Chapter 4, in which he delves deepest into the phenomenological side of his 
methodological triangle, Smith reiterates the importance of first-person perspective: 

 
While science generally excludes the first-person perspective, in an effort to dis-
cover the “view from nowhere”, such an exclusion is impossible to maintain in the 
science of mind; a strictly neurophysiological description of the physical processes 
underpinning consciousness would be unable to explain anything about our men-
tal capacities or experiences (Smith 2017: 116).  

 
And he goes on to present a particular tradition of neuroscientific writing that 

fully embraced the phenomenological dimension and that is best exemplified by 
works by Aleksandr Lurija and Oliver Sacks, like The man with a shattered world 
(1972) and The man who mistook his wife for a hat (1985). 

Indeed, these two experts of the brain with a strong inclination towards “ro-
mantic” science, determined as they were to “preserve the wealth of living reality” 
(Lurija 1979: 174), gifted us with richest insights into their patients’ first-person 
experience. The combination they expressed of polite surprise and at the same 
time serious consideration of their patients’ words is precisely the attitude a con-
temporary empirical phenomenology (and aesthetics) would need. However, 
their example is as brilliant as hardly replicable. This is also to be meant in a 
methodological sense: their data collection practice, mostly based on observation 
during clinical practice, did not follow precise protocols or directions that can be 
readopted today in the (at least almost) same way. Thus, if we want to assess the 
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reliability of phenomenological evidence based on how it is produced, we may 
rather turn to more rigorously defined methods. 

Some of these methods come from the domain of psychology—and signifi-
cantly, contrary to the fears sometimes expressed by philosophers, precisely to 
overcome the tendency to reductionism of this discipline. 

The “descriptive phenomenological psychological method”, for instance, 
was founded by Amedeo Giorgi in an attempt to understand human experience 
holistically that was frustrated by his initial studies in psychology (Giorgi 2012). 
This scholar drew directly from Husserl’s phenomenological method and adapted 
it to his disciplinary field. In the case of this method, the raw experiential materi-
als are written reports or transcribed interviews from participants solicited by the 
researcher. Once they have obtained these materials, the researcher first reads the 
entire text to grasp the overall and basic sense of the experience described. Then, 
after having adopted the attitude of the scientific phenomenological reduction,5 
they further proceed to identify in the text psychological units and to transform 
the participants’ expressions into expressions that highlight their psychological 
meaning. This transformation is said to require the use of free imaginative varia-
tion. Lastly, the researcher employs the new expressions to draw the psychologi-
cal structure of the experience at stake (Giorgi et al. 2017).  

As it was observed (Petitmengin et al. 2019), this method focusses on, and 
thus provides stricter processual directions about, data analysis than data produc-
tion. In other words, it does not monitor closely how experiential data are “ex-
tracted” from the experiencer, which may (though it not necessarily does) pose 
issues in terms of rigor and reliability.  

This potential limitation is overcome by another established method, i.e. “in-
terpretative phenomenological analysis”, or IPA (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 
2009). The name of this method depends on the explicit acknowledgment, on be-
half of its proponents, that access to one’s experience is complicated by two sense-
making processes: that of the participant making sense of their world, and that of 
the researchers making sense of how the participant makes sense of their world. 
Hence, phenomenology in this method is strictly intertwined with hermeneutics.  

Different from the descriptive phenomenological psychological method, IPA 
provides directions as to how to obtain the raw experiential data from partici-
pants. While it is possible to get such data in various ways, IPA’s elective choice 
is the semi-structured interview. Once the interview is transcribed, the researcher 
reads it through and annotates significant responses; upon subsequent readings, 
these points are transformed into “emerging themes” by means of titles or concise 
phrases. This allows the further step in the analysis, which is the comparison and 
connection between experiential reports from other participants, in a way that 
aims at theoretical convergence at the same time respecting individual idiosyn-
crasies (Smith and Osborn 2008). 

Another method that provides even stricter rules as to how to collect experi-
ential data is “micro-phenomenology”, or MP (Petitmengin 2006; Bitbol and Pet-
itmengin 2013; Heimann et al. 2022; Petitmengin et al. 2019; Valenzuela-Moguil-
lansky and Vásquez-Rosati 2019). This is the method in which I am personally 
more expert and practically trained (Cavaletti and Heimann, forthcoming), and 
thus it will orient my further discussion in the next paragraph.  

 
5 Which, in this method, is distinguished explicitly from “transcendental reduction”, which 
remains out of the scope and possibilities of psychologists (Giorgi et al. 2017). 
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MP comprises a rigorous interview technique, pre-processing protocol, and 
analysis method, designed to facilitate attending to, articulating, and comparing 
fine-grained descriptions of small portions of subjective experience.  

