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ABSTRACT

Between Being and Having:
Incarnation and Corporeity in Marcel, Merleau-Ponty, Artaud, and Hejduk

Mark Rozahegy, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 2003

This thesis is an interdisciplinary investigation into the irreducible difference
that resides at the heart of our experience of corporeality—the fact that one
experiences one’s body as both something that one is and something that one has.
The first half of the thesis explains how Gabriel Marcel came to use the distinction
between being and having to investigate the nature of bodily reality in his existential
philosophy and how he came to deploy the concept of my body as the fulcrum of his
thought. This portion of the thesis also examines in detail the concepts of corporeity
and absolute possession that Marcel used to refer to this difference between being and
having that informs our experience of our own embodiment.

The second half of the thesis is an interdisciplinary investigation into the work
of three different twentieth century thinkers of corporeity. In the case of French
philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the thesis demonstrates how he uses the
distinction between being and having to organize his first major philosophical work,
The Structure of Behavior, and how it informs his highly original re-working of the
concept of perspective. The next chapter investigates the narrative of possession and
dispossession that Jacques Derrida traces through the work of Antonin Artaud and
argues against Derrida’s presentation of Artaud’s thought as being informed by a
metaphysics of presence by looking at how Artaud uses the distinction between being
and having in his writings. Lastly, the thesis addresses the work of American
architect John Hejduk and speculates on the relationship between architecture and
corporeity. Hejduk’s work is presented by way of an investigation into Marcel’s
concepts of hospitality and receptivity—concepts that inform his ontological musings
on interpersonal relations—that looks at the difference between the experience of
corporeity and that of being at home.
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A Provisional Preface

What follows, what I have called A Provisional Preface, was, although it appears
first in the thesis, written last. As a result, it is curiously double as it marks both the
beginning and the end of the thesis... While it opens the thesis, although only
provisionally, it also closes the thesis, as the provisional last word written on the subject,
at least for the time being. Its duplicity also inheres in its provisionality...As the last
portion of the thesis to be written, it was a provision for my graduation, for the
acceptance of this thesis; I passed my defense with the provision that I properly introduce
the contents of the thesis to the reader. In this respect, this preface addresses the need for
clarity and will attempt to prepare the reader before they venture into the thesis proper; it
will provide the reader with the material and supplies necessary for their sojourn within
the thesis. But it is also provisional in that, as the thesis onto which it has been attached
or grafted, it is temporary, a temporary place-holder for a more comprehensive or
definitive argument yet to come. In this respect, this preface is itself marked by the
hesitation, stuttering, limping, tentativeness, or perhaps even the cautiousness that
characterizes the progress of the thinking that weaves its way through the thesis onto
which this preface opens, a progress based more on perhaps or maybe than on without a
doubt or without question.

Throughout the research and writing process, the path of thinking laid out in this
thesis was continually open to doubt, to uncertainty, to conjecture; I was always unsure of
the final outcome, of where the thesis was going, of the direction that the thinking would
take. But that is not to suggest that the thinking was directionless or purposeless. The

thesis itself began with Merleau-Ponty and was always about his work, was always



focused on gaining access to the philosophical dimensions of his earlier work; in this
respect, although Marcel would seem to be at the main figure in this thesis, I would argue
that this thesis really is about Merleau-Ponty, about my attempt to read The Structure of
Behavior and Phenomenology of Perception and to understand the philosophical
underpinnings of these works, and for this reason I want to stress here, at the beginning,
that the chapter on Merleau-Ponty is the most important, although also the most
overlooked, part of the thesis.

In fact, this thesis has its beginnings in my early attempts to come to grips with
The Structure of Behavior and Phenomenology of Perception, and the earliest versions of
this dissertation consisted entirely of my writings on those texts. What quickly became
evident as I tried to work my way through Merleau-Ponty’s thought was my inability to
access its philosophical framework; what continuously eluded my grasp was the
vocabulary through which or in which Merleau-Ponty was trying to articulate the
philosophical implications, at the level of embodiment, of the scientific findings that form
such an integral part of his writing.

At this point, I began reading Husserl with the hope of gaining a deeper
understanding of the nature of bodily reality being articulated by Merleau-Ponty in his
own work. However, while reading such texts as The Crisis of European Sciences, and
Transcendental Philosophy did prove helpful for clarifying certain issues, for instance,
the distinction between the lived and the physical body, I was still unable to account for a
great deal of the philosophical vocabulary that informs of structures the Phenomenology
of Perception and The Structure of Behavior. My major problem was with the latter text

since Husserlean phenomenology is quite evident in the former, but, even in the case of



Phenomenology of Perception, Husserl was not helpful in the least with the distinction
between being one’s own body and having a body that I had begun to suspect was at the
heart of Merleau-Ponty’s articulation of the true nature of human embodiment against the
mind/body dualism that was the Cartesian legacy of both idealism and realism. In the
case of The Structure of Behavior, even an investigation of Gestalt theory failed to
account for the vocabulary of presence, sensation, existence, co-existence, and the
distinction between being and having that dominates the more speculative philosophical
portion of the text in which Merleau-Ponty shifts from the issue of behaviour to that of
perception.

At first, I began reading Marcel while waiting on Merleau-Ponty, while waiting
on his work to make sense; in the early stages, I simply wanted to understand how Marcel
deployed the distinction between the body that I am and the body that I have so that I
could understand how that distinction operated in the chapter in Phenomenology of
Perception entitled “The Body as Expression, and Speech.” However, as I read further
into Marcel’s corpus, I began to suspect that Marcel’s existentialism, specifically his
work on sensation, was a major influence on Merleau-Ponty’s thought in general and on
The Structure of Behavior in particular.

It was also at this point that I read Merleau-Ponty’s review of the second
installment of Marcel’s metaphysical journals, Being and Having. The review was
crucial for two reasons. First, it convinced me that I should take Marcel’s work seriously
since it provided explicit evidence that Merleau-Ponty had been reading Marcel a number
of years before the publication of The Structure of Behavior; after reading the review, I

decided to work through Marcel’s thought and provide as detailed an explication of his



metaphysics and ontology as possible and use this work as a way of accessing Merleau-
Ponty’s own writing since many of the philosophical concepts that appear in Merleau-
Ponty’s early work appear to originate with Marcel.

So, using a model of compare and contrast, I decided to (1) present a coherent
reading of Marcel’s notion of incarnation, his theory of sensation, and his understanding
of the relationship between the levels of existence and Being in order to familiarize the
reader with Marcel’s vocabulary and then (2) show how Merleau-Ponty employs that
vocabulary in The Structure of Behavior. Little did I realize at the time that this model of
compare and contrast centred on Marcel’s thought would become the dominant model or
methodology for the entire thesis—I would later bring the work of Antonin Artaud, John
Hejduk and Jacques Derrida into proximity with Marcel and focus on the similar
vocabulary but radically different understanding of embodiment present within their
works.

The review was also critical for the thesis for another reason. Read in relation to
other interpretations of Marcel, especially critical commentaries, such as those of
Emanuel Levinas, that work to highlight the relationship between Marcel’s development
of a metaphysics of incarnation, his theory of sensation, and his ontological writings on
the relationship between the I and the other as Thou, I began to suspect that the final test
of reading Marcel depended on how one ‘disposes’ of the body in his work'. What I
found upon reading Merleau-Ponty’s review was a rather glaring disjunction between (1)

the argument put forward in the vast majority of the secondary literature on Marcel that

! This idea is drawn from the work of Paul de Man who, in an essay on Shelley’s final
work, The Triumph of Life, argues that “the final test of reading...depends on how one
reads the textuality of the event [of Shelley’s death], how one disposes of Shelley’s
body” (Rhetoric of Romaniticism 121).



argued that incarnation was the foundation for Marcel’s ontological speculations on the I-
Thou relationship, that Marcel’s ethics was founded upon his metaphysics of incarnation,
that his ethics was incarnate and bodily in nature, and (2) Merleau-Ponty’s claim that
Marcel’s ethics was ungrounded and unbinding, lacked any obligatory force or
objectivity, because Marcel had, in his later work, abandoned the body and any hope of
grounding his ethics in the structures or reality of incarnation.

Perhaps the most stunning example, in part because of the later essays written by
Levinas concerning the issue of intersubjectivity in Merleau-Ponty?, is the disjunction
between Merleau-Ponty’s review and Levinas’ essay on Marcel and Buber, which I draw
on quite heavily in the fourth chapter. In that chapter, I argue that, according to Levinas,
it is incarnation that infects Marcel’s theory of sociality with Being, that places the
relation between the I and Thou within the sphere of sameness and presence, a reading of
Marcel’s philosophy that I would argue—although I do not in any way demonstrate this
in this thesis—has a profound effect on the role of embodiment in Levinas’ own theory of
ethics. Levinas’ reading—or mis-reading, as I present it—is in marked contrast to
Merleau-Ponty’s argument that Marcel’s ethics is actually predicated on his abandonment
of incarnation and subsequent substitution of my life for my body as the fulcrum of his
metaphysical thought, an argument that underwrites the first half of this thesis.

In this respect, Merleau—anty truly is at the centre of this dissertation since the
first half of this thesis is entirely taken up with proving or demonstrating the accuracy of

Merleau-Ponty’s critique of Marcel as laid out in his review of Being and Having. The

2 Although I present neither a reading of these essay nor an investigation of the
relationship between Merleau-Ponty and Levinas in this thesis, I would argue that any
reading of Levinas’ essays on intersubjectivity and sense in Merleau-Ponty must
necessarily take their various (mis)readings of Marcel into account.



three chapters on Marcel are, in large measure an attempt to demonstrate Merleau-
Ponty’s contention that Marcel’s ontological speculations on intersubjectivity are realized
in spite of the body, that it was necessary for Marcel to overlook his metaphysical
insights into the nature of bodily reality in order to actualize his ethics.

Accordingly, it would have been more accurate to have stated earlier that the final
test of reading Marcel depends not on how one disposes of the body in Marcel but more
accurately on how one reads—or mis-reads—how Marcel himself goes about disposing
of the body in his philosophy. In the case of Merleau-Ponty and Levinas, their divergent
readings lead to completely different interpretations of the nature of bodily reality as put
forward by Marcel. What Levinas overlooks when he fails to realize that Marcel
abandoned the body in order to articulate his theory of sociality is the radical nature of
the body as existing on the border zone between being and having, and this is exactly
what Merleau-Ponty uncovers in his review and what I attempt to bring to light in the
opening chapters of the thesis.

And, because I decided to take up Merleau-Ponty’s reading of Marcel, the thesis
is almost absolutely silent about the Christian aspect of Marcel’s existentialism since, as
Merleau-Ponty suggests, the religiously based ethics in Marcel is quite radically
disengaged from the body, from any sense of incarnation. Although the issue is not
broached within the dissertation, I would argue that labeling Marcel a Christian
Existentialist is somewhat of a misnomer. Since his earliest existentialist insights and his
concrete philosophy are anchored in the intimate experience of incarnation and since
these insights could not support his ethics of intersubjectivity, I would go so far as to

suggest that Marcel is more of a Christian Ontologist than Existentialist. And this thesis



dwells precisely in the space of this disjunction between his existentialist findings
concerning concrete existence and his religiously based theory of intersubjectivity and
the I-Thou relation as it tries to sort out exactly what it was about the nature of body that
made it a threat to Marcel’s theory of sociality—a threat that required immediate
disposal. Similarly, I also think that it is likely that Marcel decided to replace the term
incarnation with the far less suggestive concept of corporeity to designate the structure of
human embodiment because his insights into the nature of bodily reality turned out, in the
end, to be so irreligious in nature.

Following Merleau-Ponty’s lead, I approached Marcel’s work with the idea that,
at some point, Marcel abandons the body as the fulcrum of his metaphysics. My aim was
to locate that moment in Marcel’s thought where he disposes of the body so that I could
try to figure out why he had to abandon incarnation, to understand what it was about the
body, what he had discovered about body reality, that caused him to abandon incarnation
as the ground or foundation for his theory of intersubjectivity.

As aresult, I had to work both forwards and backwards through Marcel’s thought:
on the one hand,(1) I had work chronologically through his corpus to find the moment in
his argument where he abandons the body, and, on the other hand, (2) in order to
understand what it was about the body that threatened his theory of intersubjectivity and
sociality, I had to work backwards in order to gain an understanding of the I-Thou
relationship in Marcel, especially the terms—such as Being and co-presence—in which
that relationship is articulated in his work. Curiously, what I found was that Marcel
disposes of the body in Being and Having at exactly that moment in the text where he

talks about how the body, as an absolute possession, is not at our disposal because it is



the very possibility of having something at one’s disposal...but now I am getting ahead
of myself.

However, I decided to take a different approach to Marcel’s existential philosophy
when it came time to write the thesis. In order to help facilitate the reader’s
understanding of Marcel, I decided to begin with an explanation of the different levels or
stages of human reality—existence, objectivity, and Being—in Marcel’s work and then to
elaborate on the various binary distinctions—sensation/communication, observation/
testimony or bearing witness to..., problem/mystery, and being/having—through which
Marcel articulates the interrelationships between these levels. The movements or
relationships that Marcel traces out between the levels of existence and objectivity, for
example, how the reality of sensation is covered over if sensation is simply understood as
a form of communication, and objectivity and Being, how an understanding of the world
and others in terms of problems de-natures their ontological reality, are quite elegant, but
the problem arises in his philosophy when he attempts to bridge the gap between
existence and Being, when he tries to ground his ontological insights into
intersubjectivity in his existential and concrete explorations into existence as an incarnate
being.

One discovers that Marcel is continuously unable to find the profile or outline of
an intersubjectivity understood in terms of absolute disposal, availability, and co-
presence within the intimate experience of existence as incarnate. And what frustrates his
attempts to ground his ontology in his concrete metaphysics is the body, is the body’s
dual nature as both something that one is and something that one has—that aspect or trait

of incarnate existence that he comes to refer to as corporeity.



And, once the nature of bodily reality as corporeity is unearthed in the thesis, I
turn my attention to three thinkers whose work. I argue, is rooted in, or originates with,
the irreducibility of the distinction between being and having as it appears within the
intimate experience of human embodiment. Therefore, after mining Marcel’s work for
the true structure of bodily reality, the thesis investigates various philosophical, poetic,
and architectural works that are rooted in the irreducibility of corporeity, that are fueled
by the irreducible distinction between being one’s body and having a body that Marcel
uncovered and then from which he quickly turned away.

What is at issue in the second half of the thesis is how Merleau-Ponty, Artaud,
and Hejduk put the irreducible tension at the heart of embodied existence into play in
their own works, how corporeity comes to function as the engine that drives their
respective projects.

Finally, in the last chapter, I have tried to briefly sketch out what I have yet to
write...the work onto which this thesis opens...the work that I have been waiting
on...While working on my conclusion, I came to realize that what I had thought was an
isolated filial relationship between Marcel and Merleau-Ponty actually tied into the larger
philosophical tradition and would provide me with a way of access the work of such
figures in that tradition as Heidegger, Derrida, Husserl and Levinas. At this moment in
the writing, what was foregrounded for me was the fact that, beyond the rather narrow
and isolated legacy on which this thesis is focused, the relationship between being and
having is of central importance within the Western philosophic tradition in general.

Once I realized the implications of my research, my apprenticeship ended... What

had begun as an attempt to pry open the thought of Merleau-Ponty, to make his work



accessible, has ended with my entrance into philosophy proper, has opened me onto the

tradition at large and onto the work to come...
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CHAPTER 1: The Troublesome Footnote

It seems strange to think that the following interdisciplinary attempt to flesh out
the nature of human corporeity—the difference between being and having a body,
between the body that one is and the body that one has that is fundamental to the
experience of embodiment—originated in a footnote found at the beginning of the
chapter entitled “The Body as Expression, and Speech” in the Phenomenology of
Perception by the French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty. In the footnote,
Merleau-Ponty makes reference to the distinction between being and having developed
by the French Existentialist Gabriel Marcel in Being and Having and then proceeds to
explain that he has reversed the meaning of the terms in his own writing, stating simply
that, in the context of the Phenomenology of Perception, the reader must understand that
“our ‘having’ corresponds roughly to M. Marcel's being, and our being to his ‘having’”
(Phenomenology 174). It all seems so simple. In fact, since Merleau-Ponty announces
this difference in terminology in a footnote, his explanation of his reversal of the
distinction between being and having seems insignificant in relation to the line of
argument in the chapter. In order to enable the reader to hear exactly what he has to say
about his use of the distinction, I present the contents of the footnote in their entirety:

This distinction of having and being does not coincide with M. G. Marcel's (Etre

et Avoir), although not incompatible with it. M. Marcel takes having in the weak

sense which the word has when it designates a proprietary relationship (I have a

house, I have a hat) and immediately takes being in the existential sense of

belonging to..., or taking up (I am my body, I am my life). We prefer to take
account of the usage which gives the term ‘being’ the weak sense of existence as
thing, or that of predication (the table is, or is big), and which reserves ‘having’

for the relation which the subject bears to the term into which it projects itself (I

have an idea, I have a desire, I have fears). Hence our ‘having’ corresponds

roughly to M. Marcel's being, and our being to his ‘having.” (Phenomenology
174)

11



Although Merleau-Ponty’s explanation of the reversal seems straightforward
enough, the footnote left me wondering about how the distinction between being and
having operates in the context of Marcel’s philosophy, especially in relation to how the
distinction enables Marcel to articulate the reality of human embodiment. And, the
further I read in the Phenomenology of Perception, the more convinced I became that I
could not truly understand Merleau-Ponty’s argument without understanding exactly
how, in relation to Marcel, he was deploying the distinction between being and having.
In the end, my curiosity got the better of me and I began to make my way through
Marcel’s writings in the hope of eventually equipping myself with the conceptual

background necessary to bring Merleau-Ponty’s argument into relief.

1.1 The Distinction between Being and Having and the Issue of Existential Style

Looking back, I am at a loss to explain my initial refusal to simply accept the
footnote as nothing more than an afterthought on Merleau-Ponty’s part that was meant to
help clarify his rather unconventional deployment of the terms being and having in
relation to one’s experience of embodiment. As Merleau-Ponty explains in the footnote,
the words being and having possess both a strong and a weak sense and the primary
difference between the ways in which he and Marcel intend the distinction depends on
the sense that each is working to evoke in the context of their own work; while Marcel
uses being according to its strong existential sense and having according to its weak
proprietary meaning, Merleau-Ponty has chosen to take up having in the strong

existential sense of projecting into and being in the weak sense of predication. But, upon

12



first reading the note, I was unable to accept Merleau-Ponty’s rather hasty explanation
and move on; instead, the footnote forced me, first, to seriously delve into the thought of
Gabriel Marcel in order to understand how he structured his own philosophical project
around the distinction between being and having and, second, to return to Merleau-
Ponty’s earlier writings—in particular, to The Structure of Behavior—to see the extent to
which Merleau-Ponty’s early thoughts on embodiment are themselves informed by
Marcel’s distinction between being and having.

Later, when I returned to re-read the Phenomenology of Perception in order to
write a paper on the text, I realized that it was actually Merleau-Ponty himself who was
insisting that there was more to his taking up of Marcel’s distinction between being and
having than met the eye. In the chapter of the Phenomenology of Perception in which the
footnote appears, Merleau-Ponty, while working out the relationship between thought,
expression, and the problem of understanding others, makes a claim concerning the style
or affective value of a writer's words that forces one to wonder about the significance of
his own use of the distinction between being and having: “But, in fact, it is less the case
that the sense of a literary work is provided by the common property meaning of words,
than that it contributes to changing that accepted meaning. There is thus, either in the
man who listens or reads, or in the one who speaks or writes, a thought in speech”
(Phenomenology 179). According to this claim, the sense or meaning of what he refers to
as literary work is supplied, not by the common accepted meaning that the words in the
text possess, but by the way in which the work changes the accepted meaning of those
words, by the way the words are used or employed in the text and the manner in which

that usage transforms the common accepted meaning of those words.
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The above contention is meaningful in the context of these investigations for two
reasons. First, it makes it legitimate to claim that part of the sense of the Phenomenology
of Perception must reside in how it goes about changing the accepted meaning that the
words being and having possess for anyone who is familiar with Marcel’s thought; part of
understanding Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical undertaking requires becoming attuned to
the meaning that his work secretes through the vocabulary that he uses and, as a result of
this putting to use, that he transforms in the process. Second, because Merleau-Ponty
uses the very vocabulary of being and having that is at issue in this thesis in order to
structure his claims about a ‘thought in speech’, it provides some insight into how one is
meant to read the distinction between being and having as deployed by Merleau-Ponty.
In the context of literary work, the work involves transforming or changing the standard
meaning—or, the predicated meaning—of words; literary work, in other words, involves
a relationship of having, not of being, between the speaker/writer or the listener/reader
and their language because it involves a relationship in which one has a language into
which one projects oneself, a language that one does not belong to in the existential sense
of being-at-home-in but which one is perhaps able to take up but never appropriate in the
sense of it being my own—a language of accepted and reified meanings. Literary work,
in other words, is a function of a relationship in which, instead of being one’s own and
trading in common property meanings, one’s language is something one has as a means
of expressing oneself by transforming and changing accepted meanings. Instead of
working with a language of accepted and reified meanings and expressing oneself in

terms of those meanings, instead of trafficking in the common meanings of words,
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literary work entails a relation of having in which one is able to take up language and
express oneself through transformations in meaning.

Let us consider for a moment what this means in the case of reading. What
Merleau-Ponty is actually challenging is our common sense notion of reading in which
the reader already possesses within himself/herself the interpretative tools necessary for
understanding any text—namely a bank, reserve or stock of common property meanings
of words. Based on this model, all that is required is for the reader to match up the words
they read with their accepted meaning in order to read any text whatsoever, and this
model is based in the illusion that we have “of already possessing within ourselves, in the
shape of the common property meaning of words, what is required for understanding any
text whatsoever” (Phenomenology 179). Instead, reading that is part of literary work,
according to Merleau-Ponty, involves looking for the thought behind the words, the
thought that lives in the words; as he explains, “I begin to understand a philosophy by
feeling my way into its existential manner, by reproducing the tone and accent of the
philosopher,” and it is this existential style of a text that comes to possess us and through
which its meaning is secreted (Phenomenology 179-80). In contrast to the illusion that
the reader possesses the meaning of a work by way of the common stock of words that
they possess, Merleau-Ponty argues that the meaning of literary work arises from the fact
that the text comes to possess the reader and then to secrete the meaning in the reader by
way of the difference between the common property meaning of words and the way in
which the words are employed in the text, which Merleau-Ponty refers to as the

existential manner of the text.
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From this, it should be clear that the central concern for Merleau-Ponty in this
chapter is how one possesses language. Against the idea that language is a stock of
words, Merleau-Ponty argues that having a language both enables one to have access to
the existential meaning, or existential manner, of any text and provides one with “an
ability to think according to others which enriches one’s own thoughts” (Phenomenology
179). Thus, the relation that one has with language in the context of literary work is less
arelation of being, in which one’s language is one’s own, is one’s mother tongue, than
one of having that refers to

the near-presence of the words I know: they are behind me, like things behind my

back, or like the city’s horizon round my house, I reckon with them or rely on

them, but without having any ‘verbal image’...What remains to me of a word
once learnt is its style as constituted by its formation and sound...It is enough that
they exist for me, and that they form a certain field of action spread out around

me. (Phenomenology 180)

And, it is the proximity of the words to me, the fact that they exist for me, that enables
me to take up words and use them, to project myself by way of my body into the field of
action that is language and express myself:

It is enough that I possess [a word’s] articulatory and acoustic style as one of the

modulations, one of the possible uses of my body. I reach back for the word as

my hand reaches towards the part of my body which is being pricked; the word
has a certain location in my linguistic world, and is part of my equipment. I have
only one means of representing it, which is uttering it, just as the artist has only
one means of representing the work on which he is engaged: by doing it.

(Phenomenology 180)

The fact that I have words at my disposal, that I am able to use words and to express
myself through words is based in a more general global form of possession—namely the
fact that I possess a language as something that I have as a certain field of action into

which I am able, by way of my body through which I will articulate the words within that

language, to project my intentions and make use of the words contained in that language.
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As Merleau-Ponty explains, expression begins when “the body converts a certain motor
essence into vocal form, spreads out the articulatory style of a word into audible
phenomena, and arrays the former attitude, which is resumed, into the panorama of the
past, projecting an intention to move into actual movement, because the body is a power
of natural expression” (Phenomenology 181).

Thus the question of possession is at the heart of the relation between oneself and
one’s own language, the language that one calls one’s own. According to the above,
since language is irreducible to a common stock of words, it is not a simple possession;
instead, it is a field of action that one has in such a way that one is able to project oneself
into it and use it to express oneself by way of one’s body. And it is one’s body that opens
one onto language and enables one to use language and express oneself within language.
In fact, as that through which one takes up language, through which one comes to belong
to language, through which one is able to use language, it is by way of the difference
between the common property meaning of words and the way in which one articulates
words by way of one’s body, the existential manner in which one takes up words by way
of one’s body, that the meaning of a text is secreted. So, if one takes Merleau-Ponty at
his word, then the sense or meaning of his work resides not in the common meaning of
the words that make up the text but in the living thought which the words, through the
existential meaning that inhabits them, "present...as a style, an affective value, a piece of
existential mimicry, rather than as a conceptual statement” (Phenomenology 182).
However, as something that one has, one’s language is never something that is one’s own
in the strong sense. The language that one has at one’s disposal as a field of action is a

field of possibility in which one can take up words according to their acoustic style; as a
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possible way of using one’s body, language is thus something that one has in the sense in
which Merleau-Ponty defines relations of having in the footnote—as something that the
subject can take up with its body, as something into which the subject can project itself
by way of its body.

In light of such contentions concerning language in the Phenomenology of
Perception, I was surprised to discover throughout my research that readers of Merleau-
Ponty’s work either simply accept his reversal of Marcel’s usage of the terms being and
having at face value® or simply overlook it as an irrelevant detail and remain silent on the
subject4. Although numerous commentators have investigated the centrality of the
distinction between being and having for Marcel, no one, to my knowledge, has as yet
brought the same attention to bear on how Merleau-Ponty deploys the same distinction
and on the meaning that this distinction comes to secrete in his own work; no one has yet
consented to feeling their way into the existential manner of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy,
at least as it pertains to the distinction between being and having. In part, what I want to
demonstrate in the context of this thesis is how Merleau-Ponty works to change the

accepted meaning of the terms being and having as he uses them in his first major work,

> For example, in The Phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty: A Search for the Limits of
Consciousness, Gary Madison states that Merleau-Ponty’s use of the term having instead
of being is simply a case of preference: “The perceiving subject is for [Merleau-Ponty] a
worldly subject, and essentially so. The relation between the subject and his body is so to
speak, an inner relationship: at the level of perception the subject is his body. One could
thus say, as does Marcel, that ‘I am my body,’ or, as Merleau-Ponty prefers, that ‘I have a
body,’ that is, that qua consciousness I have a body. My body properly belongs to me.
The body of which science and objectivistic philosophy speak is a secondary, thematized
body, and that body does not exist; it is but a thought body” (Madison 23-4)

4 For, example, in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception: A Guide and
Commentary, Monika M. Langer never mentions the distinction between being and
having, not even in the chapter that specifically comments on the chapter on expression
and speech in which the footnote appears.
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The Structure of Behavior, and how this change reflects the style of his own thinking. So
the only way to gauge the existential meaning that inhabits the distinction as Merleau-
Ponty uses it is to investigate how The Structure of Behavior contributes towards
changing the accepted meaning of the terms being and having and the relations that they
are meant to express.

So, it is fair to say that it was in the space opened by the initial distinction and its
subsequent reversal, and its implications for the concept of embodiment, that my thesis
originated’. But before I could try to make my way through Merleau-Ponty’s early
thought, I had to first turn my attention to the work of Gabriel Marcel, especially to how
he framed the experience of the reality of human incarnation in terms of the distinction
between being and having. Unfortunately, until I read Phenomenology of Perception, 1
had never come across the proper name ‘Gabriel Marcel’ even though I had taken
numerous courses on existential philosophy, so I had to start from scratch. Ibegan by
reading his philosophical journals as well as secondary literature on his work and then to
slowly form a somewhat coherent and systematic picture of his thought, especially as it
pertained to the experience of human incarnation®. The first three chapters of this thesis
are the result of my research and present a detailed reading of the various distinctions that
structure Marcel’s thought. Although my primary concern is with the distinction between

being and having as it pertains to the reality of incarnation, I eventually found it

5 Although this is beyond the scope of this thesis, I often wondered whether or not the
way in which Marcel and Merleau-Ponty each deployed the distinction between being
and having in their work would be a helpful tool for articulating the difference between
existentialism and phenomenology.

% Throughout my research, I was solely concerned with unearthing how Marcel worked to
articulate the reality of human incarnation in his writing, so at no point did I feel
compelled to try to reconcile his thoughts on embodiment with the religious—or
Catholic—argument or sensibility that comes to dominate his later work.
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necessary to present a more detailed account of Marcel’s work in order to give the reader
a sense of the evolution of his thought so that I could then focus their attention on the
moment when Marcel jettisons the body from his philosophical system—that exact
moment when he decides to forgo incarnation as the fulcrum of his later philosophical
enterprise by replacing the experience of incarnation with the simple experience of
corporeity. According to the narrative that I construct in the thesis, the turning point in
Marcel’s thought occurs when he realizes that the reality of the experience of
incarnation—an experience that occurs on the boundary between being and having, that
is irreducibly a function of both being and having since one both is one’s own body and
has a body—enables it to only function as the fulcrum of his metaphysics but not of his
ontology. In other words, the first three chapters of this thesis will bring to light those
qualities or characteristics of the reality of incarnation that Marcel uncovers and groups
together under the term corporeity and that ultimately result in the body being dropped
from Marcel’s later ontological investigations into the nature of the relationship between
the I and Thou.

As a result, the first section of the thesis is an attempt to describe what Marcel
meant by corporeity, that term that Marcel deployed to refer to the duality of one’s body
as both something that one is and something that one has, with a view to trying to
understand why Marcel, who initially used the experience of incarnation to challenge and
move beyond Cartesian idealism, tried to move beyond or transcend the body in his later
thinking. In other words, my aim is to try to understand why Marcel eventually decides
to turn away from using the term incarnation to describe the experience of bodily reality

and instead use the word corporeity. My argument is that, while incarnation initially
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referred to the sense of belonging that exists between the self and its own body, the sense
that one has of being one’s body, the sense of the presence of one’s own body to oneself,
Marcel adopts the term corporeity at the moment when he discovers that the experience
of bodily reality is one of radical, irreducible difference. Corporeity comes to refer to the
inescapable experience that one has of the reality of one’s own body as being both
something that I am and something that I have.

This difference that Marcel is forced to acknowledge at the heart of one’s
experience of one’s own embodiment is what is at the heart of this thesis. But I want to
make it clear that I am using the concept of difference in a very specific manner.
Difference itself is marked by differences. Derridean difference is founded on the
experience (although that is not the right word since one never experiences difference...it
is always already deferred and differing...it is never present to the self as a delineated
and delimited experience) of difference that resides at the heart of language. Luce
Irigaray’s notion of sexual difference is rooted in the experience of gender difference, of
the fact that there are two different sexes and that the difference between them is
irreducible. The notion of difference that I am adopting in this thesis is that experience of
difference that is rooted in the experience that one has of their own body as being both
something that one is and something that one has; the experience of difference that I am
referring to in this thesis is the one rooted in one’s experiencing of one’s own corporeity.

And this leads directly into the second section of the thesis in which I look at how
three quite disparate thinkers—a philosopher, a writer, and an architect—work to
articulate the reality of corporeity, its fundamental nature as an experience of difference,

in their own works. In this respect, while Marcel abandoned the difference that he
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discovered at the heart of one’s experience of one’s own embodiment and imported such
concepts of sameness as presence and Being into his later work in order to develop his
ideas on intersubjectivity, what I will argue is that the three thinkers whose work I
explore in the second section of this thesis nourish their thoughts with the difference that
is at the heart of our experience of corporeity. While I argue that Marcel remains a
thinker of sameness, I present the French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
Antonin Artaud, French writer and author of The Theatre and Its Double, and American-
born architect John Hejduk as thinkers of corporeal difference, thinkers for whom the
radical disjunction at the heart of one’s experience of one’s own body, the fact that one’s
own body is both something I am and something I have, is the engine of their
speculations. What I will work to demonstrate is how the difference between being and
having, as a difference experienced by way of one’s experience of one’s own

embodiment, is pivotal for each of these thinkers and for understanding their work.
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CHAPTER 2: Marcel’s Theory of Incarnation as Interposition

2.1 Opening Moves

2.1.1 The Concept of Incarnation

By way of introduction, I want to say that Marcel’s philosophy can, in my
estimation, best be categorized as a philosophy of incarnation. I suggest the term
incarnation because the body proper—my body, the body that I am—is, for Marcel, the
existent's foothold in existence. Marcel’s early work can be said to be an inquiry into the
state of being incarnate, where the verb incarnate is deployed in its polysemy.
Throughout the early stages of his thinking, Marcel simultaneously aims (1) to incarnate,
to give a body to the human being as a reaction against the way in which the human has
been characterized by the philosophical tradition and depersonalized by our
contemporary instrumentalist culture, (2) to make his philosophical inquiry concrete by
focusing his attention on human experience, and (3) to cause the spirit to become a body
because the only way for the spirit to realize itself in Being is by recuperating such
intensely lived experiences of existence as incarnation at the level of Being and by
bringing their ontological truths to light.

These aspects of being incarnate are embodied in Marcel’s philosophy in a
number of different ways. At the level of content, the question of incarnation, of
unearthing the body of the philosophical subject, is at the heart of Marcel’s existential
project; Marcel’s audit of Descartes’ account of the separation of the mind and the body
and the philosophical tradition built on the foundations of the mind/body duality is

pursued with a mind to re-formulating and re-presenting human reality apart from the
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spirit of abstraction that governs Cartesian philosophy. Consequently, the fact of
consciousness’s incarnation in its corporeal body, in its own body, becomes the central
fact of Marcel's existential philosophy: as Marcel states in Creative Fidelity, “[t]he
Incarnation, the central datum of metaphysics. The incarnation, situation of a being
which appeared to itself as tied to a body...A fundamental situation which cannot strictly
speaking be disposed of, surmounted or analyzed. Properly speaking, it is not a fact but
rather the datum with respect to which a fact becomes possible” (Creative Fidelity 65).
While Marcel undertakes to re-incarnate the philosophical subject, to present the subject
in light of its body, the aspect of incarnation that refers to the act of making concrete
appears at the level of methodology. Marcel refers to his methodology as a concrete
philosophy that mines personal experience for the depths of Being: Marcel explains that
“no concrete philosophy is possible without a constantly renewed yet creative tension
between the I and those depths of being in and by which we are; nor without the most
stringent and rigorous reflection, directed at our most intensely lived experience”
(Creative Fidelity 65). Therefore, Marcel's attempt to develop a philosophy of the
incarnate subject is reinforced, or underwritten, by a methodology that is itself informed
by a will to incarnate or make concrete. Lastly, one could also argue that the very word
incarnate also seems, at least implicitly, to direct Marcel's research. For instance, the
question of belonging and the experience of being ar home and the concepts of exposure
and receptivity are themselves actually encoded in the word in-carnate: (1) at the level of
grammar, the prefix in- has the sense of in, within, and towards while, as a suffix, it is

derived from the Greek ending -in or —inos, which means made of or belonging to, as in
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earthen. As a result, it would seem that the question of belonging and openness are
intimately related to the problem of incarnation.

In light of the above exposition based on the various meanings of the verb to
incarnate, I want to be clear as to why I have exclusively applied the concept of
incarnation to Marcel. Firstly, I feel that the idea of incarnation best conserves the
personalism that is at the heart of Marcel’s philosophical project, which Marcel
represents with the possessive index my as in the expression my body. I will use
incarnation to evoke the personal situation of corporeality—the here and now of being
incarnate—and the relation between me and my body, the personal relation that “cannot
be objectified without its nature being radically changed” (Creative Fidelity 40), that
Marcel outlines in his writing. In fact, it is exactly this personal aspect of corporeality,
which is lost or ruined when the body is objectified or when the relation between the self
and its body is objectified, that Marcel attempts to evoke in his work and that I want to
bring to the fore through the use of the word incarnation. One argument that I put
forward in this thesis is that Marcel’s personalism is in marked contrast to the
impersonality, or anonymity, that, in my mind, is a central part of Merleau-Ponty’s
approach to corporeality and that manifests itself as early as his first major text, The
Structure of Behavior, this is the argument that is at the heart of my investigation into the
different ways in which the two thinkers deploy the distinction between being and
having. In fact, although I will not pursue this line of inquiry in the context of this thesis,
I believe that one could generalize Merleau-Ponty’s response to Marcel and argue that
post-existential (specifically post-68) thought in France is, at least to some extent, a

reaction to the personalism (whether it has to do with my body, my responsibility, my
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past or my ownmost being towards death) that runs as a common thread linking together
the various strands of existentialism.

The second reason why I have chosen to restrict the use of the word incarnation to
the works of Marcel is the fact that, in the final analysis, Marcel tries to develop his
thoughts on incarnation, on the body proper, into an ethics for an incarnate consciousness
in an attempt to ground the I-Thou relation in our bodily reality. More specifically, I will
argue that Marcel’s excavation of the personal body and his use of the personal index that
marks the intimate relation between the existent and its own body lays the groundwork
for his eventual introduction of the personal as such—which could be construed as
presence or being—into one’s relationship with the other as Thou. This personalist
impulse in his work is directed in at least two directions: (1) towards the Western
philosophical tradition, especially its impersonal approach to the question of being
human, and (2) towards the contemporary instrumentalist culture that, through a process
of objectification, reduces the personal subject to living as though submerged by their
functions (The Philosophy of Existentialism 12). However, what one finds as one pursues
the concept of incarnation in Marcel’s work is that, in the end, my body cannot maintain
or sustain the level of personalism required for ontological receptivity or disposability. In
the end, the true nature of bodily reality turns out to be one of impersonality, and Marcel,
after reducing incarnation to simple corporeity, must root the intersubjective relation
between I and Thou in the experience of my life. In the end, it is by way of the concrete
category of my life that the personal comes to radiate through his thinking: my life
becomes the Trojan horse that Marcel employs in his later work to import the personal

into his philosophical reflections on the I-Thou relation, an importation that leads to the
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characterization of the human condition and its relation with the other in terms of

personal ontological participation and availability.

2.1.2 The Levels of Existence, Objectivity, and Being

As I endeavour to highlight how my body comes into play in Marcel’s philosophy
of incarnation and how the category of my life comes to replace it in the realm of the
interpersonal, I will also restrict myself to the vocabulary that Marcel himself uses to
articulate and differentiate between the three stages of reality—existence, objectivity, and
Being. In his translator’s introduction to Creative Fidelity, Robert Rosthal argues that
“the related themes of existence, objectivity, and being may be construed as three stages
in a ‘dialectic’ embodying three stages of increased self-awareness” (Creative Fidelity
xii). Each of these themes refers to a very specific way in which one experiences one's
body, the world, and others, and I will also use equally specific terms to refer to the type
of subject or individual that is the subject of these experiences.

Existence refers to a pre-reflective reality, to, as Rosthal explains, a “reality which
does not possess the unity of a system but rather that of immediate experience” (Creative
Fidelity xi); this unitary reality is experienced by the existent by way of the unity of
immediate experience. In other words, existence refers to the existent’s pre-reflective
engagement with its own body and with the world: “existence is a state of being
characterized by aspirations which are vague and indeterminate because they exist on a
purely sensuous or prereflective level” (Creative Fidelity xiii). And, as will become clear

later, existence also refers to the existent's inherence in the world, to its existence in the
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world through its own body. The personal relation between the existent and its own body
is experienced at this level as a felt relation, an immediacy that translates into a felt
immediacy between the existent and its surroundings.

Objectivity refers to that level of reality attained through the spirit of abstraction
and objectification that Marcel associates with the Western philosophical tradition and
with instrumentalist culture. Rosthal explains that objectivity “is characterized by an
attempt to discover a rational solution to one’s situation” (Creative Fidelity xiii).
Through the spirit of abstraction that Marcel refers to as a method of first reflection, the
existent comes to look upon its own existence objectively and abstractly and, as a result,
comes to understand itself as a self that is over and against a world of objects and
depersonalized others. The problem with this first reflection of the self upon its own
existence that is based in an attitude of objectivity is that it denatures or depersonalizes
those existential relations that adhere at the level of existence; by way of being
objectified, the nature of the existent’s personal existential relations that manifest
themselves at the level of existence are radically changed and are reconfigured through
the spirit of abstraction. It is for this reason that Marcel states that his methodology
involves digging for the personal within the supposedly impersonal objective relations
traced by Western thought and lived by the self in contemporary culture.

The last level, Being, involves “the ‘recuperation’ of immediate experience on a
higher level...[W]e may envisage being or ‘ontological participation’ as a ‘clarification’
of existence or of what is indeterminately implied in existence” (Creative Fidelity xi-
xiii). In other words, Being is that stage at which consciousness, by way of second

reflection, takes up and clarifies, at the level of Being, its indeterminate existence as
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incarnate. Being implies the recuperation of the ontological dimension of our existence
by way of the technique of second reflection. For Marcel, second reflection comes to
refer to the process by which the philosopher is able to unearth the ontological character
of the intensely lived personal experiences that the subject lives through at the level of
existence; it is by way of second reflection that Marcel explores the ontological
dimension of such existential experiences as incarnation and tries to understand the
implications of our incarnation at the level of Being. Unlike first reflection, or
objectivity, which works to dissimulate the ontological dimensions of our intensely lived
personal experiences, second reflection works to unearth the ontological character of our
existential states and to realize them at the level of Being, at the level of our being-with
others. And one of the central features of existence that Marcel recuperates is the
category of the personal, and it is the personal realized at the level of Being that comes to
transform the impersonality of observation that characterizes seeing at the level of
objectivity into a personal relation of bearing witness to... or testifying to... . Following
the logic of second reflection, Marcel works to articulate the reality of ontological
participation and availability that is obscurely implied in the forms of existential
participation and availability that his investigations into incarnation bring to light; in
other words, what he hopes to find obscurely implied in the existential reality of
incarnation is an ethics, a way of approaching the other in terms of presence at the level
of Being. But, as I will demonstrate, it is exactly this drawing out of ontological
receptivity from the pure receptivity of one’s own body that becomes untenable for

Marcel.
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So one of the central questions that emerges out of my investigations into Marcel
concerns how such a recuperation of incarnation at the level of Being occurs. As I just
stated, what Marcel attempts to do later in his work is to distill the ontological dimension
out of the existential experience of incarnation; what he wants to demonstrate is that our
very incarnation, through its participatory reality and its rootedness in availability,
provides the basis for being able to realize or actualize a relation with the other at the
level of Being that is based in presence. But, what becomes increasingly clear as Marcel
digs further into incarnate existence is that incarnation does not provide him with the
existential model for the type of ontological interpersonal relation he is looking to
develop; instead, for reasons that will become clear later, Marcel is forced to draw a
sharp distinction between existence and Being that causes him to shift his focus from a
philosophy centred on my body to one rooted in my life. At the level of existence,
Marcel’s existent is an incarnate situated existent that co-exists with the world through
the interposed body proper: the existent exists towards the world and the world comes
into existence as being for-me. Marcel then tries to apply this model to the interpersonal
relationship between the I and Thou at the level of Being, and it is at this point that many
commentators on Marcel’s thought fail to notice a rather radical shift away from my
body, the corps sujet. What begins to happen as Marcel starts to discuss the I-Thou
relation is that experience of my body begins to recede from view and is slowly replaced
by the category of my life, and it is by way of my life that the categories of presence,
Being and the personal come to enter into his articulations of the interpersonal relation.

In other words, when Marcel begins to outline such ontological truths about the

human condition as participation and availability that are at the heart of the I-Thou
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relation, the reader must understand that, although the subject that lives its relation to the
world in terms of involvement and its relation to others in terms of openness seems to be
an incarnate subject, the personal index that is at the heart of these ontological states of
disposability and openness is actually being introduced into Being by way of the category
of my life. And this fact seems to have been overlooked by most of Marcel’s readers who
argue that only as an incarnate subject can one participate in Being and bear witness and
testify to (or for) the other; according to these readings, both participation with and
availability to the other are made possible through the personal involvement of the
subject, through the introduction of the personal into one's relationship with the world by
way of incarnate experience. But what I want to highlight instead is the fundamental
incompatibility in Marcel’s thought between the personal involvement of the subject in
the world as incarnate and the personal involvement of the subject with the other terms of
presence and Being; what begins to happen in Being and Having is a radical movement
away from incarnation, from the lived experience of my body, and it is this turning away

that I want to investigate in the opening chapters of this thesis.

2.1.3 The Levels of Incarnation

Lastly, to further reinforce the scaffolding that I am constructing in order to
provide as clear and precise an exposition of Marcel's work as possible, I want to briefly
discuss the words that Marcel employs in relation to the reality of the body as
experienced by the individual within these various stages. What is interesting about these

terms is that they are grammatically related to one another: at the level of existence, the
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reality of the body is one of existential interposition and exposure; at the level of
objectivity, the body is experienced and lived by the self as a possession; and, at the level
of Being, the subject, by way of analogy, lives according to the ontological attitude of
disposability, in the sense that the subject actively places itself at the disposal of the
other. Unfortunately, the term disponibilité is translated for the most part as availability;
the only translator who uses disposability is Rosthal in his translation of Creative
Fidelity. Although I must admit that availability, to my mind, is much more accurate in
terms of meaning, it erases the genetic link between the various terms that Marcel
deploys throughout his work to denote the reality of the body experienced at the level of
existence and the reality of the subject at the level of Being. Marcel does use the word
indisposed to refer to the self’s unavailability, or even indifference, towards the world
and others exhibited at the level of objectivity; in fact, one could argue that Marcel
condemns the stage of objectivity because it fails to properly take up, or clarify, the
ontological truths that are implied within the existent’s experiencing of its own incarnate
existence. What is also interesting is that the grammar itself reflects the fact that the
objective relation established between the self and its body when that body is taken up as
a possession radically changes the nature of the personal relation between the existent
and its own proper body expressed by the term interposition. Objectifying the reality of
the body as interposed causes the relation of interposition between existent and its body
and its surroundings to be radically altered into a relation of possession, a term which is
not a member of the ponere family, like interpose, expose, and dispose, that are meant to
denote existential and ontological relations adhering between the existent, its body, and

its surroundings and between the subject and the other approached as Thou.
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2.1.4 Conclusion

To summarize, the following exposition of Marcel’s philosophy of incarnation
will strictly adhere to the terminology outlined in the previous pages. The pre-reflective
stage of existence will initially be discussed in terms of the existent, and the relations
between the existent, its own body, and the world will be articulated by way of the
concepts of interposition, exposure, and existential receptivity; then, once Marcel decides
in Being and Having to refer to the nature of bodily reality as corporeity instead of as
incarnation in Being and Having, we shall see the terms non-disposability and non-
availability used to refer to the reality of the body proper as an absolute possession. The
terms self, possession, and indisposability or unavailability will help to organize any
discussion of the second stage of objectivity and the posture of detachment that
characterizes the self’s impersonal attitude towards the world and others. The last stage,
Being, will be presented in terms of a subject that, through its conscious taking up of its
own existence in terms of its life, adopts a posture of ontological disposability or
availability in relation to the other in order to receive the presence of the other and to

encounter them as Thou.