First of all, MP acknowledges that retrieving one’s experience is not an ob-
vious task. Thus, when starting a session with a participant, the MP researcher 
first helps them going back to the moment of the experience at stake, providing 
hints to reconstruct the sensory context of that experience—which works effec-
tively as a trigger for the unfolding of the memory. When the participant feels 
ready, the verbal report can start. In this regard, different from IPA, MP privileges 
completely non-structured interviews. This is because its primary attention is di-
rected to avoiding biases or even confabulation in the participants’ responses. To 
the same aim, the researcher uses only content-empty questions (e.g. “What hap-
pened next?”, “How did you experience that?”) rather than anticipating anything 
that the interviewee has not actually said (e.g. “What emotion did you feel in that 
moment?”). In the analysis phase, the researcher transcribes the interview. While 
doing so—importantly—they eliminate any part that corresponds to reflections, 
judgements, or explanations on the experience, rather than report of the experi-
ence itself (these parts are called “satellites”). The same is done with parts that 
may lack validity due to inaccurate conduction of the interview. The resulting 
verbatim can then be processed according to most data driven analysis protocols, 
in addition to the micro-phenomenological analysis proper. 

Lastly, it is worth noting that all methods for producing methodological evi-
dence are necessarily entirely qualitative. Some researchers, in fact, are bringing for-
ward phenomenological research that incorporates quantitative methods too. One 
exemplary domain in this regard is the research on time experience, in which qual-
itative data are sometimes integrated or further explored by means of measurable 
data (e.g. Moskalewicz, Kordel, and Wiertlewska-Bielarz 2023). Significantly, this 
field is equipping itself with validated tools, like questionnaires, to improve replica-
bility across studies (e.g. Szu�a, Moskalewicz, and Stanghellini 2024). 

Established and “regulated” methods, such as those that I have briefly intro-
duced above, allow explorations of first-person experience whose reliability may 
be assessed based on the reliability of the methods themselves. In my view, this is 
an enormous step forward when it comes to strengthening the phenomenological 
dimension of a naturalized aesthetics. In the next paragraph, I will focus more 
closely on the reliability of phenomenological evidence as defended by propo-
nents of micro-phenomenology (MP). 

 
5. The Reliability of Phenomenological Evidence 

As I have mentioned above, while Smith argues strongly for the inclusion of phe-
nomenological evidence in his triangular model, he also expresses some reserva-
tions about its trustworthiness. The impression one gets, going through the entire 
book, is precisely that of a recommended “usage with caution” of such evidence, 
or even a usage that takes mistakes and inaccuracies as inevitable. 

In Chapter 2, Smith is quite radical, and quite specific, in this regard. Listing 
many well-known perceptual illusions, he recalls as an example: “Chris Chabris 
and Dan Simons postulate a related ‘illusion of attention’, characterized by the 
‘erroneous belief that we process all of the detailed information around us’”. 
Based on this and similar cases, he then claims: “So, odd as it may seem, we can 
be wrong not just about the world, but our experience of it” (Smith 2017: 61). 
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The reference above is to Chabris and Simons’ famous experiment (1999; 
2010) in which participants, invited to watch a video and distracted by a specifi-
cally designed counting task, often fail to notice a person dressed like a gorilla 
who infiltrates among basketball players passing the ball to each other. 

However, I would not say that, when reporting I did not spot the gorilla, I 
am being wrong about my experience. My experience was indeed that of seeing 
some people tossing a ball to each other, and not a chest-thumping gorilla walking 
through them. We may want to claim that I also experienced the gorilla, because it 
was objectively on screen, and thus my eyes objectively encountered it. Let’s re-
member, however, the definition of phenomenological evidence that I have pro-
posed above following Depraz, Vermersch, and Varela (2003): i.e., evidence re-
ferring to events that the subject is aware of. According to this definition, that of 
“seeing” the gorilla in the very minimal sense of the gorilla being impressed on 
my retina would surely be a subjective, but not a phenomenological event. Thus, par-
ticipants reporting to not have seen the gorilla would not, in my view, produce 
unreliable or incorrect phenomenological evidence. 

The argument would be neglectable even in case it referred to the fact that 
we are wrong about “the world”. In this case, it would go back to what Edward 
Titchener (1912) called the “stimulus error”. If phenomenological evidence is 
about our experience, the point is not whether it corresponds to the things that are 
being perceived and their objective qualities. Phenomenological evidence is inter-
ested in how we perceive a given object, and not in the object itself. 

Other and more challenging arguments have been raised against methods to 
investigate first-person experience. Since, as I have claimed, I believe that the re-
liability of phenomenological evidence depends quite much on how it is pro-
duced, these arguments are best tackled by taking the perspective of a specific 
method. In our case, this will be micro-phenomenology (MP). 

Among the potential weaknesses that MP addresses most explicitly (e.g. Pet-
itmengin and Bitbol 2009), I am focusing here on three: interpretative distortion, 
verbal distortion, and the “verifiability” of phenomenological evidence.6  In addi-
tion to the MP literature, I will be sometimes relying on my MP experience too, 
both as an interviewer and an interviewee. 