2.2 The Journals: Marcel’s Initial Approach to the Problem of Incarnation

2.2.1 Descartes’ Representation of the Reality of the Body
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Marcel’s most radical contribution to the philosophical re-evaluation of the
Cartesian split between the body and consciousness is his attempt to re-think the relation
between the self, its body, the world, and others, not according to the dualism between
mind and body, but in terms of being and having. Early in his thinking, Marcel realized
the centrality of the question of the body in philosophy and decided to approach the
subject from a rather novel position. Instead of arguing directly against Descartes’
method, Marcel highlights the role that the mechanistic conception of the body played in
the Cartesian divorce of consciousness from the body and then goes on to argue that, in
general, the entire tenor of one’s philosophy rests on how the reality of the body is
represented. In the Metaphysical Journal, Marcel explains that, in Descartes, “the
definition of the body as a mechanical complexus is one of the mind’s modes of
realization” as that which is essentially human (Metaphysical Journal 125); in addition,
the way in which Descartes represents the reality of the body also has a direct influence
on how he formulates the relation between body and soul: “the notion that the mind can
form of the relations of the soul and body must be a function of the movement by which
the notion of body is constructed” (Metaphysical Journal 125). For Marcel, the central
problem with Descartes’ philosophy lies with how he tries to solve the problem of the
body: “Thus the problem of the reality of the body is shown to be the central problem and
upon its solution everything else depends. It is important to state this problem in terms
that are explicit as possible, and I will formulate it thus: under what conditions is it
possible to define a reality of the body in relation to which any other representation of the
body must be said to function as appearance?” (Metaphysical Journal 126). And it is

with this question in mind that Marcel approaches the theories of Descartes in order to
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evaluate his presentation of the reality of human incarnation. But, before tracing out
Marcel’s engagement with Descartes, I would first like to take some time and explore
how Descartes conceives of the reality of the body, how he tries to solve the problem of
the body in his philosophy.
Although in The Meditations Concerning First Philosophy Descartes does not feel
that the mind merely resides in the body “as a pilot is present in a ship” (Descartes (1971)
117), he does draw some essential distinctions between the mind and the body. Even
though he understood that he has some reason for holding that “the body I called ‘my
body’ by a special title really did belong to me more than any other body did” (Descartes
(1971) 112), Descartes is unequivocal about that part of his being that is essentially his:
Now I know that I exist, and at the same time I observe absolutely nothing else as
belonging to my nature or essence except the mere fact that I am a conscious
being; and just from this I can validly infer that my essence consists simply in the
fact that T am a conscious being. It is indeed possible (or rather, as I shall say
later on, it is certain) that I have a body closely bound up with myself; but at the
same time I have, on the one hand, a clear and distinct idea of myself taken
simply as a conscious, not an extended being; and, on the other hand, a distinct
idea of body, taken simply as an extended, not a conscious, being; so it is certain
that I am really distinct from my body, and could exist without it. (Descartes
(1971) 114-5)
In other words, the body, understood by Descartes as simple extension, is ontologically
separate from the I. More specifically, the body is not essentially mine—it is not part of
that by virtue of which I am what I am—for two very important reasons: (1) because I
have a clear and distinct idea of myself as consciousness and (2) because I have a clear
and distinct idea of my body as an extended being.
But it is important to keep in mind that the case that Descartes builds against the

body rests upon his establishing a rather strict standard for truthful knowledge. In the

Meditations, Descartes states that he is interested in discovering clear and distinct ideas
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because these ideas represent for him a form of knowledge that can be called truthful; as
Descartes explains, the general principle of his method is that “whatever I perceive very
clearly and distinctly is true” (Descartes (1971) 92). Only such clear and distinct ideas
are truthful and, as a consequence, impervious to doubt. But where can he find such
ideas? What could possibly be the source of such ideas? To Descartes’ mind, the answer
is in the mind. At this point, the body is already on the wrong side of the argument
because, unlike the clear and distinct ideas given in the mind and by the mind’s eye, the
body is a source of such confused sensations of hunger and thirst, of such “confused
modes of consciousness that arise from the mind’s being united to, and as it were mixed
up with, the body” (Descartes (1971) 117).

As the Czech philosopher Jan Patocka explains in Body, Community, Language,
World when he discusses the example of the wax, Descartes thinks the essence of the wax
from an objective perspective, which is “in evident conflict with the way the wax
presents itself in our experience, and so comes to exclude sensible attributes such as
color, odor, taste, and so on as not objective enough” (Patocka 13); what becomes clear at
this point is that “anything in bodily experience that is reminiscent of anything personal
must be excluded as a subjective addition, a subjective reflection which in no way
belongs to the essence of things” (Patocka 12). Therefore, that mode of thinking that
leads to the truth can only be achieved by a mind that is absolutely free from the
contaminating influence of the body. In the Third Meditation, Descartes asks about
those things that are perceived through the medium of one’s senses: “Now what did I
clearly perceive about them? Only that the ideas or thought of such things occurred in

my mind” (Descartes (1971) 77). As is outlined in the Second Meditation, one of the
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purposes of these meditations was to decide at what point Descartes perceived the wax
more clearly and distinctly: “was it when I first looked at it, and thought I was aware of it
by my external senses, or at least by the so-called ‘common’ sense, i.e. the imaginative
faculty? or is it now, after careful investigation of its nature and of the way that I am
aware of it?” (Descartes (1971) 74). What distinguishes the latter method of knowing as
being superior is the fact that it contains knowledge about the wax that is distinct and
evident: “But when I distinguish the wax from its outward form, and as it were unclothe
it and consider it in its naked self, I get something which, mistaken as my judgement may
still be, I need a human mind to perceive” (Descartes (1971) 90). As a result, Descartes
comes to ally the human being with that which gives access to the truth about things—
namely, with the mind.

In fact, Descartes uses thé claim that only those ideas that are clear and distinct
are truthful and free from doubt to establish the separation between the mind and the
body. Because the union or fusion of the mind and the body leads to confused modes of
thinking and indistinct ideas, Descartes needs to focus on trying to demonstrate their
separateness and uniqueness in order to understand the truth about what he really is.
Since he has already established that the body is a source of unclear ideas that are, as a
result, susceptible to doubt, he has already demonstrated a fundamental difference
between the body and the mind—namely, that the mind is capable of conceiving of things
truthfully. And, by way of the mind, Descartes establishes the true character of his body:

By body 1 mean whatever is capable of being bounded by some shape, and

comprehended by some place, and of occupying space in such a way that all other

bodies are excluded; moreover of being perceived by touch, sight, hearing, taste,

or smell; and further, of being moved in various ways, not of itself but by some
other body that touches it. For the power of self-movement, and the further
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powers of sensation and consciousness, I judged not to belong in any way to the
essence of body. (Descartes (1971) 68)

In other words, because bodily experience is understood by Descartes as a source of
subjective addition to one’s experience of the essence of things, the body itself can only
be thought with respect to its essence apart from all bodily experience and “in the
objective perspective of mathematical definitions” (Patocka 12); as a result, the personal
subjective body that Descartes understood as his is subsumed—Dby being understood
clearly and distinctly—by way of a list of purely objective properties that include “size,
that is extension in three dimensions, the shape delimited by this extension, mutual
relations of bodies, movement, duration, number” (Patocka 13).

Consequently, as Descartes states in his synopsis included in the 1960 Library of
Liberal Arts addition of the Meditations, the mind itself, through the method of radical
doubt, is able to “easily distinguish between those qualities which belong to [the mind]—
that is to say, to its intellectual nature—and those which belong to the body” (Descartes
(1960) 71). And, having established the true objective nature of the body, Descartes then
proceeds to ask if any of the properties of the body can be considered as essential
attributes of what he is: “Can I, in the first place, say that I have the least part of the
characteristics that I said belonged to the essence of the body?” (Descartes (1960) 68).
Descartes’ answer to this ontological question concerning the make up of his own proper
being is a resounding no; he ultimately finds that he cannot, with any certainty, claim any
of those properties as being a part of what he is. The body is simply an extended being
and can, as a result, be completely understood according to the characteristics of
extended objects. In fact, what is clear to him is that he is a being that thinks and that the

various qualities of material entities, “namely, extension, shape, location, and
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movement,...are not formally in my nature” (Descartes (1960) 101). But, upon
considering the properties of the mind, Descartes is able to state that, without a doubt, “‘I
am’ precisely taken refers only to a conscious being...I am a real being, and really exist;
but what sort of being? As I said, a conscious being” (Descartes (1960) 69). And, since
the attribute of thinking is itself beyond doubt, the mind that thinks and which is
inseparable from my nature can become that “fixed and immovable fulcrum” (Descartes
(1960) 81) around which Descartes’ philosophy will turn or which will function as the
support or prop for his writings. In fact, the mind will function as the support for the
subject, since it is the only attribute of the self that is beyond doubt; we come to know
“our own selves in the immediate certainty of reflection, since its certainty is independent
of any certainty about the body's existence. The existence of the body is in a sense
dubitable, the existence of the thought we are presently thinking is guaranteed by self-
reflection” (Patocka 15).

By way of this rather brief introduction to Descartes’ impersonal and objective
understanding of the body, we are now in a position to engage Marcel’s critique of
Descartes’ theory about the relation between the mind and the body and to ask along with
Marcel whether or not “the representation of the body on which [Descartes’ theory] is
based can be regarded as real” (Metaphysical Journal 126). Is Descartes correct in his
conception of the essence of the body according to objective properties observed from a
completely objective perspective? Is that how one, as Descartes states in the 1960 edition
of the Meditations, really experiences ‘“this body, which by a certain particular privilege I
[call mine and which belongs] to me more properly and strictly than any other”

(Descartes (1960) 130)? As will become clear in this chapter, Marcel answers these
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questions in the negative. But what is interesting about Descartes is that, in contrast to
the impersonality of the philosophical tradition that preceded him, his philosophical
meditations do start out from the first person of the I. As a result, he does, as Patocka
explains, “discover the problem of subjective corporeality,” but he quickly moves to
cover it over by way of his mechanistic conception of the body (Patocka 10-1); although
he comes to conceive of the phenomenon of corporeality in an impersonal way through a
radical objectification that comprehends our body “in the third person, as an ir—as a
thing, an object of experience” (Patocka 9), he does glimpse “out of the corner of his
eye...something other—the body as his own” (Patocka 11). That is to say that, upon
glimpsing his own body, Descartes quickly reduces it to an extended being, to what
Marcel would call a mere appearance of the true reality of the body. Although Descartes
may have glimpsed the phenomenon of the personal body, his philosophical reflections
actually work against understanding human life from the point of view of incarnation
because, once glimpsed, Descartes works to conjure away the experience of my body as
mine. Consequently, the problem still remains for Marcel as to how to take up the living
body that Descartes turned away from so that it may “expand in the light of reflection”
(Being and Having 158). How can one begin to elaborate the truth of human incarnation
within philosophy? How can one begin to speak about one’s own body, especially since
the Cartesian duality between mind (as subject) and body (as object) works to dissimulate
the reality of the body as mine? How can one possibly go about trying to express
conceptually the reality of the body as one’s own if one cannot use the distinctions
between mind and body and subject and object that organize Descartes’ reflections? For

his part, Marcel develops the distinction between being and having, between what one is
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and what one has, in order to try to evoke the reality of the body as one’s own.
According to Marcel, instead of simply relating to one’s body as an instrument at one’s
disposal, it is crucial to understand the central place of one’s own body in the constitution

of what one is.

2.2.2 Marcel’s Representation of the Reality of the Body

2.2.2.1 Introduction

Contrary to Descartes’ exclusion of the body from his ontological determinations
of the self as consciousness, Marcel goes to great lengths to stress the existential
relationship that the existent has with its own body, as expressed in the phrase ‘I am my
body,” and he develops this relation of being by way of contrast with the instrumental
relation of having expressed in the phrase ‘I have a body.” By focusing on the objective
and instrumental nature of the body, Descartes represented the reality of the body
according to such terms as spatial extension; according to Descartes, the body is one
object among many and the existent is related to the body in the same manner in which it
is related to other external objects, as a simple possession at one’s disposal and from
which the existent, understood as mind, is ontologically separate. But what about the
body that is felt to be mine, that has an absolute priority for the existent in relation to all
other objects? What about the body that I am? What is at issue here are two distinct
forms of possession, since possession is at the heart of each of the above relations
between the body and the existent, and it is exactly the difference between these types of

possession that interests Marcel. What Marcel works to evoke is the existential weight of
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the body that is felt to be mine in relation to the objective body that I have at my disposal
as an instrument, a weightiness that becomes ontological when, by way of second
reflection, its implications are clarified at the level of Being. In other words, Marcel
works to distinguish between an existential and instrumental or objective form of
possession; existentially I feel my body as mine while objectively I possess my body as
an instrument that is at my disposal. My body counts both among the objects and things
that T own or possess and as an essential part of who I am.

The problem for Marcel is how to express, apart from the Cartesian dualism
between mind and body, the subjective presence to the existent of their body as their own
in relation to the body’s objective presence to the existent as an external thing. The
distinction that he draws between being and having in relation to incarnation works hand-
in-hand with two distinct forms of the possessive. Although the relations of being and
having between oneself and one’s body are expressed using the possessive, they could
not be more distinct in Marcel's mind. ‘I am my body’ expresses a relationship between
the subject and the body in which the terms intermingle with one another, or are folded
into one another, in such a way that they belong together in some essential way: “my
body, in so far as it is my body, my body in so far as it has the character, in itself so
mysterious, which we are expressing here by saying it is something I possess, something
that belongs to me” (The Mystery of Being 206). In Marcel's work, the existential link
between me and my body is contained within the possessive my—my body is that body
which “is felt as my body” (The Mystery of Being 207). On the other hand, the fact that ‘I
have a body’ that is mine to use as an instrument expresses a relationship of ownership

and possession between a clearly defined subject and object in which the terms remain
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separate and discrete. The reduction of my body to a mere object or instrument that I
have at my disposal is the result of the dissociation of the notion of the body “from the
notion of what is intimately mine” (The Mystery of Being 207). The body that I have at
my disposal as an instrument is non-privileged, “is in fact only one body among many
others. In relation to these other bodies, it has been endowed with no special privileges
whatsoever...[and is experienced as separate] from the self that I am” (The Mystery of
Being 206-7). But what is it that makes my body my own? How do I experience my
body differently than the body that I have? What sort of relationship can I establish
between myself and the world through my body? How is it different from the
instrumental relationship between the self and the world organized around the body that I
have? And how does my relationship with my body effect my relationship to other
people? What are the implications at the level of interpersonal relations of my bodily
experiences of my existing in the world?

What I will stress by way of the distinction between having a body and being
one’s own body in Marcel's work are the different ways in which an incarnate existent,
depending on how it experiences its own incarnation, can sense or experience its
existence in the world. In a world of instruments and objects in which the body is simply
another tool, the incarnate subject experiences its existence in terms of instrumentality
and objectivity; the category of having comes to dominate the existent’s experiencing of
itself and its situation in the world. Marcel characterizes this mode of existing in the
world in terms of ‘having power over...’; things in the world are experienced as objects
that one has, as objects that are at one’s disposal. But, if the existent unearths the pre-

reflective existential relation between itself and its body as its own that is present in its
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most intimate personal experience of being incarnate, then the bodily existent can come
to experience its existence in the world in terms of a participatory co-existence with the
world, as an existing with the world that precedes the subject/object distinction that
structures the world of having. And then the existent is in a position to work out its
incarnate existence as existential participation on a higher level, namely at the level of
Being, by way of bringing to light through second reflection the exact ontological nature
of the experienced existential attitudes of participation and availability that characterize
the body’s receptivity and openness towards the world.

In particular, in contrast to the world of distinct and discrete subjects and objects
in which I find myself submerged by way of my reduction of my body to a simple
possession that is at my disposal, Marcel presents a view of human being-in-the-world
that would result from my taking up of the ontological participation or availability
implied in my experience of incarnation, in my living my body as my own, by way of a
series of distinctions that work in conjunction with the distinction between being and
having. The first distinction is between existence and objectivity, which works to frame
the difference between the pre-reflective realm of experience in which the existent
experiences their body as their own and the objective realm of abstraction and
instrumentality in which the self reflectively takes up their body as an instrument.
Marcel then deploys the distinction between mystery and problem in order to further
clarify the differences between the levels of existence and objectivity. However, this
second distinction also begins to inaugurate the recuperative movement that leads from
existence to Being by way of second reflection; what begins to emerge is that the

existent’s pre-reflective experience of mystery at the level of existence, which Marcel
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uses to refer to the type of existential participatory intimacy or inherence that the existent
experiences between itself and its own body, contains within itself, although in an
implied or indeterminate state, the basis for realizing, at the level of Being, one’s
relationship with others by way of ontological participation. In other words, the mystery
of existential participation in the world as an incarnate existent contains the obscure
beginnings for realizing the mystery of ontological participation in one’s relations with
others.

Another distinction, namely that between testimony and observation, should
further help to clarify the relation between the three stages of self-awareness. At the level
of existence, the body that I am is existentially rooted in exposure and disposability; the
body that I am exposes me to, or makes me available to, the external world, which means
that the world and I, by way of my body and at a pre-reflective level, co-exist with one
another. According to Marcel, this co-existence involves an immediate felt relation
between the existent and its surroundings: within the realm of existence, I am present to
the world by way of my body and the world is present to me by way of the immediate
relation implied in feeling or sensation that is rooted in my body. Thus, my body is
interposed, at the pre-reflective level of existence, between myself and my surroundings.
And it is exactly this participatory involvement of the existent in the world, this felt
relation of inherence and intimacy between the existent and the world, that the form of
self-awareness or self-consciousness implied in the attitude of objectivity overlooks or
submerges beneath functional and instrumentalist relations. Consequently, Marcel uses
the term observation to describe the relation between the self and the external world at

the level of objectivity. But, by way of second reflection upon the existent’s experience
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of incarnation, the self is able to discern within the felt relation of existential participation
the obscure contours of a form of ontological participation in the world that Marcel
describes as testimony. Testimony refers to the disposability, availability, or openness of
the subject to the appeals of others at the level of Being; in contrast to the indifference
that characterizes the stance or posture of impersonal observation, Marcel deploys the
term testimony to refer to a type of ontologically weighted and personally charged form
of observation, one that has its basis in the existential disposability, availability, and
openness that characterize the existent’s experience of incarnation at the level of
existence.

As I have ventured to explain, the initial thrust of Marcel's writing involves trying
to get the existent to sense its existence as being a function of its incarnation, and, in
order to accomplish this, Marcel uses the distinctions between existence and objectivity,
mystery and problem, and feeling and observation to try to evoke the experience of
incarnation in the reader and to try to get the reader to experience their body as more than
a simple instrument. And it is through these terms that I intend to articulate more clearly
the two bodies, or forms of incarnation, found in Marcel's philosophy of existence—the
body that I have and the body that I am—and the types of relationships between the
existent, its body, and the external world implied in these modes of incarnation. The last
step of my exposition will involve demonstrating how Marcel extrapolates certain
ontological relations, such as mystery and testimony, that are possible between the self
and others and that are based in inherence, intimacy, and presence from the pre-reflective

existential relations expressed by the terms existence, mystery, and feeling/sensation.
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2.2.2.2 Incarnation as Interposition

The Metaphysical Journal is a chronicle of Marcel’s attempt to develop a
philosophy of existence by thinking beyond or outside of the limitations of idealist
thought; in contrast to idealism, Marcel has “recourse to a method of ‘concrete

22

approaches’” (Metaphysical Journal viii) that focuses its attention on certain fundamental
existential situations or intensely lived personal experiences with the aim of uncovering
“the metaphysical conditions of personal existence” (Metaphysical Journal 255). And, in
large part, Marcel’s concrete philosophy and his explication of being-in-the-world is
rooted in, or is organized around, the distinction that he draws between being and having,
“between what one has and what one is” (The Existential Background 97), which is the
foundation for the other major distinctions that populate his philosophical non-system
and that are the focus of my investigations. But from where does the distinction between
being and having originate? How does Marcel come upon the categories of being and
having that are at the heart of his writings on human being-in-the-world? As Marcel
himself explains in The Existential Background of Human Dignity, his thoughts on the
distinction between being and having “originated from those that I had previously
pursued on Incarnation” (The Existential Background 97). Consequently, the theme of
incarnation, especially Marcel’s investigations into the nature of the relationship between
me and my body, “what could be called ‘attachment’ to the body proper” (The Existential
Background 97), is the site where Marcel begins his drilling operations into his

experiences; his attempt to mine his own experiences has as its starting point, as its point

of entry, his investigations into “what the simple words ‘my body’ mean. Itis very clear
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that the possessive ‘my’ cannot be taken here simply in a possessive sense. The nature of
possession, of the act of possessing, is indeed difficult to clarify; so much so that I was
obliged, some ten years later, to sketch out the main lines of a phenomenology of having”
(The Existential Background 45). In contrast to Descartes and the Idealist philosophical
tradition that begins by drawing a distinction between mind and body, the starting point
for Marcel is with my body and with an exploration of the nature of relationship
expressed by the possessive in relation to one’s own body; in fact, the question of the
relationship between me and my body comes, in Marcel’s work, to take the place of the
traditional preoccupation with the nature of relationship between mind and body.

So the place to begin our excavation would be at that point in the Metaphysical
Journals where Marcel eventually turns towards the problem of the lived body, the body
that is felt to be properly one’s own, and the difference between how the body is actually
experienced by the existent and how the existent represents the body to itself. On May 7,
1914, Marcel states “that the notion of the body is not at all univocal” (Metaphysical
Journal 124), that the body does not speak with only one voice, and begins his
investigations into the reality of the body and its various representations. As Joe
McCown explains in Availability: Gabriel Marcel and the Phenomenology of Human
Openness, it 1s at this point that Marcel realizes that “we represent our bodies to ourselves
in certain ways. How we think the relation of the body and the [mind] varies along with
the conception that we form of the nature of the body. Dualism..., for example, depends
upon a notion of the body as a ‘mechanical complexus’” (McCown 25). And it is at this
point that Marcel begins to take Descartes to task for his dualistic conception of the

relationship between the mind and the body, not because he misrepresents the nature of
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that relationship but because he misrepresents the nature of the body when he
conceptualizes it as simple extension and instrument. And, as a consequence of this
misrepresentation, Descartes necessarily misrepresents the relationship between the
existent and its body because, reduced to an ontologically different substance than the
mind and conceptualized as a simple instrument, the body as extension is an object, or
attachment, that is extraneous to the essence of the ‘I’. In this way, Descartes works
towards developing a sense of self that is separate from its body, from its corporeality,
since the incarnation of the self as mind in the body is rationalized as a contingent factor
of what it means to be human.

Marcel begins the second part of his journal by questioning the a priori givenness
of time and space and instead suggests that their givenness is only an illusion that
conceals the situated existent's intimate involvement in their constitution. His entry for
September 15, 1915 reads as follows:

Time has not and cannot have any origin save the present which is the only

boundary that can be assigned to it...The illusion that time is given before it is

consumed (as space which is there before it is traversed). Would it not be true to
say that time is only in act, and space only in potency? Time [and space] cannot
be compared to a medium into which consciousnesses are inserted, a medium in
relation to which such ‘insertions’ are contingent. [They are] the very negation of

that. (Metaphysical Journal 129)

Marcel argues that the very idea of time and space as given objective dimensions into
which consciousnesses are merely inserted in such a way as to leave time and space
unaffected and unchanged goes against the reality of our human existential experiences of
time and space. Instead, time and space for Marcel are inseparable from the embodied

existent that can act in the world and that can exert a certain power or influence over the

world. As Marcel states, both time and space are the very negation of such indifferent
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mediums of insertion, of such conceptualizations of mediums as mere containers and
receptacles. In fact, Marcel seems to be implying that time and space are both somehow
deployed or secreted by the existent, or by one’s very existence, and are the coordinates
of a personal field in which the existent lives. Such a personal field would be the very
antithesis of indifferent, objective and abstract Cartesian space-time; time and space
would, in this interpretation, be the very mediums of the personal, the very mediums
through which and by which the existent realizes itself, or actualizes its very existence, in
the world. At this early stage, Marcel is suggesting that ‘existential’ time is inseparable
from the acting existent that consumes time while ‘existential’ space does not precede its
being traversed by the existent. By arguing against the a priori objective determination of
time and space as mere containers for consciousness, Marcel begins to outline his theory
of the situated existent. Against the idealist conception of time and space as given, as a
series of objectively determined co-ordinates within which consciousness and its objects
are inserted, Marcel argues that time and space cannot be thought apart from the existent
that acts and moves as an incarnate consciousness in the world.

Marcel explicitly formulates the reality of the body on May 14, 1916. In the wake
of his thoughts on the existential nature of time and space, Marcel is lead to contend that
the body (as the centre of action and movement) comes to be interposed between the
world and consciousness as the very possibility of time and space:

May 14th

I realized today in an impressive though confused way that the reality of bodies is

and can only be a reality of interposition; bodies are mutually interposed or

interpose themselves. The function of the body is at one and the same time to
bind together and to separate. (Metaphysical Journal 132)
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Using the vocabulary of interposition, Marcel's first explicit statement concerning the
theme of incarnation states that incarnate existence is a form of existing in a state of
tension, with the body assuming the intervening position; consequently, the reality of the
body must be approached as an existing between. As a transitive verb, interpose refers to
the action of placing between or of intervention, as in the act of putting in a remark or the
like in the midst of a conversation or discourse; as an intransitive verb, interpose suggests
coming between other things, assuming an intervening position, or stepping in between
parties to mediate. Bodies are either mutually placed in intervening positions or bodies
themselves assume these intervening, mediating positions; in both cases, the body
functions as a joint or hinge—simultaneously separating and joining—either between
individuals or between an individual and the world. By placing the emphasis on the
prefix 'inter-,' the reality of bodies is literally presented by Marcel as being between
positions, in the midst of or among positions, or as intervening between positions. In
fact, one could argue that the body, as the term in the midst of all the other terms, is the
very possibility of all binding and separating.

One of the consequences of Marcel’s use of the vocabulary of interposition to
evoke the reality of the body is that, as the joint that binds and separates terms, the body
“ought to be in some way homogeneous in relation to what is bound” (Metaphysical
Journal 132); in other words, in order to simultaneously bind and separate terms, the
body must share attributes, or be of the same matter, as those terms. In the case of
incarnation, this means that the body must be homogenous with both the world and the
existent in order to mediate between the two. Consequently, describing the reality of the

body as one of interposition means that Marcel avoids the problem of mediation between
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the existent and the world that is one of the central questions of the idealist tradition that
isolates the mind from the world. Presenting the reality of bodies as a reality of
interposition enables Marcel to, from the very beginning, put the problem of mediation
out of play since the body is that in-between existence that partakes of both the existent
and the world: “If the body binds the spatial in the sense that it itself is spatial, it can only
bind the psYchic...inasmuch as it is psychical, inasmuch as it is charged with meaning,
and itself is meaning...” (Metaphysical Journal 132). As the hinge interposed between
the existent and the world, the reality of bodies is that they are both spatial—they
participate in the spatiality of the external world—and meaningful—they imbue the
world with meaning. And, although left unsaid, one could argue that these two aspects of
bodies are intertwined with one another, that bodies exist as meaningful because they are
spatial—the spatial position of my body that becomes the nexus of my surroundings as
mine—and that they are spatial because they are charged with meaning—one can take up
a position in the world because of the meaning bestowing power of the body that makes

human positioning (in terms of being in relation to something else) possible.

2.2.2.3 From Incarnation to the Interpersonal

It would be interesting at this point, especially since interposition is the first term
of the ponere family to appear in Marcel’s work to describe the reality of the body, to
briefly look at the various aspects of bodily existence that are interwoven within this one
word since interposition could be said to guide or govern all of Marcel’s excavations into

the experience of incarnation. In fact, I would argue that all of his future thoughts on
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incarnation lead back to this initial confused realization concerning the reality of the body
as interposition and to the various existential aspects of incarnate existence that are
implied within the concept of interposition. By digging underneath the term, whose Latin
root means ‘placed between’, one comes to discover that it has its roots in three central
aspects of bodily existence: position, pose and ‘betweenness.” And, faced with these roots
and with a certain foreknowledge concerning the direction that Marcel’s thought will
take, I want to briefly explain how Marcel, in order to clarify the reality of the body and
incarnate existence implied within the term interposition, works, by way of second
reflection, to investigate separately each of the existential attitudes or realities that are
interwoven within that one word in an attempt, by way of the process of second
reflection, to clarify at the level of Being what is implied, in an indeterminate and
obscure way, about the reality or truth of interpersonal relations within experiences at the
level of existence.

The first existential attitude, position, is related to the uniqueness of my body in
relation to other bodies that is a result of the felt relation between myself and my body.
Position is defined as the act of placing or arranging, as the act of adopting either a
physical location or an intellectual point of view from which one is able to make
decisions on one’s own, both of which refer to the unique position in the world that the
body offers the existent. As I mentioned above, positionality is that quality of incarnate
existence that is the very possibility of existing in the world. What Marcel unearths is
that, grasped in terms of its reality of interposition, the body—or, more specifically, what
Marcel will come to refer to as my body later on in the Metaphysical Journal—instead of

being a simple object among other objects, is the centre of a world that the existent
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experiences as their own. Instead of situating one in the instrumental and functionalized
world of objects, the existent’s body situates the existent in the midst of existence, which
is common to, and shared by, both the existent and the world. And, as we shall see later,
this points to the existential meaning of interposition: as a presence interposed between
the existent and the world, my body, as the privileged position from which I am present
to the world, ensures that any object is granted to me as an existence that exists for-me.
As Joe McCown explains in Availability: Gabriel Marcel and the Phenomenology of
Human Openness,
This body which is mine appears as privileged object, my landmark upon the
world, a living centre. That I have a world at all means that I have a ‘place,’ a
position from which my life can venture out among the things that surround me.
My body gives me such a position, a position of privilege from which I take
measure of the things of the world and familiarize myself with what is strange and
other. Everything which is for me passes through my body. This is Marcel’s idea
of ‘an absolute interposition of my body.” He does not intend to question the
reality of things, he only intends to specify that their existence is apprehended in
our bodies, because we are embodied. (McCown 31, emphasis added)
As the foothold that guarantees, or underwrites, the existent’s presence in the world, the
interposed body roots the existent in existence and comes to function as the stable support
for the existent and its existential spatiality and temporality. My body, instead of being a
simple object among other objects, is the centre of my experiential world, a world that I
experience as existing for-me. As the living centre of my world, all existence passes
through my body and in this way the world becomes for-me; this privileged body is the
introduction of the personal into the world, and it is by way of this (or from this) personal
position that T am able to “take the measure of the things of the world and familiarize

myself with what is strange and other”. Things in the world, through my body, become

meaningful for me because they are apprehended by my body as being-for-me; things
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exist for me, or I apprehend the existence of things, as a function of my incarnation.
Instead of situating me in the instrumental and functionalized world of objects, my body,
as the privileged location from which I co-exist with the world, situates me in the midst
of existence with a world of things that exist for-me. It is against the personal horizon of
my body that the world of things comes into existence as existing for-me—an existence
based on their relative position to my body. And it is the particularity of the interposed
body, its uniqueness as my body that supports the existent’s co-existence with the world.
As Piotr Hoffman notes in his book Violence and Philosophy, the unique particularity of
my own body, its positionality, is the factor that is “capable of furnishing one constant
point of reference determining my grasp of places and distances...[B]ecause I identify
my body as ‘mine’ immediately and without any use of general criteria of identity...my
body’s Here is unique, for it is my here” (Hoffman 152). Later in his writing, Marcel
comes to develop alternate terms to articulate this felt immediacy and intimacy,
suggested by the word interposition, that exists between the existent and its body,
including the phrase ‘T am my body’ and the word ecceity, both of which will be dealt
with in greater detail as we progress through Marcel’s writings.

But, as I have stressed throughout this introduction, Marcel’s investigations do
not stop at the level of existence; what becomes clear in his later work is that his
excavations into intensely lived experiences of existence become the groundwork for his
ontology. As I have stated, Marcel approaches these experiences on the basis of second
reflection with the hope of bringing to light the obscure truths about our participation in
Being with others. So, in the case of positionality, I have already endeavoured above to

explain the existential nature of positionality that is a function of being incarnate.
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However, when this existential reality of incarnate existence is subjected to objective and
abstract reflection, one is lead to posit the reality of the body as being that of an object
with objectively describable properties, which is what happened in the case of Descartes;
abstract reflection leads to situating the body as an extended substance within objective
Cartesian space. But, through second reflection, Marcel intends to take up the existential
nature of bodily reality as interposition otherwise than according to the categories—such
as objectivity, impersonality, and functionism—of abstract thought; instead, he intends to
take up the implications of incarnation in terms of Being in order to foreground the
ontological implications that pervade the felt relation between the existent and their own
body. In terms of positionality and the unique here that is a function of my incarnation
and through which I come to apprehend things in the world, Marcel develops an ontology
of being-at-home that he presents as the ontological equivalent to incarnate existential
positionality. In light of his discoveries concerning the rootedness of co-existence in the
positionality of the existent as incarnate, Marcel develops, through second reflection
upon this experience, an equivalent concept of ontological positionality, which he refers
to as being-at-home, that expresses that mode of being through which the subject is able
to make itself available and receptive to the appeals of the other and to be with the other
as Thou in terms of co-presence within Being.

In contrast to the centripetal movement implied in the establishment of the
existent’s position as a unique here by way of its own body, the rootedness of the word
interposition in the word pose (as in inter-pose) picks up on the centrifugal movement of
existence that Marcel refers to in Creative Fidelity as follows: “the prefix ex in exist, has

primary significance because it conveys the meaning of a movement towards the external
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world, a centrifugal tendency” (Creative Fidelity 17). The word pose points towards this
existential reality of incarnation as movement outwards because of its function as a
transitive verb: the body, or my body, presents the existent to the world for consideration
or attention and puts or sets the existent forth and offers its existence to the world. Pose
then denotes the manifestory aspect of incarnation that presents, offers, or exposes, the
existent—as an existence—to the solicitations of the world, and it is based on this
existential exposure that Marcel comes to refer to incarnate existence in the world as
being based in a stance of receptivity. And it is by way of second reflection upon this
existential receptivity of the body, of my body, towards the world that Marcel comes to
articulate the ontological state of availability or disposability towards the other that is the
possibility for encountering the other in terms of presence as Thou. It is through a
posture or comportment of availability that the self becomes receptive to the presence of
the other and meets the other as Thou in Being. But, one must keep in mind that all of
these aspects of incarnation as interposition are interrelated at the level of existence, so it
is important to remember that the various aspects of their ontological clarification are
also intertwined. As a result, as we shall see later, availability is intimately related to
establishing oneself in a mode of being-at-home because, according to Marcel, making
oneself available to the other involves actively preparing a place in which one can
welcome the other and participate with the other in co-presence.

The last existential embodied in the word interposition is ‘betweenness’. The
prefix inter-, which is rooted in the Latin term for among, the Greek term for intestine,
and the Old English term for in, brings the notion of being in the midst of and of being

between to the hereness and exposure implied in the word pose. As a result, interpose, as
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a transitive verb, means to place in an intervening position, to put or place oneself
between, as in to intrude, and to introduce or place between; as an intransitive verb,
interpose means to come between or to step between. I am making a point of stressing
both the transitive and intransitive aspects of the verb because this doubleness of
interpose picks up on the double aspect of incarnate existence as a manifesting of oneself
and as a being manifested that Marcel understands to be implied in the affirmation ‘I
exist,” which, as he explains, refers to the fact “that I am not only for myself but that I
manifest myself, or rather am manifested” (Creative Fidelity 17). In other words, at the
level of existence, incarnation, understood as interposition, is both active and passive;
while the existent, by way of its own body, is able to place itself in the midst of the
world, the reality of the body as a being between or an intervening by way of interference
means that the existent is always already in the midst of the world, is always already
involved in existence. In fact, the prefix inter- also eludes to Marcel’s characterization of
existence as a sphere of co-existence in which both the existent and the world participate.
The sense of existence as being something shared by or derived from two or more sheds
light on Marcel’s positing of existence as a co-existing, as a realm that is shared by—and
perhaps even derived from—the existent and the world by way of their presence to one
another. But the important thing to remember is that this co-existence is made possible
by way of the body because the body necessarily assumes the intervening position
between the existent and the world; as such, it functions both as the way in which the
existent exists in or towards the world and, by way of sensation, as the way in which the

world appears or manifests itself to the existent.
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This existential category of between-ness opens onto the dominant theme of the I-
Thou interpersonal relation that comes to dominate Marcel’s later work. What begins to
occur as early as Being and Having is that the existential structure of the body as
interposed between the existent and the world gets taken up by Marcel at the level of
Being, and he begins to develop the interpersonal relation of being-with the other as a
being-between, as co-presence with the other as Thou. In other words, the existential
reality of the body as interposed between the existent and the world leads, through second
reflection, to the eventual realization of the I-Thou relation as a meeting that takes place
between them. Throughout his writing, Marcel deploys a whole series of terms to evoke
the two modes of the intersubjective relation, the relation with the him or it and the
relation with the Thou, and it is specifically in his attempt to articulate the relation
between the I and Thou that he imports terminology—such as participation, availability,
and the between—that is intimately related to his investigations into incarnation. Marcel
tirelessly works at trying to unearth within intersubjective relations the path leading from
relations of objectivity—those in which I treat the other as him, as an object “that does
not take me into account, something for which I do not count” (Creative Fidelity 32)—
towards the ontological experience of love in which the other, taken up as Thou instead
of as a third person, “allows me to discover myself; my outer defences fall at the same
time as the walls separating me from the other person fall” (Creative Fidelity 33). In
other words, Marcel concentrates his attention on those relations of intersubjectivity that
involve the presence of the other person in relation to me, that expose me to their
presence as Thou, and that are founded on my taking up a posture of receptivity towards

the other person who, as Thou, takes me into account and responds or answers to the
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appeal of my presence. Relations between myself and the other as Thou involve the other
taking me into account; they are relations in which I count for the other who addresses
his/her answers to me specifically. What Marcel is trying to highlight by elaborating the
reality of intersubjectivity as a reality of interposition is one’s necessary exposure to the
other, to the presence of the other that is the possibility of community and self-
knowledge, where both terms—exposure and presence—are extracted from his earlier
investigations into the reality of the body approached as interposition and elaborated in
terms of their ontological implications. For Marcel, it is only by way of the thou, by way
of the other as Thou who takes me into account in our conversation, that I can come to
know myself better, but only if I am receptive, or disposable, to the other as Thou: “This
can be expressed more clearly in terms of the observation that I communicate effectively
with myself only insofar as I communicate with the other person, i.e. when he becomes
thou for me. Such a transformation can be accomplished only by an inward relaxation in
which I abolish the sort of constriction which makes me shrink into myself and which
deforms me” (Creative Fidelity 34). The determining factor in any relation between
oneself and the other is the attitude or posture that one is able to assume in relation to the
implied interposition of the Thou between oneself and the other. Since the reality of
interposition implies that one is always already in the midst of, or exposed to, the Thou,
the only question is the attitude that one takes up towards the Thou.

Ultimately, however, Marcel moves away from the vocabulary of interposition
and towards the notion of the between to characterize the interpersonal relation lived at
the level of Being. As I outlined above, in the case of the relation with the other as him,

Marcel refers to the relationship as objectifying, as being based on my treating the other
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as absent since “it is his absence which allows me to objectify him, to reason about him
as though he were a nature or given essence” (Creative Fidelity 32), and as being based
in the exchange of information and knowledge. As an example of objectification, Marcel
asks the reader to consider the experience of being spoken about in the third person by a
group of people even though you are present for the conversation: “A person spoken of in
this way feels that he is being treated as an object and so is being relegated to the level of
things...He is deprived of his status as a subject. One might also say that he is not with
the others, that he is being excluded from a certain community to which he feels he
rightly belongs” (The Existential Background 40). At the level of Being, the relationship
with the other as Thou is based on presence and is such that “the thou becomes thou more
and more profoundly” (Metaphysical Journal 146), with the result that the other, instead
of simply being reduced to an independent him, “participates more and more in the
absolute which is unrelatedness and we cease more and more to be ‘somebody’ and
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‘somebody else.” We become simply ‘us’” (Metaphysical Journal 146). Marcel suggests
the English noun togetherness that, while it “has been unfortunately travestied in popular
usage, has no possible equivalent in French” (The Existential Background 41). But,
unsatisfied with the concept of togetherness, he ultimately finds the fact that there is no
French equivalent more interesting, arguing that “it is as if the French language refused to
make a substantive of—that is, conceptualize—a certain quality of being which is
concerned with the ‘entre-nous,” the between you and me” (The Existential Background
41). And it is this concept of the between that Marcel comes to light upon as being the

most promising term for expressing the reality of the interpersonal relation at the level of

Being, a term that Emmanuel Levinas draws attention to in an essay entitled “Martin
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Buber, Gabriel Marcel and Philosophy” that we shall investigate more closely later. In
the context of the essay, Levinas explains that Marcel’s work attempts to bring to light
“the originality of sociality with respect to the subject-object structure, the latter not even
being necessary to the grounding of the former” (Levinas 21) by way of the approach to
the other person addressed as Thou, “an approach that greets the other, an I-Thou
relation, i.e. a relation fundamentally other than the perception of the other in his or her
nature or essence, which would lead to truths or opinions expressed in the guise of
judgements, as in the experience of any object whatsoever” (Levinas 22). And what
Levinas highlights in his essay is how Marcel has recourse to the vocabulary of between-
ness when trying to express the I-Thou relation, as is evidenced by the following
quotation from Marcel taken from a later essay: “‘In all these situations, the meeting does
not take place in any sense in one or the other participant, nor in a neutral unity
embracing both, but in the truest sense between them in a dimension accessible to them

alone’” (LLevinas 22).
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CHAPTER 3: The Interposed Body and the Distinction between
Being and Having

Although the previous chapter focused on Marcel’s attempt to bring to light the
nature of bodily reality as interposition, what should have been clear in the exposition is
the fact that Marcel introduces the concept of interposition as a way of developing his
realization that the body is much more than something that I simply have at my disposal.
For Marcel, the concept of interposition is deployed in the service of the distinction
between the body that I have and the body that I am in order to help evoke the experience
of incarnation in the reader. In fact, I would argue that the concept of interposition and
the distinctions between existence and objectivity and problem and mystery that Marcel
develops during the time covered by the first two instalments of his metaphysical journals
all serve to help articulate the distinction between being and having that inaugurates his
philosophical project and that has its beginnings in the existential experience of
incarnation. What I would like to do in this chapter is to expand upon the relationship
between interposition and the distinction between being and having in light of Marcel’s
theory of sensation. Then, in order to open the way for approaching Marcel’s more
sustained and systematic formulation of the distinction between being and having, I will
present an overview of the distinctions between existence and objectivity and problem
and mystery. The final section of this chapter will then provide an outline of the essential
features of relations of having and will explain how Marcel theorizes the relationship
between the sphere of having and the sphere of being by way of such concepts as

ontological disposability and participation.

3.1 Early Thoughts on the Relations of Being and Having
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Marcel returns to the issue of the body on October 23, 1920, as he is writing down
his metaphysical ideas on death. Perhaps thinking back to his wartime experience with
the Red Cross, what is at issue for Marcel in relation to death is the possibility of making
present, or maintaining the presence, of a dead friend in spite of his/her material absence
and ultimately of communicating with him/her. For such a communication to be
possible, one must tackle “the question of the possibility of communications which are
distinct from those effected by way of messages,” which Marcel understands as involving
the transmission of a material element between existents (Metaphysical Journal 241). If,
however, no such form of communication exists, then Marcel would have to either admit
that all communication ceases with the death of the existent, an alternative that the very
possibility of remembrance discounts, or that death does not involve the actual expiring
of the physical body since a certain body—or a certain understanding of incarnation—is
at the centre of any communication effected by way of messages, an alternative that does
not fit with our experiences of death. So, since neither alternative is plausible, Marcel is
left to conclude that a non-material—or, more precisely, a non-message based—form of
communication is possible and endeavours to trace out the conditions for the possibility
of such communication. This leads Marcel to look beyond one’s relationship with
another that is based solely on the interchange of messages and to attempt to unearth
some form of non-material or non-message based communication. What he asks is “can
it not be maintained that death, i.e. the destruction of the instrument which allows us to
send and to receive messages, involves the pure and simple negation of a life that is only

maintained thanks to the interchange of messages” (Metaphysical Journal 242)? If this

64



possibility can be maintained, then it opens a path for inquiring into the existence of a life
that is rooted in a method of communication that is beyond the simple sending and
receiving of messages.