Interpretative distortion can occur in many forms. Here, I am concentrating 
on when it happens because preconceptions, expectations, or theoretical 
knowledge cloud the reality of the experience—especially on the side of the par-
ticipant (data production). In MP practice, the most frequent and trickiest case is 
when the participant is an expert in the topic of the interview: for instance, a pro-
fessor in Art History being interviewed about their experience of a given painting. 
MP comprises many measures against interpretations of experience on behalf of 
the participant. As mentioned, it only allows non-structured and content empty 
questions. In addition, it avoids “why” questions, which typically trigger explana-
tions. Lastly, it instructs interviewers to pay attention to the concreteness of the vo-

 
6 Another important potential weakness, i.e. distortions or even confabulation provoked 
by memory, has been widely discussed since a seminal paper by Richard Nisbett and Tim-
othy Wilson (1977), followed by a study by Johansson and colleagues (2006) in which 
participants were tricked into confabulating their experience. MP response to this risk is 
that accurate recollection is much more likely when participants are adequately assisted in 
the recollection proper. Petitmengin and colleagues (2013) have demonstrated this empir-
ically, by replicating Johansson and colleagues’ protocol and implementing it with MP. 
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cabulary used by the interviewees as a clue that the person is actually describing 
their experience, rather than recurring to their knowledge or prejudice about an 
abstract type of experience. For instance, concerning the experience of a painting 
by Barnett Newman like Vir Eroicus Sublimis, the sentence “I feel somehow ele-
vated and enthusiastic, but also a bit scared” would be more reliable than the 
sentence “I experience the sublime [abstract, specialized notion] precisely as 
Newman intended to happen [theoretical knowledge]”.7  

Speaking of vocabulary, verbal distortion concerns the difficulty in trans-
forming something as complex as experience into words. To the objection that 
experience can never be fully rendered just by words, my first reaction would be 
asking how, then, one can hope to ever make it the object of any research. To put 
it more properly, following again Depraz, Vermersch and Varela (2003: 66), I 
believe verbalization, i.e. providing a linguistic description of a given experience, 
is the premise for any other operations in a phenomenological methodology that 
wants to stay transparent and rigorous. Certainly, to obtain accurate verbaliza-
tion, some amount of training is needed. But in fact, very few human activities 
that can aspire to deserve some attention come without any training. In this regard, 
Varela noted already in 1996 that first-person explorations (and we may add, ex-
pression) have been too scarcely practiced in our culture. Again, the MP inter-
viewer has a responsibility in (and tools for) assisting the interviewees in “finding 
the right words”. Spotting signs of uncertainty or approximation, they can invite 
the participant to rephrase, deepen, searching a different angle to the description, 
until it is sounds “close enough” to the experience itself. For instance, when a 
participant says “I’m not sure how to describe this”, the researcher can ask “How 
would you explain this to a friend?” (to take away some pressure), and then build 
up gradually a more sophisticated description.8  

Lastly, MP is equipped to respond to a common objection to methods to 
investigate first-person experience, which is the alleged lack of “verifiability” of 
the evidence they produce. In this regard, the strict procedural directions that MP 
provide to interviewers makes the description of any given type of experience re-
producible.9  That is, after having interviewed someone about their experience of 
—say—taking the first bite of a hamburger, I can repeat the same interview with 
other people to obtain new descriptions of the same type of experience.10  It is 
worth noting, in this regard, that MP strongly encourages detailed documentation 
and full public disclosure of the research process, as well as forms of “meta-meth-
odology” (i.e., MP applied to MP practice (e.g. Heimann et al. 2022)). 
 

6. Conclusion 

Murray Smith’s proposal of a triangulation of psychological, phenomenological, 
and neurophysiological level is essential in reviving the debate in empirical film 

 
7 On the topic, see the recent collection of essays edited by Conte (2024). 
8 Admittedly, though, the issue of a “non-verbalizable residue” of experience remains. In 
other words, there may be indeed experiences, or parts of it, for which the right words 
simply cannot be found. A good research practice, in this sense, may simply acknowledge 
openly the limit reached by the experiencer. 
9 As opposed to specific tokens of it, which—being situated—is inevitably singular and un-
repeatable. 
10 Which also allows for intersubjective validation, another useful strategy to test the reliability 
of the collected evidence. 
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studies, and aesthetics more broadly, and how to practically pursue such pro-
grams. However, to make such triangulation work, it actually “takes three”. That 
is, the phenomenological level must receive exactly the same attention as its two 
companions, in terms of both the precise mode of its implementation and the re-
liability of its deriving evidence. And this first and foremost when acknowledging 
that—as I have argued—the latter aspect is inevitably dependent on the former.  

There is no discussion, in my view, on how trustworthy phenomenological 
evidence can be, and thus no serious consideration as to whether and when we 
should use it, in the absence of a preliminary and serious discussion as to how to 
produce it.11 
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