Once again, Marcel comes to realize that the problem rests with how the reality of
the body, and the relationship between the existent and their body, is conceptualised, so it
is at this point that Marcel turns his attention to understanding the body as that instrument
that is the possibility of exchanging messages. On one level, one makes use of one’s
body as an instrument and communicates with the other by way of the exchange of
material elements. But, “obviously I do not restrict myself to making use of my body.
There is a sense in which I am my body, whatever that may mean” (Metaphysical Journal
242). What Marcel is pointing to is the fact that, although I can certainly approach my
body as an object among other objects and thereby use the body that I have at my
disposal to communicate with the other through the exchange of messages, this attitude
does not exhaust the whole phenomenon of my body. My body, as mine, has priority for
me over other objects; although I can separate myself from other things, I cannot escape
my body because it is always already with me. My body and I participate in an
indissoluble unity. The problem for Marcel is how to evoke the experience of my body,
the body that “ I feel internally as I cannot feel other things...and which is reducible
neither to an object or an instrument” (Wild 171). And this is where the previous
arguments concerning the possibility of communication without messages come into
play. One way that Marcel goes about trying to distinguish the body that I am, that is part
of my being, from the body that I observe as an object or use as an instrument is to argue

that my body, as a body that feels or senses things in the world through sensation, enables
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me to communicate with the world beyond the simple exchange of messages: “Note that
communication by signs or symbols can only be effected on the basis of sensation and
that sensation can in no way be compared with a message. Beings who did not feel one
another, that is to say, did not grasp one another as affected, could not communicate in
that way” (Metaphysical Journal 243, emphasis added). Consequently, the body that
senses, that is affected by and feels the presence of things in the world, is the very
possibility of any communication by way of messages. Communication by way of signs
or symbols can only be effected (in a technical sense by making use of one's body) on the
basis of one’s ability to be affected (in an existential sense through the body that one is,
that is open to the world) through the body that one is.

This is the first definitive statement by Marcel on the difference between having a
body and being my body that is so central to his philosophy. What Marcel is drawing
attention to is the non-objectivity of one’s body, that quality of a body that makes it one’s
own and confers upon it, beyond its objectification as a useful object or instrument, an
absolute existential priority in relation to other objects. But what exactly is it that
distinguishes my own body from other bodies? According to Marcel,

my body is only mine in as much as, however confusedly, it is felt. The radical

abolition of coenesthesia, supposing it were possible, would mean the destruction

of my body in so far as it is mine. If I am my body, it is in so far as I am a being
that feels. It seems to me that...] am my body in the measure in which my
attention is brought to bear on my body first of all, that is to say before my
attention can be fixed on any other object whatsoever. Thus the body would
benefit from what I may be allowed to call an absolute priority.

I only am my body more absolutely than I am anything because to be
anything else whatsoever I need first of all to make use of my body (here we

come back to the idea of the body being interposed). (Metaphysical Journal 243)

Although still in the early stages of development, all the elements of Marcel's thoughts on

incarnation appear, in this journal entry, together for the first time—the expressions I am
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my body and my body, the body that I make use of, sensation, and the body as interposed.
What I want to do at this point is to trace their interrelationship and to use this as a point
of entry for my discussion about the distinction between being and having in relation to
incarnation that evolves out of these early writings.

Marcel’s first order of business is to establish one’s own body as the body that is
felt or lived by the existent as one’s own because of its ‘absolute priority’ for the existent,
and he contends that one’s own body has priority for the existent in at least two ways,
both of which relate to his earlier statement equating the reality of bodies with that of
interposition: firstly, my body as interposed between me and what I am—I must first be
my body before I can be anything else—and, secondly, my body as the site of sensation
and affection, as “immediately imposed” (Metaphysical Journal 248) on my attention
before I am able to pay attention to anything else—as Marcel explains, “to pay attention
to something is always to pay attention to oneself as a feeling being” (Metaphysical
 Journal 246).

In the case of the first type of existential priority, if one wants fo be anything else
(such as male or female, white or black), then one must first be one’s own body since
feeling one’s body as one’s own is the very condition for making use of one’s body so as
to be anything else. Understood in relation to his comment concerning coenesthesia,
one’s own body for Marcel is the very possibility of bringing together the impressions
arising from organic sensations that function as the basis of an existent’s awareness of
their body or bodily state; in other words, only by destroying the felt quality of my
body—destroying my body in so far as it is felt to be mine—would it be possible to

abolish coenesthesia. By enabling the existent to feel their bodily state as their own,
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coenesthesia is the process by which the existent is able to utter such affirmations as ‘I
am tired’ or ‘I am healthy’. But an existent’s awareness of such bodily states is
predicated on the existent feeling, at a pre-reflective level, their body as their own; before
I can feel tired or healthy, I must first feel my body as mine. It is only by being one’s
own body that one can establish oneself existentially within a situation and expand one’s
being, expand on what one is—such an expansion of one’s being requires taking up
various aspects of one’s own body into one’s life so that one lives as tired, white, male,
etc. In this way, it also becomes possible for the existent, through the process of
abstraction, to take up their body as a simple instrument and expand their incarnation into
the sphere of objectivity; however, if one takes up one’s body according to this spirit of
abstraction as a simple object and submerges the body’s reality as interposition beneath
its determination as merely one object among others in the world, then the self will only
be able to expand its being by way of objective properties and not according to the
various ontological avenues implied the reality of the body as interposition. In other
words, how the existent comes to represent the reality of its incarnation to itself
determines the atmosphere in which the more self-aware human being comes to live its
life.

Secondly, my body enjoys absolute priority in an existential sense in regards to all
other objects and is felt to be more than simply one object among others. In fact, my
body is the very possibility of objectivity because my body has priority in terms of the
attention I can fix on objects in the world. Marcel relates one’s own body to the
possibility of perception in general by stating that, before one can pay attention to any

other object, one must first, out of necessity, fix one’s attention on one’s own body;
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because the body is im-pos-ed upon the existent, put upon or applied to the existent, the
existent first comes to feel its body as its own. As implied in the word impose that I have
used in this context, Marcel presents the body as serving a mediating function and
expands on his evocation of the reality of bodies as a reality of interposition. This second
aspect of the priority of the body is responsible for the fact that one is unable to reduce
one’s body to an object because the fact that one’s attention is initially and always
already fixed on one’s body as one’s own—as a subject—is the very condition for the
possibility of paying attention to any other object whatsoever, including one’s body: as
the possibility for knowing and for being able to... , “[my body] enters into play [but]
cannot be conceived as an object” (Metaphysical Journal 244). It is only by way of one’s
own body being imposed upon or forced on one’s attention that the existent is able to pay
attention to objects as objects—in other words, feeling my body as mine, as interposed
between oneself and the world, is the very possibility of the separation between subject
and object that enables one to pay attention to objects as objects in the world. As a result,
the existent’s own body cannot be reduced to simply being an object of thought for the
existent; as Marcel explains, “to posit the absolute priority of the body is to say that the
mediation of the body is necessary for paying attention to anything whatsoever, hence for
knowing [my body] itself” (Metaphysical Journal 244). Consequently, this would seem
to imply that my body functions as an instrument of attention; without making use of my
body as mine, one would be unable to pay attention to anything at all.

But then is the relation between the existent and its own body as expressed in the
phrase ‘I am my body’ simply instrumental in nature? Although my body is felt to be

more than a simple instrument, the reality of the body as a reality of interposition seems
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to reduce my body as mine to the level of instrumentality—my body as interposed is an
instrument to be used for paying attention to anything whatsoever. On the one hand,
Marcel feels that, beyond being a simple instrument, my own body is also an essential
part of who I am, and that these two aspects of the body (instrumental and existential) are
distinct: “I am my body...only in the measure in which I do not treat my body as an
instrument” (Metaphysical Journal 244). However, before being able to pay attention to
anything else, one’s attention must first take one’s own body into account7; one must feel
one’s body as one’s own before being able to pay attention to an object. In light of his
discoveries, was Marcel wrong to suggest that my body is more than something that I can
make use of? Was he wrong to contend that my body is more than a mere object that I
have or possess, that it belongs to my subjective being and is something that I am (Wild
171)? Or perhaps Marcel misspoke when he referred to my body as “a primary
instrument of attention” (Metaphysical Journal 245) when he suggested that that which is
the very possibility of paying attention to something, whether as an object or as an

instrument, is not itself instrumental in nature.

"It is essential at this juncture to point out the difference between the phrases one’s own
body and one’s body. One’s own body refers to the felt impression that ‘I am my body’;
one’s own body is the proper body that underwrites any use that the self makes of their
body. One’s body, on the other hand, refers to the fact that one can make use of one’s
body as an instrument, as something one has power over. In fact, as we'll see in a
moment, it is by way of this (primary) appropriation of one’s body as something that one
has that all other acts of appropriation become possible; one’s body, as soon as one
recognizes it as one’s possession, becomes the centre or fulcrum for all other processes of
appropriation. But what comes through in the phrasing is the doubling of possession
through being. While having a body (as one’s body or as the body that is mine) only
suggests a rather temporary relationship between the self and its body that allows the self
to bring out its body’s instrumental character and to make use of the body and dispose of
it at will, being one’s body (as one's own body or my own body) suggests a relationship
in which the self and its body are folded over on each other in such a way that the self is
intimately related to its body, so much so that it cannot exist without it.
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Marcel adopts the second position and comes to take issue with his previous
characterization of the functioning of my body as the “mediation for the attention to be
concentrated on any object” (Metaphysical Journal 245) as being instrumental in
character. What Marcel realizes is that my body “is not an object, but the absolute
condition for any object whatever to be given to me as datum. I wonder if whether I
would be betraying the thought that I am trying to ‘bring to birth’ at this moment if I said
that there is no attention save where there is at the same time a certain fundamental way
of feeling that cannot be converted into an object” (Metaphysical Journal 247). In other
words, the felt quality of my body as mine, the sensation I have of my body as mine, is
the necessary condition for my being able to pay attention to anything else whatsoever.
And, in order to separate out the objective and instrumental aspect of bodies from their
existential aspect, Marcel introduces a distinction between feeling (or sensation) and
paying attention to that highlights the non-objectifiable background of the process of
objectification. The body that I am is the body that I feel as mine, that has the felt quality
of being my own body, and one can apprehend this body only by way of feeling or
sensation, both of which are pre-reflective and non-objectifiable. In addition, feeling my
body as mine is the very possibility of paying attention to anything else whatsoever,

where paying attention to...implies a form of objectification.

3.1.1 Sensation vs. Communication

Throughout these early explorations into the reality of bodies, the driving concern

for Marcel has been to overturn the prevailing philosophical understanding of bodies as
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mere objects and to rethink the philosophical reduction of the relation between the
existent and its body to one that is instrumental in nature. In order to achieve this, he
questions the objectivist conceptualization of the process of communication as an
exchange of messages, which figures prominently in the traditional interpretations of the
process of sensation or feeling as a receiving of messages by the existent from the
environment and which relies on, or is intertwined with, the interpretation of the body as
a simple instrument: “My concern is to examine whether sensation itself can be regarded
as a message. It seems to me that the question is of the same order as that regarding the
instrumental value of the body. Sensation can no more be treated as a message than the
body can be treated simply as an instrument” (Metaphysical Journal 257). Thus to
rethink sensation itself is intimately linked to re-thinking the relation between the existent
and its body. In order to have conceptualised sensation as a process of transmitting and
receiving messages, in other words, required the reduction of the body to the status of an
instrument that the existent uses to send or receive these messages; consequently, any
attempt to rethink the nature of the body necessary requires rethinking the reality of
sensation. Thus, Marcel’s investigation into alternative forms of communication, his
work to rethink or reconfigure the process of sensation or feeling at the heart of incarnate
being, aims at understanding the relationship between the existent and the world that
conditions the possibility of communication based in the exchange of messages—a
relation that he refers to as sensation or feeling—and at the relation between the existent
and their body that determines or structures the relation that the existent has with the
world. In other words, on the road to understanding the way in which the existent senses

things in the world in a non-instrumental and pre-objective manner, Marcel also expects
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to bring to light the reality of the existent’s pre-objective relationship with that thing in
the world that has priority over all others, namely its own body. So, his investigation into
sensation has as its ultimate goal an understanding of how the existent senses their own
body, that thing in the world that has priority for the existent over all others and that,
because of its priority, is the condition of the possibility of sensation in general. Thus,
the bringing to light of the reality of sensation, in the final analysis, is focused on
uncovering the reality of the mediating nature of my body as mine, on the body
interposed in sensation, that is the very (non-objectifiable) possibility of objectification:
“[By way of sensation, a thing in the world] appears to me as object in virtue of the
(unobjectifiable) power of mediation which allows me to apprehend anything whatever”
(Metaphysical Journal 256).

In particular, he questions the possibility of “treating the mediating element as an
object and of forming an idea of it” (Metaphysical Journal 250) by arguing against the
conceptualization of sensation as the passive receiving of messages from one’s
surroundings; according to this model, the body of the existent only participates in
sensation in a passive manner as a simple receptor, as a simple instrument that is subject
to impinging messages. What Marcel is proposing is that sensation actually involves the
body actively making itself present and receptive to the world, and he explains his
understanding of the problem of sensation as follows:

Inasmuch as the body is an absolute instrument (or appears to be such) it must

needs appear [sic] to be interposed between us and objects, and we are therefore

convinced that it mediatises our apprehension of the objects...From the point of
view of the mechanical world which is the world in which we act, the world in
relation to which the body functions as instrument, sensation is bound inevitably
to seem emitted and transmitted. Only, as I have long realised, this interposition

is in some way illusory. Hence there is a sense in which sensation differs
radically from any conceivable message. But from this new point of view
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sensation ceases to be defined in function of an object. To feel is not to receive

but to participate in an immediate way. But personal life involves the

impossibility of dissociating this immediate participation from the inevitable

appearance of mediation and of communication. (Metaphysical Journal 258)

As an absolute instrument, the body as interposed between the existent and the world
necessary seems to be a mediating element between us and objects, an interpretation that
reduces sensation to the sending and receiving of messages and the body to an instrument
that the existent uses to emit and receive those messages. But this interpretation of
sensation mis-represents the truth about interposition that is the reality of the body;
instead of bodily interposition opening onto a mediated relation between the existent and
the world in which the body functions as a passive intermediary, it opens onto an
immediate form of active participation of the existent with the world. Feeling or sensing
involves the existent actively participating with the world in an immediate way, and this
immediate participation with the world is conditioned by the interposition of the body
between the existent and the world.

Marcel already has it in mind to take up the active existential participation of the
existent with the world that is at the heart of sensation through second reflection at the
level of Being and to situate this form of active receiving—a form of reception based in
activity and participation as a form of being-with—at the centre of his theorization of the
interpersonal. The ontological lesson to be learned from sensation is the state of active
participation, which will open onto the possibility of co-presence with the other, to the
opening up of a space of Being between the I and the Thou in which both can participate
by way of presence. This theme begins to emerge as Marcel returns, in the course of his

ruminations on sensation, to the example of evoking the presence of a disappeared friend.

Instead of simply passively living with that friend’s absence and treating that friend as a
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him, Marcel contends that, in order to have a true relationship with that friend and to treat
them as Thou, one must actively call that friend to presence and communicate with them
by way of invocation: “but we must understand that invocation is a means of making
ourselves present to him whom we invoke...It looks as though the appeal ‘Abide with me’
were converted into a fiat, into ‘I will appear to you’” (Metaphysical Journal 252). Thus,
invocation represents an active form of relation with the other that, instead of objectifying
them, respects their presence and treats them as a Thou by way of one’s making oneself
available and present to the other that one invokes. Instead of asking the other to dwell
with me, an action that would only require me to passively wait for the other to approach
me, I must actively make myself present to the other, actively make myself appear to the
other by making myself available to the other; receiving the other as Thou involves for
Marcel actively making oneself available to the other by making oneself appear—as
available—before the other.

At this point, I want to emphasize the importance of active receptivity—
understood as the activity of making oneself available to the other, as actively placing
oneself at the disposal of the other, as actively appearing to the other as being at their
disposal—for Marcel at both the existential level of sensation and the ontological level of
the interpersonal. In light of Marcel’s technique of second reflection, I want to highlight
the importance of his existential theory of sensation for his later ontological musings on
the nature of the interpersonal relation; what one begins to see emerging at this point is
the existential basis of Marcel’s theory of ontological participation and the obscure
existential beginnings or outlines of the concept of ontological availability around which

the relationship between the I and the Thou is centred. But, for the time being, I only
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want to indicate briefly for the reader the direction in which Marcel’s thought is heading
because, as we shall see shortly, Marcel will unearth a facet of bodily reality that will
threaten to undermine his ontological aspirations.

What we have seen up to this point is that Marcel, in his effort to try to get to the
bottom of the felt quality of one’s own body discovers a form of participatory sensation
or feeling that, as pre-reflective and pre-objective, conditions all other sensations for the
existent that are based on the model of mediation and communication. For Marcel,
sensation, instead of being based in mediation and involving the passive reception of
messages, actually involves the active immediate participation of the existent; instead of
being a function of the object that is being communicated, sensation somehow involves
the active participation of the existent with the object being sensed. In other words, while
standard interpretations of communication based on the determination of the body as
being instrumental in nature are structured according to the subject/object dichotomy,
sensation and feeling are presented by Marcel as being forms of active participation in
some common reality between the existent and the thing that makes it impossible to
distinguish between the existent feeling and the thing being felt. But of what does this
active immediate participation consist? How can one understand the active relation
between the feeling and felt existence implied in the act of sensation? Marcel explains
that “perhaps we must admit that to experience a sensation is really to become in some
manner the thing sensed, and that a sort of temporary coalescence is established between
beings situated on different planes of reality” (Metaphysical Journal 257). Consequently,
that participatory relation with the world that one senses cannot properly be called a

‘relation,” because ‘relation’ implies the behaviour of one object in reference to another:
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“When I say...[sensation] I mean that no relation of thing to thing (or even of being to
being) can be considered here” (Metaphysical Journal 259). Instead, sensation has more
to do with existence, coalescence, intimacy, participation, involvement, adherence, and
pre-objectivity.

But how exactly is one to understand sensation? How is sensation different from
the objective experience of objects? At the level of existence, sensation, as the very
possibility of objectification, involves a relation with the world on a “pre-objective
plane” in which one deals with the presence of things in the world “under the form of
fluids” (Metaphysical Journal 252). By way of sensation, as a non-objectifying and
unobjectifiable process, the existent approaches the world according to its existence,
which is the condition for the possibility of all other feelings or sensations. And, in the
sensed world, unlike in the objectified world in which “the object as such is defined as
being independent of the characteristics that make me this particular person and not
another” and as not taking me into account, objects have a regard for me, they take me
into account, because of my particular presence to them and their presence to me in
particular (Metaphysical Journal 261); objects come to take me into account because
existence is experienced as co-existence. What characterizes sensation at the level of
existence is the relationship between the thing sensed and my own unique personal
existence; unlike at the level of objectivity where all relations with the world have been
depersonalised, sensation, as the central form of relation between the existent and the
world at the level of existence, is thoroughly personal. Sensation, as co-existence, is
saturated with the personal, and it is my co-existence with the world within existence that

makes sensation personal. My active participation with the world in existence is
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predicated on my active appearance to the world as myself, on my active manifestation to
the world through the personal. The pre-objective sphere of existence is therefore a
sphere that is thoroughly saturated with the personal. But how exactly does the personal
appear at the level of existence? How am I able to manifest myself to the world in terms
of the personal?
Quite simply, personal existence is rooted in my body, in the body that I am.
Unlike the world of objectification in which the existent, as an object or instrument,
engages with objects and instruments in a depersonalised manner by way of their body
construed as being instrumental in nature, as something that I have, the world that exists
for the existent exists only to the extent that one’s body is not an instrument; in other
words, the body that I am is at the heart of the pre-objective plane. As Marcel states in
his December 3-4, 1920, journal entries, within one’s existential orbit,
every existent must appear to me as prolonging my body in some direction or
other—my body inasmuch as it is mine, that is to say, inasmuch as it is non-
objective...The world exists in the measure in which I have relations with it which
are of the same type as my relation with my own body—that is to say inasmuch as
I am incarnate...Unless I am mistaken existence can only be sensed, as sensation
is the mode in which the continuity of anything whatever with my body can be
given to me as datum. (Metaphysical Journal 269)
In contrast to the stage of objectivity, in which objects in the world have no regard for me
and only extend already established powers that are part of my instrumental body, the
stage of existence sees the existent experience objects in the world non-objectively in the
sense that the existent experiences the same bond between itself and objects that it
experiences between itself and its own proper body. In Being and Having, Marcel states

that the existent experiences objects “existing in so far as [the object] shares in the nature

of my body, i.e. in so far as it is not thought of as object” (Being and Having 9). Or
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again, “[w]hen I affirm that something exists, I always mean that I consider this
something as connected with my body, as able to be put in contact with it, however
indirect this contact may be” (Being and Having 10).

But how does the object exist for the existent? The object that exists does not
extend the powers of my instrumental body; instead, it appears to me as prolonging my
experience of my body as mine, as being for-me, in the world. The bond that unites me
with my body, with the body that I am, is prolonged or extended to the object that I
experience as existing; as a result, I come to experience a similar bond with the object as
I'have with my body: “To say that something exists is not only to say that it belongs to
the same system as my body..., it is also to say that it is in some way united to me as my
body is” (Being and Having 11). In this way, the existent and the existing object co-exist
in relation to one another; as Marcel states, the only way to experience an object as
existing is “on the basis of a certain felt community...[that] is indivisible” (Being and
Having 14). Just as I cannot validly separate myself from my body by saying ‘I and my
body,” I cannot separate myself from those objects that I feel or sense as existing; at the
level of existence, the existent and the world participate in a common reality by way of

the interposed body—in the felt reality of co-existence®. As a result, Marcel is led to

® In another instance, Marcel uses the term adhesion to compare one’s immediate
participation in one’s body to one’s participation in one’s habitual surroundings: “I am
my body; but I am also my habitual surroundings. This is demonstrated by the laceration,
the division with myself that accompanies exile from my home...We must take in their
strictest interpretation words such as belong fo (a town, a house, etc.): and the word
laceration. 1t is as though adhesions are broken” (Metaphysical Journal 259). This
-comparison raises Marcel’s discussions of sensation from the simple existential feeling of
one’s body as one’s own that one experiences at the level of existence and towards the
intimate ontological adherence at the level of Being that exemplifies the state of being-at-
home. At this stage, Marcel is already laying the groundwork for his later development
of the I-Thou relation that he feels is implied within the obscure and indeterminate
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state that incarnation is at the heart of existence in such a way that the body, as my body,
must be understood as being interposed between the existent and the world as the very
medium of co-existence: “the existential point of view about reality cannot...be other
than that of an incarnate personality” (Being and Having 10).

But how is one to understand the felt community between the existent and the
world? How is it that one can come to understand this non-objectifying existential
relation between the existent and the world in which the thing as felt prolongs my body?
It is important to remember that sensation is non-objectifying, that, at the level of
existence, the existent experiences or senses the thing in an immediate non-objectifying
manner that is identical to the immediate sensation that one has of one’s body as being
one’s own. In other words, objects that are experienced as existing or are encountered at
the level of existence are given to the incarnate existent in a way that is not exclusively
abstract and objective, as they are at the level of objectivity. And, since what
distinguishes the body that I am from the body that I have is the fact that it is felt as mine
and as being for-me, I think it would be appropriate to suggest that, at the level of
existence, I experience or sense things as being for-me. In the language of intentionality,
one could say that, just as my body prolongs my intentions, one could argue that objects

that exist for me are for-me to the extent that they become meaningful through the

intensely lived experiences of the existent. In contrast to relations that the self has with
the world of objects by way of the instrumental body, sensation points to the possibility
for a non-objectifying and unobjectifiable association between the existent and the world
that is rooted in the felt body. Consequently, by way of second reflection, the existential
participation of the existent in the world through sensation and feeling is lifted up into a
form of ontological participation in which the subject comes to inhabit its surroundings
and is able to approach the other as Thou. In other words, my habitual surroundings, at
the level of Being, have the same felt quality for me as does my body at the level of
existence; similarly, my habitual surroundings in which I feel at home are the foundation
for my participation in Being with the other as Thou.
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prolonging of my intentions; just as I am involved in my body by way of the
intentionality that underwrites or guides the actions of my body—an intentionality that is
centred on the ‘I’—so to am I involved in the existence of things because they become

meaningful for me within the horizons of my incarnate intentions.

3.1.2 The Spheres of Existence and Objectivity

What can be gleaned at this point in the development of Marcel's thought are two
of the three distinct spheres, or stages, of self-awareness—the sphere of existence and the
sphere of objectivity, both of which are organized around a dominant relation between
oneself and one’s body. However, these spheres are not independent of one another.
Marcel stipulates that the sphere of objectivity is founded upon, or rooted in, the sphere
of existence, a rootedness that is (necessarily) elided or dissimulated within the former; in
fact, it is by way of his digging into the experiences that underlie the self’s life in the
objective sphere, of which the personal experience of the instrumental body is the most
important, that Marcel uncovers the existential sphere and the felt body, the body that I
am. As a result, one could argue that the two spheres overlap in the body. The body is
the nexus of both spheres; while the body that I make use of is at the centre of the sphere
of objectivity, the body that I am is the fulcrum of the sphere of existence. In the sphere
of objectivity, one’s body is something that one has use of and, through various
techniques and technology, can use to pay attention to the world and acquire knowledge;
the nexus of this sphere is the body as instrument. In the sphere of existence, on the other

hand, one’s body as one’s own is the very possibility of using or seeing one’s body as a
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power or a centre of power in the world’. Instead of simply being an instrument—Marcel
characterizes instruments as “a means of extending or of strengthening a ‘power’ that we
possess” (Metaphysical Journal 245)—one’s own body is the very possibility of power,
of having a particular power of the body at one's disposal and making use of one's body
as an instrument.

But this possibility of power is based on the active receptivity that best defines or
describes my body’s existential stance or attitude towards the world as revealed in the
experience of sensation. Instead of simply receiving messages from the world, the body,
at the level of existence, manifests the world to the existent as being for-me; the
disposability of my body to the world, its active stance of receptivity towards the
solicitations of its surroundings through which the world becomes meaningful for-me and
through which I am forced to realize my existence in the world, is the power at the heart
of incarnate existence that makes all other forms of power possible, including realizing
the body as an instrumental power in the world. The receptive existential stance that the
body assumes towards the world—as experienced in the relation of sensation between the
body and the world through which the world becomes meaningful for-me and I am
exposed to the world in the world—is the basis for all other activity within the world; all
of one’s actions are based in the initial adoption by one’s own body of an existential

attitude of disposability towards the solicitations of the world. In the case of the

°At this point, I would like to briefly highlight the connection between having (avoir) and

power (pouvoir) that will be foregrounded later on in the thesis. Perhaps drawing on their

grammatical similarity (in French), Marcel makes a point of demonstrating the affinity

between the terms. On October 11, 1933, he writes the following note to himself:
Examine the relations between having and being able. To say ‘I have the power
to...” means ‘the power to is numbered among my attributes and endowments’.
But that is not all. ‘“To have’ is ‘to have power to’, since it is clearly in a sense ‘to
have the disposal of’. (Being and Having 150)
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instrumental and objective relation between the self and its body, the surrounding world
relates to the self as a set of instruments that are means of extending or strengthening a
specific power of the instrumental body. The body as instrument, as a set of powers that
one possesses, is at the heart of the sphere of objectivity; the body that I have is
interposed, as instrument, between myself and the world in such a way that I experience
my relation to the world in instrumental terms, as a set of objects that may or may not be
useful in augmenting the specifically useful powers of the body. In the case of the
existential relation between the existent and its own body, the world exists for the existent
by prolonging the existent’s own body inasmuch as it is its own. The felt body, the body
that I am, is at the heart of the sphere of existence. In the vocabulary of interposition, my
body is interposed between myself and the surrounding world, which comes to exist for
me in the measure in which the world is experienced in the same way in which I
experience my body as mine, in the measure in which the world comes to exist for me as
my surroundings. While the world of instruments extends the powers of the body that I

have, the world that exists for me prolongs my body, the body that I am.

3.2 The Distinction Between Existence and Objectivity

This distinction between existence and objectivity that Marcel unearths as a result
of his investigations into the experience of embodiment is further developed in his 1925
article entitled “Existence and Objectivity.” In part, Marcel moves to further develop the
distinction between existence and objectivity in part to demonstrate how his concrete

philosophy differs from the abstract philosophy of idealism, especially in relation to their
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respective determinations of the relation between existents and objects in the world.
While he uses the term objectivity to characterize the relation between the self
understood as mind or consciousness and the object as object, a relation that “confers on
objects a sort of insularity” because the existent, by way of the cogito, comes to bathe the
object in objective space (Metaphysical Journal 319), Marcel reserves the term existence
for that type of relation between the existent and the thing of “immediate apprehension
and participation” (Metaphysical Journal 324) in which the thing is present in an
immediate way to the existent that senses it and in which the existent is receptive or open,
through sensation, to the existence of the thing.

But Marcel is not only interested in articulating the distinction between these two
relations; he is also concerned with demonstrating “the primacy of existence”
(Metaphysical Journal 324) by showing the rootedness of the attitude of objectivity, as a
type of evasion or forgetting, in our existential relation with the world: “From this
standpoint [of objectivity] the actuality of any experience is treated as though it needs to
be surmounted, thanks to the mind deliberately cutting the cables: and as soon as it has
got into its swing the mind owes it to itself to forget the irreducible and apparently
primary element in this actuality, and hence it no longer sees it as anything more than an
opportunity...for deploying its own immanent powers of universality” (Metaphysical
Journal 321). Instead of simply dismissing objectivity as an erroneous relation between
the existent and the world, Marcel argues that objectivity is made possible by our
participation in existence through the sense of actuality inherent in our experience, that
our existential relation is “a kind of priming (unthinkable in isolation) for the complex

operation by which the mind brings an object before itself” (Metaphysical Journal 327).
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And it is this priming that objectivity overlooks or forgets when the existent approaches
the world by way of its power of universality, a formulation which suggests that the
irreducible actuality of experience is somehow related to the personal or particular aspect
of existence; therefore, objectivity is to universality and the impersonal as existence is to
particularity and the personal. But, in order to “penetrate beyond objectivity...so as to
reach a domain in which the classical relation between the subject and the object ceases
to be strictly applicable” (Metaphysical Journal 325), one must re-interpret sensation and
come to an ontological understanding of our fundamental personal inherence in existence
as incarnate existents.

The theory of sensation developed by Marcel in the Metaphysical Journal plays a
central role in this article as he argues that sensing or feeling provides the existent with
access to “the sense-presence of the ‘thing’ which, if not identified with its existence, at
least appears to unbiased reflection as its immediate manifestation and revelation—it is
this that a philosophy which is orientated at one and the same time towards ideas and
towards objects necessarily tends to conjure away” (Metaphysical Journal 320). As1
pointed out above, Marcel, contrary to the interpretation of sensation as the
communication of a message, as the transmission of a message between two stations,
comes to describe sensation as an act through which the existent is open or receptive to
the world in such a way as to be in a position to receive things in the world according to
their existence; because sensation is an openness to, or a receptivity to, the existence of
things, it gives access to the existential index or aspect of that thing. And it is precisely
the existential aspect of the thing that idealist philosophy, for which existence simply

appears as “something on which thought is perhaps so to speak propped up”

85



(Metaphysical Journal 319), overlooks or elides. As a philosophical methodology,
idealist philosophy is part of the philosophical tradition that emphasizes “the object as
object, together with the characteristics that constitute it as object, and the intelligibility
with which [the object] needs to be weighted down so as to provide a grip for the subject
who confronts it” (Metaphysical Journal 319). As has already been discussed, Marcel
contends that the object in the idealist tradition is characterized by a sort of insularity, a
quality that places the object in an isolated situation or condition in relation to the
existent: “The idealist doctrines which put an increasingly emphatic accent on the insular
character of the object are called upon to minimize the original contribution made by the
object to us” (Metaphysical Journal 326).

If one considers Marcel’s explanations of the process of evocation and of how the
evoked presence of the disappeared friend magnetizes one’s field of memories and
affectivity, the relationship between idealism and insularity becomes quite clear. Since
the act of insulating is meant to prevent the transfer of electricity as well as the induction
of a magnetic field around the thing'’, insularity in idealism can also be read as the
covering of the thing with non-conducting material in order to lessen its effect on the
existent, in order to prevent the thing—by way of its existence—from affecting the
existent. In other words, the insular character of the thing as object is meant to reduce
the “effective presence” of the thing as thing in relation to the existent, a presence that,
“as neither the presence of something nor of someone...[but] which ‘subtends’ the

‘integrality’ of our experience and of any experience whatsoever,” is unintelligible as a

10 By way of the theory of electromagnetism developed by Maxwell, an electrical current

is one way of inducing a magnetic field. In fact, one way to produce a magnetic field is
to run a current through a wire that has been wound into a coil.

86



relation between a subject and an object (Metaphysical Journal 331). It is through
sensation, therefore, that the existent is open to the effective presence of the thing as
thing, to the existential quality or feeling of the thing.

But, as openness, is existential sensation passive or active? Does the existent
simply receive sensations passively or must the existent enact the stance of openness that
is at the root of sensation? I have already provided Marcel’s response to this question
and noted that sensation is an active existential stance or attitude taken by the existent
towards the world in which the existent comes to participate—by way of co-existence—
with the world in the sphere of existence. In the context of this article, Marcel explains
that his philosophy of existence approaches the thing according to its magnetic field,
which is equivalent to its existential index or aspect, according to

the mode in which the object is present to the person who considers it or, which

amounts to the same thing, the mysterious power of self-affirmation by which it

confronts the spectator. On a deeper level there is the question of how it comes
about that this object is not only a rationally articulated spectacle but also

possesses the power of affecting in a thousand ways the being of the person who
contemplates it and is submitted to it. (Metaphysical Journal 320)

The process of sensation requires two active participants: the existent and the thing. The
existent must first submit itself to the thing, make itself receptive to the existence of the
thing. But, in order for the existent to sense the thing, the thing must also make itself
present to the existent through its own power of self-affirmation. And it is by way of the
thing’s power of self-affirmation and the existent’s ability to submit itself to the thing that
sensation for Marcel comes to “involve the immediate participation of what we normally
call the subject in the surrounding world from which no veritable frontier separates it”
(Metaphysical Journal 332). Therefore, sensation, as a ‘relation,’ is markedly different

from the relation between subject and object postulated by objectivity. But what exactly
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is sensed by the existent through sensation or feeling? What is the content of this affect
of the thing as presence on the existent? What is the content of this self-affirmation by
the thing that Marcel equates with existence? What is the content of one’s sensing of the
existence of a thing?

To begin with, the term ‘content’ is itself inappropriate in this context because of
the uncharacterizability of the contents of sensation and the nature of the affectivity of the
thing. However, Marcel does try to elaborate on that which is given by way of the act of
sensation. One must keep it in mind that the relation of objectivity is rooted in this very
existential relation with the existence of the thing, in this being affected by the thing as
present to the existent in sensation. In other words, we have not somehow lost this
existential relation with the world; we have only lost sight of it because we have come to
reside solely in the world of objectivity. Objectivity is, in fact, rooted in sensation, a
relation with the world that (while not strictly a relation) gives one

the confused and global experience of the world inasmuch as it is existant; and

here the term ‘given’ fits only imperfectly. Given normally signifies presented to

a subject. Now here I would not like to insinuate anything of the kind...At this

point I must restrict myself to pointing out that this assurance appears to us as

though constitutive of what we habitually call the subject. It is not added to it or
provided for it; without this assurance the subject ceases to be anything, it

disappears. (Metaphysical Journal 323)

As is clear from the above quotation, Marcel is interested in reclaiming or unearthing that
givenness of the world, that assurance of the existence of the world, that is constitutive of
the subject and that has been buried beneath objectivity; the development of the
distinction between existence and objectivity is an attempt to demonstrate the rootedness

of the subject, and its relation with the world and others, in existence by establishing the

absolute priority of existence in relation to objectivity. A little later in the article, Marcel
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makes a point of stressing the fact that “the fundamental assurance we are dealing with
here is of the order of sentiment or feeling—provided it were explicitly understood that
this feeling must not be intellectualized” (Metaphysical Journal 324). It is by way of the
act of sensation or feeling that the existent “knows itself to be fortified by an
unquestionable assurance regarding the existence not of any particular thing nor even
regarding existence in general, but regarding the existing universe” (Metaphysical
Journal 323). Thus, sensation opens the existent to the pure immediate feeling of
existence, and this feeling of existence according to Marcel has the following essential
qualities: (1) the sensation, because it is uniquely mine and constitutes me as a unique
subject, “is incapable of mediation” (Metaphysical Journal 329) and (2) the assurance
itself given by sensation is in no way external to the existent and is such that the existent
cannot separate itself from it without “causing a profound alteration in its nature”
(Metaphysical Journal 323-4). 1 want to stress that the question of the unmediated
quality of sensation, and the assurance it provides, has everything to do with the personal
nature of sensation and with its irreducibility in the face of objectivity; the irreducible and
unmediated aspect of sensation comes from the fact that “it is essential to the character of
the existant [and this applies to both the human existent and the world] that it should
occupy with regard to thought a position which cannot be reduced to the position implied
in the fact of objectivity itself” (Metaphysical Journal 326), a position that involves
immediate participation. And, as a case in point, Marcel turns his attention to the
immediate sensation that one has of their own body, a sensation that “by [its] very

essence is not given to me as datum at all” (Metaphysical Journal 328).
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As I have already suggested, the possessive index is a crucial factor in Marcel’s
attempt “to account for the existence of a body that appears to the subject to be his body”
(Metaphysical Journal 332) because it calls attention to the pure immediacy of the
sensation that one has of one’s body as one’s own. Understood as my unique body, as
that body that belongs to me uniquely and has absolute priority for me in relation to all
other bodies, the relation between myself and my body implies my immediate
participation in my body from which no frontier or boundary separates me. The relation
between myself and my body is not rooted in externality; the actions and movements of
my body intimately involve and imply me in such a way that I am those actions and
movements. But my body as sensed is very different from the body that I use as an
instrument for carrying on communication between myself and objects, as “an instrument
of which I make use both for receiving and sending messages (which may, moreover,
easily be reduced to simple signs. In a world constituted by or at least marked out by
stations in communication with one another, my body like other bodies functions as an
apparatus for signaling)” (Metaphysical Journal 332). Consequently, such instrumental
mediation between the existent and the surrounding world, which is made possible by
representing the body interposed between myself and objects as a station that sends and
receives signals, “can only conceivably take place within a world of objects and between
bodies of which none are regarded as my body, that is to say, as affected by this special
index which in part removes it from the order of that about which we can hold discourse”
(Metaphysical Journal 334). By adopting this instrumentalist way of representing what I
cail my body, “I cease to look on it as my body, I deprive it of that absolute priority in

virtue of which my body is posited as the centre in relation to which my experience and
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my universe are ordered” (Metaphysical Journal 334-5). Instead, in a world of objects, I
am led to treat my body as one object among many; as a result, when I make use of my
body in the world of objects, “I do no more than prolong and specialize a way of
behaving that already belongs to my body (whether to my limbs or to my senses)”
(Metaphysical Journal 333). However, as soon as I begin to regard my body as my body,
I affect a change in the status of my body by way of this existential index and displace it
from a world of objects into the world of existence that prolongs my body and which I
encounter through the act of sensation, where sensation is understood as “the fact of
feeling, of participating in a universe which creates me by affecting me” (Metaphysical
Journal 338).

By taking up the objective experience of living in a world that enables the self to
simply extend the already established powers of its body, that further enables the self to
implement the body that it is already able to make use of as an instrument, Marcel works
towards uncovering the more originary existential experience of existing in a world that,
through the assurance of existence given by way of sensing, enables the existent fo..., that
affects or creates the existent as an existent that is able fo..., a state that is beneath
objectivity because objectivity, through the reduction of my body to a body of signs and
signals, telescopes or interpolates the existent that (by way of their own body) is able to...

into a self who is simply able to make use of their body as an instrument'!. What seems

11 But how is one’s own body the very possibility of power, of having the body at one’s

disposal as an instrument? Clearly, the statement that ‘I am my body’ refers to my ability
to take up my body as the general power of being able to. The problem with the body
conceived as instrument is that it reduces, by extension, the general power of the body as
being able to to the specific power of being able to make use of one’s body as an
instrument. Instead of existing one’s body in situation as one’s own, within the space of
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to be at the heart of the distinction between existence and objectivity is a difference in
degrees of enabling. While objectification enables the self to simply make use of its
body, in response to the messages it receives from the external world, as an instrument, as
a series of already determined and structured potential specialized ways of behaving or
acting, the existent in the sphere of existence discovers, through sensation, a world that
enables, that calls upon the existent and makes the existent able to respond but in an
unspecified and undetermined manner. Or perhaps, keeping objectivity in mind as a
prime example, the existential enabling of the existent through sensation involves making
one able to take up one’s incarnation, to represent the relationship between oneself and
one’s body. Existential enabling, in other words, could be understood as a fundamental
making creative; what the general process of making an existent able fo... provides an
existent is the creative power necessary to respond to its being called forth by the world,
to manifest itself to the world. The general enabling of the existent that originates in the
sphere of existence becomes a specific enabling, a making able to use the body as an
instrument, in the sphere of objectivity through the Cartesian representation of the body
as a mechanical complexus that is ontologically distinct from the being of the subject.
Considered from this point of view and in light of Marcel’s earlier claim that the nature
of the body is not at all univocal, Cartesian philosophy can be understood as a specific
response to the existential call to make oneself present to the world, to present oneself or
make oneself manifest to the world; what distinguishes this response from others is the

way in which the incarnate reality of the Cartesian subject is represented. Thus, the

existence in which one is able to find oneself and to recognize oneself, the subject simply
finds itself within the functional space of objects that, like its body, are at its disposal as
instruments and that one is only able to make use of in an instrumental and objective
manner.
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decision that the existent would make concerning how to take up, actualize or realize the
general possibility or potential of being able to...would determine their specific ways of
being in the world; by taking up the body as something that I have, I come to situate
myself in a depersonalized and functionalized objective world in which my body is just
one object among many. If one represents one’s body simply as an instrument, then one
reduces the world to a world of objects in which one is only able to participate in so much
as one is able to make use of one’s body as an instrument. And this process is
self(re)producing since the world of objects inaugurated by the instrumentalization of the
body reduces the possible ways in which an existent is able to.... The only way that
Marcel sees out of this predicament is by re-thinking the representation of the body that is
at the heart of the world of objects in order to transcend our current situation and attain
the level of Being; in other words, any transition from the sphere of objectivity to that of
Being requires re-investigating our experience of our bodies as our own and thereby
uncovering, through second reflection, the ontological dimensions of incarnation implied
in our existence as incarnate existents participating with the world. By re-discovering, or
uncovering, my body that is at the heart of the affective world, I re-instate my openness—

that is a function of sensation—to the creative presence of the world.

3.2.1 Ontological Implications of the Theory of Sensation: Testimony vs. Observation

Through second reflection on existence, Marcel develops, along two fronts at

least, the ontological implications of sensation into a theory of testimony: (1) according

to the active participation of the existent with the world in a relation of co-existence and
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(2) according to the personal nature of sensation as co-existence. Marcel recuperates, at
the level of Being, the participatory and personal nature of sensation and develops the
implications of these existential realities into a theory of testimony that is a way of being-
with the other in co-presence.

The first aspect of sensation that Marcel takes up, or ontologizes, is its
involvement with the personal. Initially, in Being and Having, Marcel suggests, on
October 7, 1932, that it is “the essence of man to be a being who can bear witness”
(Being and Having 97); in contrast to sensation as a form of existential looking or paying
attention to..., he feels that bearing witness is a type of looking that is related to the
ontological. As he asks on October 9, 1932, "surely it is of the essence of anything
ontological that it can be no more than attested?” (Being and Having 99). Bearing
witness, as the ontological recapitulation of sensation, points towards another way of
seeing, one that, by way of attestation, looks towards the ontological. However,
witnessing, in addition to providing access to the ontological, also involves the
personality of the individual who is bearing witness; as Marcel explains, “attestation is a
personal thing; it brings the personality into play, but it is at the same time turned towards
Being, and is characterized by this tension between the personal and the ontological
factors” (Being and Having 100). This tension between the personal and Being is
integral to Marcel’s ontology, just as the tension between the personal and existence is
fundamental to his existential investigations into the nature of incarnation. Since
ontological inquiry involves somehow clarifying the ontological dimensions of intensely
lived personal experiences, it must, by necessity, have a foothold in both the personal and

in Being. In this way, ontological attitudes or ways of being, such as testimony, are by
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necessity bi-polar: they are determined according to the tension between the unique and
the generalizable.

As was the case with sensation and objectivity, Marcel opposes testimony to the
kind of indifferent looking implied by the stance of objectivity. What witnessing
represents for Marcel is a form of ontological insight, and he develops its implications in
relation to objective observation in his 1946 essay entitled “Testimony and
Existentialism” in which he, in an attempt to define existentialism, draws a distinction
that he feels is fundamental between objective and ontological looking. According to
Marcel, observation involves observing a phenomenon “which is outside myself and
which I note. I cannot help noting it—I am obliged to note. At the same time I see...that
my observation does not in any way modify the phenomenon that I have observed, and,
moreover, that the I who observes is highly impersonal” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 92). Marcel goes on in the essay to contrast observation with testimony.
He argues that, unlike with observation, “it cannot be ever one who bears witness; it is
always and inevitably J, and if not myself, then another, who is yet another I...I have said
that I can testify; this means that ‘I am in a position to...”” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 92). What distinguishes testimony from observation, and confers upon the
former its ontological character, is its essential personal aspect—only I as an I can testify.
My testimony depends on my being in a unique position to testify, and what characterizes
this position involved in testifying is the fact that no one can take the place of the one
who is testifying. The ability to testify requires that I exist in the world in a unique
position, that I have a privileged position in the world, from which I am able to testify

to..., and it is from this unique position that testimony, as is fundamental to its nature, is
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able to come to bear “on that part of an event which is unique and irrevocable” (The
Philosophy of Existentialism 95). Also, this position is unique in that no one else can
testify for me, can substitute themselves for me or testify to what it is that I have
witnessed.

But how is this privileged position of the witness to be understood? For Marcel,
this unique here within Being is an ontological version of the existential ere or position
that Marcel unearthed in his explorations into incarnation. As we saw in the earlier
exposition of Marcel’s determination of the existential reality of the body as one of
interposition, position is a central element in the existential make up of the incarnate
existent; one’s own body is a unique here that presents or manifests the existent to the
world and that places the existent in a relation of co-existence with the world. And it is
exactly this existential aspect of incarnate existence that Marcel recuperates through
second reflection and raises to the level of Being in order to set testimony apart from
observation. In contrast to observation, in which the existent stands in relation to the
world as “a recording instrument, a recorder among many thousands” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 93), testimony requires that the relation in which the witness stands to the
other be based on commitment, a commitment that, implied by the reality of incarnation
at the level of existence, is realized or actualized at the level of Being:

Every testimony is based on a commitment...[and] this is indeed the reason for the

preliminary oath which is administered in a law court. By taking an oath I bind

myself, I give up the possibility of withdrawing myself, as it were, from what I

have said; to underlie this the body itself is called into play, and every effort is

made to ensure that the oath is a genuine and effective act, performed by me as an

individual who can be discerned and identified by other people. (The Philosophy
of Existentialism 93)
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Consequently, the commitment of the subject who testifies is to some extent
underwritten, supported, or guaranteed by the subject’s incarnate nature; the uniqueness
of the ‘T’ that is a mark of its incarnation gets taken up and clarified in the ontological act
of testifying.

But to what or whom does testimony require a commitment? How is one to
understand the nature of this commitment, especially since there is no equivalent
experience at the level of existence? As Marcel understands it, testimony “is based on a
fidelity to a light or, to use another language, to a grace received. In using this term I
wish to exclude its religious connotation and to treat it as signifying gift; the point is that
testimony refers to something which has been received [through the act of bearing
witness]” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 98). Therefore, the commitment involves
being faithful to the truth that one received in the act of bearing witness; if ever one is
called to testify on the behalf of some other, one must remain faithful during the course
of one’s testimony to the Being of that which one witnessed.

From the above, it would seem that testimony, as a form of ontological receptivity
or openness towards the other, cuts two ways in Marcel. There are two separate yet
related aspects to testifying: bearing witness to... and testifying, both of which require the
active participation of the subject. First, one must prepare oneself to bear witness to...;
one must act creatively and actively prepare oneself to receive the Being of the event and
become its custodian or guardian. Second, one must always be prepared to give
testimony concerning the Being of the event in case one is called upon to testify; in other
words, one must act creatively and with fidelity towards the gift of Being that has

beenbestowed upon the subject through the act of bearing witness. Both aspects are
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central to Marcel’s elaboration of ontological availability at the heart of the relation
between the I and the Thou, and, taking one’s cue from Marcel himself, the suggestion is
that both aspects are rooted in the experience of incarnation.

In the case of sensation, what is central to Marcel’s ontology of testimony is the
openness of the interposed body to the world; what interests Marcel at this point is the
existential availability of the body to the world, an interposition that is the very
possibility of the immediate participation of the existent with the world. The immediacy
of sensation and the fact that the body determines the relation between the existent and
the world as an immediate participation in co-existence is the central existential feature of
incarnation that Marcel draws upon at this juncture in his ontology. And it is in this
experience of existential participation based in the body that Marcel discovers the
obscure outlines of ontological receiving as an instance of making oneself ready to
receive the other,

a receptivity which I would describe as creative...As I have written elsewhere,

receptivity covers a wide scale of gradations; at one end of it is ‘suffering,” in the

sense in which wax ‘suffers’ the imprint of a seal; at the other end is giving—and
even self-giving—as when we speak of a hospitable host ‘receiving’ his friends.

This kind of ‘reception’ is entirely different from that of a vessel which is filled

with an alien substance; it is participation in a reality, in a plenitude, and a

communication of oneself. To ‘receive’ in this sense is an act, and even an art,

like that of a host who brings out the best in his guest and creates a genuine

communication and exchange. (The Philosophy of Existentialism 98-9)

Just as the existent receives the existence of the world by way of the openness of their
own body that is found interposed between itself and the world and thereby creates a
chance for genuine communication understood as sensation, Marcel argues that the

subject, in order to genuinely communicate with an other, must work to actively prepare

oneself and make a gift of oneself to the other. Or, using the terminology that will
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eventually come to dominate his writings on the interpersonal, the subject must actively
and creatively make himself/herself available to the other or place themselves at the
disposal of the other, just as the existent actively interposes their body between
themselves and the world, thereby placing the body—and, by extension, the existent—at
the disposal of the world and making it available to its solicitation. So, the subject must,
in order to participate in co-presence with the other as Thou, actively and creatively
maintain itself in a stance of openness and availability towards the presence of the other.
With the intention of forewarning the reader, I want to explain that we have now
come upon what is perhaps the most interesting, but also the most destabilizing,
foundational work in Marcel’s corpus: the relation between existential and ontological
availability or disposability. The previous sentence that related the activity of the existent
to make itself available to the world and the activity of the subject to make itself available
to the other is fundamentally false. The existential instance of availability is inherently
passive or inactive. The existent is in no way responsible for interposing its own body
between itself and the world; the reality of the proper body as interposition means that my
body is inherently open or available to the solicitations of the world without any active
involvement of the existent. Thus, ontological availability as a making oneself available
or placing oneself at the disposal of the other does not have its obscure beginnings in its
existential counterpart, which is characterized by the passivity of the existent with respect
to the body that interposes itself—or is always already interposed—between the existent
and the world. This will become an important consideration in Being and Having as
Marcel tries to dig further into the reality of incarnation because he will be forced to

concede that, instead of the proper body being actively placed by the existent within the
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always already existing gap between the existent and the world, the gap between the
existent and the world, the difference between the sensed and the sensing, is inaugurated
by the proper body itself. But more on that in a moment.

The other active aspect of testimony involves the fidelity of the subject to the
Being of that to which they bore witness and on whose behalf they may be called on to
testify. In the case of ontological fidelity towards the gift of presence that the other as
Thou bestows on the subject who bears witness and that the subject must actively work to
maintain, I would ask that the reader recall the gift of absolute assurance that the world
provides the existent by way of sensation, that gift of fo be able to... that is given to the
existent by way of the existent’s participation or co-existence with the world and towards
which the existent must respond creatively in order to manifest itself to the world.
Sensation involves the receiving of a gift from the world, the gift of absolute assurance
that comes from the experience of being my body, and it is my responsibility to take up or
realize that gift according to the creativity that the gift inaugurated or of which the gift is
the very possibility. And it is this gift that enables the existent to give itself to the world,
or to others, in a creative way.

Testimony is thus a form of ontological fidelity that is based in the act of bearing
witness. As I argued above, Marcel takes (up) the stance of receptivity or disposability
from his earlier investigations into incarnate existence and places it at the heart of the
ontological notion of testimony. At the level of Being, testimony involves an act of
fidelity that is rooted in an ontological stance of disposability that makes the subject
available to or that keeps the subject open to the presence of the other. But, once the

subject bears witness to the presence of the other and participates with the other as Thou
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within Being, the subject must remain faithful to that presence and creatively maintain
the presence of the other within Being—all of which Marcel refers to as a willingness to
testify on behalf of the other. And it is because of this untimeliness of the presence of the
other, of our being out of step with the encounter with the other that has always already
occurred and which it is, as a result, necessary to work to recapture and maintain, that
Marcel turns his attention to the phenomenon of memory and recollection. But he
pursues these investigations into memory and the pastness of Being by way of a new
distinction, namely that between problem and mystery, and it will be in light of this final
pair of terms that we will finally be in a position to approach or broach the eventual
disappearance of the body from his ontological investigations into the nature of

interpersonal relations at the level of Being.

3.3 The Distinction Between Problem and Mystery

Commentators often point to the distinction between problem and mystery as
central to understanding Marcel’s thought. What I would like to stress in my own
reading of Marcel’s work on the concepts of problem and mystery are the links that
connect this distinction, by way of the vocabulary and problematic presented in
“Existence and Objectivity,” to the theme of incarnation that, up to this point, has been so
central to the development of his thought. What I will attempt to bring to light is the
ontological implications of Marcel’s shift in terminology. Unfortunately, the distinction
between existence and objectivity does not seem to lend itself to ontological clarification;

there seems to be no way for Marcel to expand upon the ontological implications
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contained in his investigation into existence within the framework offered by such a
distinction. So, in part, the shift to the terminology of problem and mystery is a response
by Marcel to the ontological exigency that is at the heart of existence and is a direct result
of the ontological impulse that increasingly comes to dominate Marcel’s thought. In
particular, I want to focus on how Marcel develops the ontological dimensions of the
existential reality of incarnation by way of the distinction between problem and mystery
and on how the consequences of these developments open onto the ontological attitude of
disposability or availability. But, as is the case throughout Marcel’s work, any
ontological statements or claims can only be drawn from personal experience, and we
have seen that the primary personal experience for Marcel is that of incarnation, is the
feeling that one has of one’s body as one’s own. Therefore, it should come as no surprise
that the experience of incarnation, the experience articulated in the phrase ‘I am my
body,’ is the fundamental existential mystery for Marcel and also comes to function as
the prototype for the ontological mystery that Marcel places at the heart of the relation
between the subject and the Thou: “It is evident that there exists a mystery of the union of
the body and the soul. The indivisible unity...is not only data, I would say that it is the
basis of data, in the sense of being my own presence to myself” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 19).

His 1933 essay entitled “On the Ontological Mystery” begins by repeating the
earlier distinction between the objective world of objects and instruments and the world
of existence and presence that Marcel put forward in “Existence and Objectivity”: the
objective world in which ‘T have a body’ and in which objects in the world appear to me

as objects and the existential orbit in which ‘T am my body’ and in which, because of my
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incarnate nature, the existent co-exists with the world. In fact, the distinction between
problem and mystery is firmly rooted in this earlier distinction and on the bodily attitudes
that are their very possibility. However, as I have suggested, the distinction between
problem and mystery cannot simply be reduced to the earlier one between objectivity and
existence.

Marcel develops his thought through the distinction between problem and mystery
in two important ways. First, he uses the essay to expand on his critique of the objective
world and its functionalization of human beings. Second, the distinction also serves to
revitalize the ontological dimension of one’s own existence by demonstrating the
difference between consciously approaching reality as a complex of problems to be
solved or, by way of the posture of availability, as a mystery; as Marcel explains, while
trying to justify his use of the terms ontological and mystery, his intention is to counteract
those forces of the world that work to obscure the ontological need at the heart of human
existence, that produce human beings “in whom the sense of the ontological—the sense
of being—is lacking, or, to speak more correctly,...who have lost the awareness of this
sense” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 9) by rekindling the ontological demands
central to our being and by revitalizing our “faculty of wonder” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 13). And the reality of incarnation is a determining factor for these two
distinct ways of approaching reality. While the world of the problematical, or “the world
of the functional—or of what can be functionalised” (The Philosophy of Existentialism
30), in which one approaches “reality as a complex of problems” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 30) is determined by the self taking up its body according to its functional,

instrumental nature, the world of mystery in which I encounter the other as Thou and in

103



terms of presence has its obscure beginnings in the experience of incarnation, in the
experience that one has of one’s body as one’s own born of and by others (The
Philosophy of Existentialism 19).

There are primarily two places where Marcel develops the distinction between
problem and mystery. The essay that I mentioned above is one of those places; the other
place is in the journal entries for the year 1932 in Being and Having, and it is here that his
endeavour to articulate the distinction begins. Initially, in the entries that lead up to the
first appearance of the distinction between problem and mystery, Marcel is meditating on
the act of witnessing, which, as I argued above, he feels is a type of looking that is related
to the ontological and which, beyond providing access to the ontological, also requires
the personal involvement of the subject who is bearing witness. What witnessing
represents for Marcel is a form of ontological insight, a form of insight into Being,.
Marcel opposes attestation to the kind of objective looking or insight that, because it
keeps the onlooker from becoming involved, one uses when solving problems. In fact,
the opposition between witnessing and a technical or instrumental form of insight is
bound up with the opposition between the problematic and the mysterious, which Marcel,
on October 22, 1932, explains as follows:

A problem is something met with which bars my passage. It is before me in its

entirety. A mystery, on the other hand, is something in which I find myself

caught up, and whose essence is therefore not to be before me in its entirety. It is
as though in this province the distinction between in me and before me loses its

meaning. (Being and Having 100)

The disintegration of the boundary between what is in me and before me is one of

the aspects of the ontological that Marcel takes up from “Existence and Objectivity” and

develops further by way of the distinction between problem and mystery. In the earlier
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article, Marcel contends that, thought the act of sensation, the object is present to the
existent in such a way as to overcome or go beyond the frontier between subject and
object; in his later work, the overcoming of the distance between subject and object
instated by objectivity becomes a central feature of all ontological states or postures.
And, in order to separate purely objective and instrumental problems from properly
ontological dilemmas, Marcel decides to use the term mystery to refer to metaproblems in
which the subject of inquiry is itself implicated in the problem. As Richard Zaner
explains in The Problem of Embodiment: Some Contributions to a Phenomenology of the
Body, problems “begin with a separation between a ‘here’ which is ‘subject,” and a
‘there’ which is object...[and seeks] an ideal noninvolvement by the spectator in the
spectacle” (Zaner 6). But, as stated above by Marcel, this separation and ideal
indifference and noninvolvement are not characteristic of a mystery, which is defined as a
problem from which the one for whom it is a problem cannot be excluded from
consideration. In other words, a mystery is a problem in which I, “the one who [poses the
problem], am drawn into the sphere of my own question: I become, that is to say, the
stage, and not the subject (over against an object) of the quest” (Zaner 6). Consequently,
the concept of mystery has inherited two important (interrelated) factors from Marcel’s
earlier articulation of the reality of the body as one of interposition: the sense of mine-
ness that pervades my experience of my body and of the world with which I co-exist and
the positional nature of the incarnate existent.

As with bearing witness, mystery can also be characterized by a tension between
the personal and the ontological. A mystery is structured as something in which I am

personally involved or caught up, in which I find myself ‘engaged’ in a personal way, a
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term which Marcel takes to “represent both ‘involvement’ and ‘committal’” (Being and
Having 18)—in other words, someone else cannot take my place within a mystery
because the mystery relies upon both my own personal involvement and my commitment
or fidelity to the mystery—and as something that is turned towards impersonal and
universal Being. The adherence of the subject to a mystery, its inherence in a mystery (as
the ‘my’ in my-stery), should sound extremely familiar by now because it is modeled on
the bond of intimacy that unites the existent with their own body; in fact, the felt intimacy
between myself and my body is for Marcel the first mystery, albeit existential. The
mysterious bond between the existent and its own body is the prototypical mystery at the
level of existence. But, what distinguishes the two forms of involvement is the accent
that Marcel places on committal when he speaks of the engagement of the subject in a
mystery; in contrast to the existent’s involvement, at the level of existence, in their own
body and their involvement or co-existence with the world by way of incarnation, a
subject’s involvement in a mystery is doubled by a conscious commitment to the mystery
on the part of the subject, a committal that transforms existential involvement—an
existing with the world that is founded upon an original non-active enabling or making
able to...—into ontological engagement. The second existential factor of incarnation that
appears in the context of Marcel’s development of the distinction between problem and
mystery is the unique ‘here’ that supports the existence of the incarnate existent. This
unique here, as the existent’s privileged position from which it takes measure of the
world, is that through which everything that is for me must pass; as my landmark upon
the world, it is my privileged place from which I can venture forth into the world because

the world comes to exist, by way of this unique ‘here,’” for me. In the case of ontological
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mystery, I become the stage, the place, of the mystery in much the same way as my body
is the stage for my existence in the world since everything must pass through my body;
just as the unique existential ‘here’ implied in incarnation is not the here of a self over
and against an object but the here of existence in which the existent and the world co-
exist, the unique ontological ‘here’ of the subject is also not an objective here but a ‘here’
through which the subject and the other as Thou are co-present in the plenitude of Being.

The distinction between problem and mystery can therefore be understood as an
elaboration and further extension of the two realms of human existence that Marcel
unearthed in “Existence and Objectivity”: the realm of existence, which contains within
itself the seeds for an ontological understanding of mystery, and the realm of objectivity
or the problematic. But, as outlined above, the distinction between problem and mystery
also directs Marcel towards the realm of Being, or of the mysterious understood
ontologically, and it is primarily at this level, at the level of the distinction between
objectivity and Being, that the separation between problem and mystery is most evident.
The realm of nature, at least as nature is approached by the natural sciences, is the realm
of the problematic; in the sciences, entities are understood to be present before the
observer in their entirety. However, the presence of the mysterious is somewhat more
complicated because the observer is involved in, or implicated in, its presence; the
mysterious is not something that is before or in front of the observer because the
boundary or frontier between the observer and the mysterious is indistinct. As a result,
the observer becomes a participant in the problem, an experience that Marcel refers to as
an ontological mystery. In this way, the distinction between mystery and problem

follows quite closely the earlier distinction between existence and objectivity. But it is
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important to keep in mind that ontological participation with the presence of the other
within Being is based on or determined by a commitment on the part of the subject and
that this act of committal is absent from Marcel’s discussions of existential participation;
the subject must actively commit to their involvement in the mysterious while the
involvement of the existent with the world is a result of the reality of the body as
interposition. As we shall see momentarily, one could argue that, while ontological
participation is based in a desire for unification, is presented as a process of bringing
together the I and the Thou at the level of Being, existential participation is based in
difference, in the difference that the body, as interposed, inaugurates between the existent
and the world and that this difference is the condition for the possibility of co-existence
with the world.

In “On the Ontological Mystery,” Marcel gives the following definition of the
distinction between the problem and the mystery: “A mystery is a problem which
encroaches upon its own data, invading them, as it were, and thereby transcending itself
as a simple problem” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 19). In the context of the article,
Marcel circles around, and engages with, numerous ontological phenomena that he refers
to as mysterious. One example is the ‘problem of evil’. Looked at objectivity and treated
as a problem to be solved, evil is “no longer evil which is suffered; in fact, it ceases to be
evil” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 19). In order to truly understand the reality of
evil, however, one must approach it as a mystery and understand that

I can only grasp it as evil in the measure in which it fouches me—that is to say, in

the measure in which I am involved, as one is involved in a law-suit. Being

‘involved’ is the fundamental fact; I cannot leave it out of account except by an

unjustifiable fiction, for in doing so, I proceed as though I were God, and a God

who is an on looker at that. This brings out how the distinction between what is
in me and what is only before me can break down. This distinction falls under the
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blow of a certain kind of thought: thought at one remove. (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 19-20)

As was mentioned earlier, those ontological phenomena that are properly called
mysterious involve the breakdown of the distinction between the observer and what is in
front of the observer. In the case of evil, the true (or real) presence of the phenomenon of
evil necessary involves me; I am implicated'? in the total phenomenon called evil, and
my involvement in it is a necessary part of its reality—I come to find myself in the midst
of the problem with which I was previously occupied. In other words, reducing evil to a
problem overlooks the true reality of evil as a mystery, as something suffered by the
subject. Another mystery that Marcel focuses on in “On the Ontological Mystery” is
hope, which he defines as “the prolongation into the unknown of an activity which is
central—that is to say, rooted in being. Hence it has affinities, not with desire, but with
the will. The will implies the...refusal to calculate possibilities” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 33). In general terms, what Marcel is stating is that problems imply
solutions that can be attained and calculated by using available techniques and
technology; in other words, problems are questions for which the answer (as a course of
action) is already known or knowable. The solution to the problem does not involve true

creativity, only technique and objectivation. On the other hand, since a mystery requires

12 Marcel’s comment that one is involved in a mystery as one would be involved in a
lawsuit helps to connect his prior thoughts on witnessing to the concept of the mystery.
When working towards grasping such a mysterious phenomenon as evil, the subject that
is attempting to grasp the mystery is called to testify as a witness in the on-going trial
aimed at arriving at the truth about the phenomenon. As a witness, one’s character is
called into question and one’s actions are scrutinized. But in the end, one’s presence as a
witness—one’s testimony—is a significant factor in the final verdict. Also, the act of
bearing witness is related to Marcel’s notion of availability that I will look at a little later
in the chapter; since human presence is essentially a form of availability, one must
always be willing to testify (or bear witness) on behalf of the other person.
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the participation of the subject, a losing of the subject in the mystery, any attempt to solve
a mystery involves a continuation of the active participation of the subject and the risk of
moving creatively and non-probabilistically into the future without any calculation of
possible outcomes or solutions.

Consequently, problem and mystery refer to two distinguishable ways of being in
the world, to two types of being in situation. In the section on Marcel in Six Existentialist
Thinkers, author H.J. Blackham refers to Marcel’s contention that “the essence of man is
to be in a situation” (Blackham 68). But, for Marcel, one can either be in a situation as if
it were a problem, in which case “a certain place has already been plotted out, the
question is then, how can I [through some from of technique or technology] gain access
to it” (Being and Having 101), or one can be in a situation as if it were a mystery, in
which case the subject participates in, or is made available to, the ontological order and is
brought into “contact with the ontological basis of [their] being” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 34). While being in a situation as a problem involves the objective remove
of the self, the subject is completely caught up in the mystery. Thus, an individual is able
to occupy situations differently. On the one hand, one can exist in a situation in terms of
a problematic inquiry in which case one gains objective knowledge; the space of this
reality is conditioned by the division between what is in me and what is in front of me,
and its relationality is expressed in terms of having. On the other hand, one can be in a
situation in terms of a mystery in which case one can gain “a mystery of knowledge that
belongs to the ontological order” (Being and Having 101); the space of this reality is
characterized by the disintegration of the boundary between myself and that which was

before me, and its relationality is expressed in terms of Being.
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In fact, while discussing the mysterious nature of an encounter “which has left a
deep and lasting trace on [his] life” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 21), Marcel makes
some interesting claims about the spatial relations that exist when the self finds itself in
the midst of a mystery. He explains that, when I am in the presence of a mystery,

I cannot place myself outside it or before it; I am engaged in this encounter, I

depend on it, I am inside it in a certain sense, it envelops me and it comprehends

me—even if it is not comprehended by me. Thus it is only by a kind of betrayal
or denial that I can say...[that] I have been changed by [my encounter with the
mysterious] as by an outward cause. No, it has developed me from within, it has

acted in me as an inward principle. (The Philosophy of Existentialism 22)

Thus, as we shall see, expressing the reality of a mystery requires moving beyond the
terminology of having that defines the realm of problems and towards a vocabulary of
Being, moving beyond the use of available techniques and technologies to provide the
measure of the mystery, and beyond the use of those spatial coordinates that are
structured by the boundary between what is in me and in front of (or before) me" towards

an enveloping and comprehending spatiality outside of which one cannot place oneself

and through which one cannot place oneself apart from the other. And one of the terms

13 In Problems of Embodiment, Richard Zaner also has problems with the word in when

discussing the relationship between the corporeal body and the manner in which one is
in-the-world. As Zaner explains, “consciousness...takes on the characteristic of being
‘here and now’ (ecceity) by means of experiential...relation to that corporeal being which
embodies it. Accordingly, that there is a world for consciousness is a consequence in the
first instance of its embodiment by that corporeal body which is for it its own animate
organism” (Zaner vii, emphasis added). Zaner is quick to point out in a footnote the
significance of the preposition by that he uses to characterize how consciousness is
embodied by the corporeal being; he uses by to avoid the spatial connotations of the
preposition in because “spatial determinations arise after, not before, embodiment”
(Zaner vii). Chronologically, consciousness, although possible without being embodied,
only takes on the characteristics of being ‘here and now’—only appropriates a time and
place for itself through which it can be in-the-world—only through its experiential
relationship to that corporeal being which embodies it.
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that Marcel deploys to outline the contour of the mysterious understood as engagement is
presence: “We then discover that it is just this participation which passes beyond the
order of the problematic, and beyond what can be stated as a problem...[I]n fact, as soon
as there is presence, we have gone beyond the realm of the problem...[But] every
presence may always give rise to problems. But it can only do so in so far as it loses its
worth as presence” (Being and Having 115). If one recalls the importance of incarnation
for Marcel, the relation between the levels of existence, objectivity, and Being starts to
become clearer and more distinct. Existence is always exposed to the dangers of
objectification, of being devalued through the methods of objectivity and the
phenomenon of having. At the level of existence, simple existential being with the world
that characterizes the bond of co-existence that the body interposes between the existent
and the world is susceptible to being denigrated by the spirit of objectivity that reduces
my body to a simple instrument. As a result of this denigration of the body to the status
of simple instrument, the self never comes to realize nor actualize the ontological bond of
co-presence established with the other as Thou because the self, through objectivity,
simply comes to approach the other in terms of the third person. What objectivity fails to
take up from, or recognize in, the experience of incarnation at the level of existence are
the ontological implications of the truth of incarnation as a mystery. Approaching the
experience of incarnation objectively as a problem to be solved or to be exhausted in
terms of knowledge reduces the existential relation that is at the heart of my experience
of my body and thereby puts its ontological implications for being-with-the-other as Thou
out of play. However, approaching incarnation as a mystery and according to the

ontological imperative at the basis of the human helps bring its ontological implications
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into the light of day and shows intersubjectivity, understood from the point of view of
presence, to be based in involvement and engagement.

But then the question remains as to how one can attest to this revelation of
presence? How can one attest to the presence encountered in mystery without
denigrating it by way of objectification? As we have seen, testimony is one such term
that Marcel deploys for describing a type of vision or approach that remains faithful to
presence; in the context of his development of the distinction between problem and
mystery, Marcel uses recollection, creativity, and fidelity. It seems that, according to
Marcel, to be in the presence of a mystery implies a strange temporality in which one
must exercise the power to grasp, or take hold, of oneself through the act of recollection.
Although Marcel does not state this explicitly, I believe that the relationship between
mystery and recollection has everything to do with the earlier determination of the
immediate nature of the act of sensation through which an object is present to the
existent'*. What becomes clear the further one reads into “On the Ontological Mystery”
is that the quality of presence is central to the possibility of being in the midst of a
mystery, and, as Marcel explained in “Existence and Objectivity,” a thing exists for me
only through the act of sensation through which I immediately feel that the thing is
somehow with me. As we saw, what is essential about sensation for Marcel is its
immediacy; in fact, Marcel stated that any attempt at mediation would only distort the
reality of co-existence revealed by way of sensation. The same holds true for the

ontological experience of presence at the heart of mystery. And it is because of the

14 The only connection between recollection and sensation that I could find has to do with

the bodily nature of recollection that Marcel briefly mentions in his December 8, 1921,
entry: “May we not maintain that a certain attitude of the body is necessary for the
evocation of a given recollection...?” (Metaphysical Journal 279).
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immediacy and non-mediated nature of one’s encounter with presence that the moment
when one was in the presence of a mystery and “in a reality rooted in what is beyond the
domain of the problematical properly so called” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 21) is
always already past; one can only approach the experience of presence through an act of
recollection that Marcel defines as “the act whereby I re-collect myself as a unity; but this
hold, this grasp upon myself, is also relaxation and abandon. Abandon to...relaxation in
the presence of...—yet there is no noun for these prepositions to govern. The way stops
at the threshold” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 23).

What is important to note about recollection, as is the case with sensation, is its
active nature; recollection involves the act of grasping or taking hold of oneself in such a
way as to abandon oneself to... or to relax in the presence of.... In much the same way
that sensation involves a certain fidelity to the gift of assurance that the world provides
and that functions to enable the existent, recollection also involves an act of creative
fidelity towards the memory that one has of the immediate presence of the other as Thou.
The act of recollection involves a grasping or re-collecting of oneself that involves an
active opening, or abandoning, of oneself to the immediate presence of the other. In
other words, Marcel does not understand the withdrawal implied in the act of recollection
“and whereby I renew my contact with the ontological basis of my being” (The
Philosophy of Existentialism 34) as a purely egocentric turning to oneself; instead, he
contends that withdrawing into oneself brings one up against “the paradox of that actual
mystery whereby the I into which I withdraw ceases, for as much, to belong to itself”
(The Philosophy of Existentialism 24). What recollection uncovers are those mysterious

moments or experiences characterized by abandonment to...or relaxation in the presence
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of ..., situations in which one finds that one does not belong to oneself but instead finds
oneself at the disposal of the other, an encounter that one experiences as co-presence.
But then how does recollection remain faithful to the presence encountered in
mystery and not work, as is the case with simple representation or objectivity, to degrade
or dissipate that presence? What distinguishes recollection from simple representational
remembering? According to Marcel, recollection is profoundly creative and thereby
“excludes the act of self-centring and self-hypnotism™ which is detrimental to any attempt
at maintaining presence (The Philosophy of Existentialism 34). As Marcel explains,
“where there is creation there can be no degradation, and to the extent that technics are
creative, or imply creativity, they are not degrading in any way. Degradation begins at
the point where creativeness falls into self-imitation and self-hypnotism, stiffening and
falling back on itself” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 33-4). And what recollection
actively and creatively works to maintain or to prolong is a presence, “something which
can be maintained within us or before us as a presence, but which...[could] be just as well
ignored, forgotten and obliterated; and this reminds us of that menace of betrayal which,
to my mind, overshadows our whole world” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 35). In
other words, in order to be effective and to maintain the presence at the heart of mystery,
recollection must work creatively so as not to betray that presence by debasing it into an
effigy. This is especially true of other beings (especially the deceased) who have been
granted to me as presence: “In this case, everything depends on me, on my inward
attitude of maintaining this presence which could be debased into an effigy” (The
Philosophy of Existentialism 37). However, throughout his writings, Marcel continually

warns his reader about the difficulty involved in such acts of fidelity towards the other as
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recollection and about both the internal and external forces conspiring against presence;
in fact, as part of his attack upon contemporary society, Marcel continually emphasizes
the possibility of our betrayal of Being and presence and states that such a betrayal is also
“pressed upon us by the very shape of our world” (Being and Having 97).

Marcel combines the aspects of creativity, fidelity, and presence at the heart of
mystery in the notion of creative fidelity in order to stress the connection between the
innovation in recollection and its faithfulness, as a creative act, to presence; as Marcel
explains, creative fidelity is “a fidelity [to the presence of a person] only safeguarded by
being creative” (Being and Having 96). But what exactly is this presence to which
recollection remains faithful by maintaining or prolonging it? According to Marcel

if presence were merely an idea in us whose characteristic was that it was nothing

more than itself, then indeed the most we could hope would be to maintain this

idea in us or before us, as one keeps a photograph on a mantelpiece...But it is of
the nature of presence as presence to be uncircumscribed; and this takes us once
again beyond the frontier of the problematical. Presence is mystery in the exact

measure in which it is presence. (The Philosophy of Existentialism 36)

And it is this uncircumscribed quality of presence as presence that one must remain
faithful to if one hopes to maintain a person with oneself as a presence: “Now fidelity is
the active perpetuation of presence, the renewal of its benefits—of its virtue which
consists in a mysterious incitement to create” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 36). As
opposed to those technics—such as photography, according to Marcel—that do not
involve creativity and which work to characterize an individual as nothing more than a
him, the process of creative fidelity takes up a being according to their presence, which
works to incite the subject towards creativity and the perpetuation of that presence as

uncircumscribed. Thus creative fidelity is rooted in Being, in Being understood as

presence: “Thus if creative fidelity is conceivable, it is because fidelity is ontological in
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its principle, because it prolongs presence which itself corresponds to a certain kind of
hold which being has upon us; because it multiplies and deepens the effect of this
presence almost unfathomably in our lives” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 36). Thus,
recollection, as an attempt to apprehend mystery, is analogous to the act of sensation
through which the existent originally comes to feel the existence of the world and comes
to co-exist with the world; while the act of sensation opens the existent up to the
existence of the world, which the existent experiences or feels, recollection, as a form of
preative fidelity, is involved in prolonging or maintaining that presence within one’s life
by keeping oneself open to its effectiveness.

But again I want to draw the reader’s attention to the (self-conscious)
commitment that is an integral part of recollection understood ontologically as creative
fidelity and that seems to distinguish the existential act of sensation from the ontological
act of recollection. In the case of sensation, co-existence refers to the existence of the
existent for and in the world by way of its body and to the existence of the world for and
in the existent, which is also by way of the existent’s own body (as the facilitator of the
act of sensation). Consequently, what Marcel’s investigations into sensation in part bring
to light is the hold that the world has on and in the existent: “the hold that a reality
exercises over us...is at the base of judgment itself...There must be a hold on the real at
the root of intelligence” (Being and Having 46-7). In fact, while sensation partakes of
this existential hold that the world has on the existent and, in terms of this hold, enables
the existent and the world to co-exist, objectivity erases and dissimulates this hold that
the existence of the world exerts on the existent and establishes the self over and against

the world as a disinterested spectator. However, sensation is itself pre-reflective and pre-
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objective; as existential, it occurs below the level of self-consciousness and self-
awareness, so it is difficult to conceive of this hold that the real has on the existent in
other than passive terms. As I mentioned before, the existent, at the level of existence, is
unable to open itself or make itself available to the world; there is no placing of oneself at
the disposal of the world. Instead, through the reality of the body as interposition and
through the immediate participation of the existent with the world that the felt body
makes possible, the existent is opened up to or made available to the world in such a way
that the existent senses the absolute assurance of the world, an assurance that then
conditions the existent in such a way as to be able to... actively participate in the world.

Recollection, on the other hand, occurs at the level of Being and involves the self-
awareness of the subject; consequently, the hold that presence exerts on the reflective or
reflexive subject at the level of Being and the subject’s engagement with the other as
Thou in terms of co-presence must be doubled by a commitment on the part of that
subject. Thus, fidelity is not an issue at the level of existence and in relation to the world;
fidelity only refers “to what I called the hold that the other being has over us” (Being and
Having 46) because it involves the double commitment of actively and creatively
maintaining oneself as available to or at the disposal of the other and of active and
creatively maintaining the presence of the other as Thou through recollection.
Recollection, as an act of creative fidelity, is thus a faithfulness to the presence of the
other as Thou, the presence of the other that I experience as the hold that the other has
over me. The disposability at the heart of recollection—the abandonment to...—involves
a giving of oneself to the other by way of commitment because recollection, as

ontological, occurs by way of the self-aware subject; in other words, availability at the
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level of Being involves a conscious commitment of the subject to the presence of the
other, which Marcel understands as a response to the hold that the other has over me:
“There is no commitment purely from my own side; it always implies that the other being
has a hold over me. All commitment is a response” (Being and Having 46).

Recollection, as creative fidelity, is thus a response to the presence of the other, a
presence that I feel by way of the hold that the other has over me, a response that
manifests itself in the form of “a commitment that I accepted after an offer had been
made to the most hidden depths of my being” (Being and Having 15).

In order to provide an example of how recollection remains faithful to the
presence of the other, to the hold that the other has over me, Marcel again returns to the
relation between the living and the dead and the example of the departed friend and one’s
ability to keep their memory alive. In order to maintain the other as presence, one must
be careful not to reduce their presence to mere effigy or representation: “A presence to
which we are faithful is not at all the same thing as the carefully preserved effigy of an
object which has vanished; an effigy is...nothing but a likeness; metaphysically it is less
than an object, it is a diminuation of the object. Whereas presence, on the contrary, is
more than the object, it exceeds the object on every side” (The Philosophy of
Existentialism 36-7). What is essential in creative fidelity is to maintain “a being who
has been granted to me as a presence” according to their presence and not to debase them
into an effigy (The Philosophy of Existentialism 37).

But how is the other granted to the subject as a presence in the first place? How
does the presence of the other come to affect the subject? And how in particular is one

supposed to maintain or prolong the presence of a person or object? How exactly does
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one go about insuring the continual effect of that presence in one’s life, of that hold that
that person or object through their existence has on one’s life?

In “On the Ontological Mystery,” Marcel describes mystery as a form of
permeability and characterizes the presence at the heart of mystery as both something that
is granted or given to us and that we must actively work to receive. For instance, Marcel
explains that “when I say that a being is granted to me as a presence or as a being..., this
means that I am unable to treat him as if he were placed in front of me” (The Philosophy
of Existentialism 38); he also states that “a presence is a reality; it is a kind of influx: it
depends upon us to be permeable to this influx, but not, to tell the truth, to call it forth”
(The Philosophy of Existentialism 38). What is key is an understanding of presence as an
affective force. And, in relation to this potential influx and the continual affectivity of
presence, “creative fidelity consists in maintaining ourselves actively in a permeable
state; and there is a mysterious interchange between this free act and the gift granted in
response to it” (The Philosophy of Existentialism 38). Therefore, in part, creative fidelity
consists in maintaining oneself in a state of permeability, of openness to the affectiveness
of presence as presence that is at the heart of mystery, an openness that enables the
continual growth of, or accretion, of that presence within oneself. And it is at this point
that Marcel introduces the notion of availability that allows him to characterize creative
fidelity as putting oneself at the disposal of others, as making oneself available to others.
By way of recollection, what Marcel unearths about that experience when one is in the
presence of a mystery is the attitude of availability whereby one is not one’s own, does
not belong to oneself, but is open to the presence of the other. And, in order to maintain

or prolong this presence and its effectiveness—which Marcel understands as being
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positive, a force of goodness, and as intrinsically valuable—within oneself, one must
continually work actively and creatively to recollect the presence of the other as Thou,
work that requires the subject to keep itself open to, and at the disposal of, the influx of

presence.

3.4 The Distinction Between Being and Having

I have spent a great deal of time explaining Marcel’s theory of sensation because
of its importance in relation to his early formative thoughts on the problem of
incarnation; his re-thinking of the experience of sensation seems to have been a necessary
detour in order for Marcel to formulate some coherent understanding of the existential
experience of incarnation expressed in the phrase ‘I am my body’ and of the reality of the
body as interposition. What his reflections on the experience of sensation brought to
light was the stance of disposability or availability in which the existential experience of
incarnation is rooted, a reality of bodily openness that then comes to exert a tremendous
amount of influence on Marcel’s ontological research into interpersonal relations. But
what I want to do now is to begin to outline in detail how Marcel develops the vocabulary
of being and having in relation to the experiences of existential incarnation and
ontological availability, a development that necessarily goes through or is informed by
his thoughts on sensation and ultimately leads to his recapitulation of bodily openness or
availability in terms of corporeity.

As I have already mentioned, Marcel, instead of conceiving of sensation as

communication and as the passive reception of messages, characterizes the act of
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sensation as immediate participation, as “involv[ing] the immediate participation of what
we normally call the subject in a surrounding world from which no veritable frontier
separates it” (Metaphysical Journal 332); the existent participates in existence through
sensation because existential incarnation opens it to the influx of the existence of the
world. In contrast to the instrumental relation between the self and its body expressed by
the phrase ‘I have a body’ that places the self within the world of objects, and, by way of
objective co-ordinates, places the self’s body as one object among other objects, the
existential relation expressed by ‘I am my body’ that is at the heart of sensation denotes
the contact that the existent has, by way of its own body, with existence. Instead of
simply being at my disposal as an object or as an extension of previously determined
powers of my instrumental body, the world exists for me by way of my body, by way of
the world’s participation in or extension of the existential bond that unites me with my
body:
In a word, to state the existence of a being or a thing would be to say: This being
is of the same nature as my body and belongs to the same world; only this
homogeneity doubtless bears less on the (objective) essence than on the intimacy
that the word my, my body, involves...And the world only exists for me inasmuch
as I think it (I express it badly), as much as I apprehend it as bound up with me by
the thread which also binds me to my body. To this must be linked the idea that
the world only exists inasmuch as I can act on it: for there is only action inasmuch
as I am my body, inasmuch as I cease to think my body. The nonobjectivity of
my body becomes clear to our mind as soon as we remember that it is of the
essence of the object as such that it does not take me into account. (Metaphysical
Journal 315-6)
What Marcel is pointing towards is an existential intimacy with the world that is possible
through our incarnation in the world by way of our own bodies. Instead of simply

enacting functional behaviour in a world of objects and instruments, instead of simply

approaching the world as a series of problems, Marcel argues that, because of its
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incarnate nature, the existent always already, at the pre-reflective level, participates with
the world—and can thereby truly act in the world—to the same extent that the existent
participates in or with its own body. The world comes to exist for-me to the extent that it
is bathed, by way of my body interposed between myself and the world, in the reality of
my body as mine; through my interposed body, the world comes to exist for-me, comes
into existence with me because of the meaning it acquires for me by way of its being
brought into relation with my body through sensation, which is the term that Marcel uses
to refer to the structural feature of the body as a being that is towards the other-than-
itself. My body enables me to participate with the world in the common space of co-
existence because the body comes to endow the world with existence, because the body
brings the world into existence as being for-me, endows or charges the world with my
personal index. And it is by way of the personal appearance of the world as being for-me
that I am able to act in the world, and it is only by way of my body, by way of the non-
objectifying and immediate relation between myself and my body, that I am able to act in
the world. Thus, this homogeneity that the interposed body establishes between the
existent and the world is a function of the non-mediate relation that the existent has with
its own proper body. At the level of existence, the world is with me in the same way as
my body is with me, by way of an intense and intimate personal bond.

But what is at the heart of the bond of intimacy that ties the existent to the world
within co-existence? How is existential sensation fundamentally different from objective
observing, and how is the difference related to the distinction between being my body
and having a body? As I hinted at above, perhaps the most important element of

existential sensation is its rootedness in the personal, in the intimacy that is at the heart of
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the term my body. On March 9, 1923, Marcel wonders in the Metaphysical Journal
about the possibility of identifying and defining—or, more precisely, objectifying—a
feeling and concludes that identification is only possible to the degree that the feeling is
approached as something one has, like a cold or the measles. By thinking about a feeling
as something I have, I am able to delimit and intellectualize it. But Marcel senses that
approaching a feeling in this way distorts or misrepresents that feeling. Instead, he is
“led to the opinion that there must be a depth of affectivity within us which it is not
possible for us to identify and hence define conceptually, still less to set face to face with
ourselves and deal with objectively. It is not easy to see how feeling can fail to be in
some way woven into an affective material from whose woof it then stands out. But this
woof in a sense must be identified with myself” (Metaphysical Journal 309). Marcel
argues that one overlooks—or worse, destroys—the essential personal element of feeling
by trying to objectify feeling and by treating it as a problem that can be placed before the
existent in its entirety.

The image of weaving works to illustrate how, while the feeling can stand out
from the fabric that I am as something that I have, it is impossible to separate the feeling
from the existent that runs across that feeling and makes the feeling part of the larger
woven textile that is the existent; just as the threads of a piece of textile cannot be
separated—although the separate threads do stand out from one another if one closely
inspects the textile—from the larger textile without damaging the entire weaving, feeling
is inseparable interwoven with the existent who feels. One of the essential aspects of
feeling is that it is mine, and to neglect the personal nature of feeling would be to distort

it in some essential manner and leave it unrecognizable. In his 1933 article “Outlines of a
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Phenomenology of Having” to which we will return in a moment, Marcel states that, “in
proportion as my feeling cannot be isolated, and so distinguished, I am less sure of being
able to recognise it. But is there not really a sort of emotional woof running across the
warp of the feeling I have? And is it not consubstantial with what I am, and that to such a
degree that I cannot really set it before myself and so form a conception of it? This is
how I got my first glimpse of...an imperceptible shading-off from a feeling I have to a
feeling I am” (Being and Having 155).

And this first glimpse at the difference between being and having a feeling lead
Marcel, on March 16, 1923, to make a first attempt at explicitly conceptualizing the
distinction between what one has and what one is:

What we have evidently has a kind of exteriority as regards the self. Yet this

exteriority is not absolute. In principle, what one has are things...Strictly

speaking, I can only have something whose existence is up to a certain point
independent of me. In other words, what I have is added to me; furthermore the
fact of being possessed by me is added to other properties, qualities, etc. that
belong to the thing I have. I only have that which I in some way and within
certain limits have at my disposal, or to put it in other words, inasmuch as I can be
considered as a potentiality, as a being endowed with potentiality. We can only
transmit what we have. If it happens that a potentiality is capable of being
transmitted, we are driven to conclude that potentiality is in practically the same
relation to a more substantial ego as my pen (the pen I have) is in to that
potentiality. If the category of being is really valid it is because that which is

capable of being transmitted is to be found in reality. (Metaphysical Journal 311)
Many of the major characteristics of having that Marcel presents in his later article are
present in the above journal entry. Firstly, having is a relation of exteriority in which
what the existent has has a certain exteriority in relation to the existent; the existence of
the thing that one possesses is independent of the self up to a certain point. Secondly,

having something involves the addition of the quality of ownership to the various

objective characteristics of the thing; in fact, the intrinsic quality of having something as

125



property is a characteristic recognized by law. Thirdly, drawing on the relationship in
French between avoir and pouvoir, Marcel states that possession involves having
something at one’s disposal; one has the power to dispose of one’s possessions as one
wishes. And lastly, although Marcel does not to my knowledge develop this aspect of
having in his later writing, he identifies the existent that has as a being endowed with
potentiality, a definition that ties the issue of having to the existent’s relationship with its
body. Since having an object places that object at one’s disposal, the existent that
approaches the world in terms of having is a being that lives in potentiality because
objects are placed at its disposal. The world of having is therefore a world that is
oriented toward the future; the temporality of the world of having involves living in a
future of possibilities, of possible ways to dispose of, or make use of, one’s possessions.

But where is this potentiality stored? What is the source of the existent’s
potentiality? This is the question that will come back to haunt Marcel in Being and
Having as he tries to come to grips with that non-relational relation between the existent
and its own body that is the condition for all relations, including those steeped in
potentiality. But, for the time being, Marcel relegates the source of such potentialities,
the source of the world of things that are at my disposal, to the body that I have; at this
point in the development of his thought, the self lives in the world as a being endowed
with potentiality on condition that the self takes up its body as an instrument, as just one
object in a world of objects. Because the reality of bodies is the reality of interposition,
the only way one can have access to objects in the world as objects, and therefore possess
them and have them at one’s disposal, is to take up one’s body as a simple set of

potentialities that one possesses and can make use of whenever one wants; to be a being
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endowed with potentiality is to have one’s body at one’s disposal®. So the existent that
has a body lives in a world of potential, oriented toward the future according to a series of

possible actions.

3.4.1 Towards a Phenomenology of Having

What we have continually witnessed in Marcel’s philosophy is the turning and
returning of his thought to the primary experience of incarnation, to the “nature of my
bond with my body” (Being and Having 14). It is this bond that is the very possibility of
having, of possession, and the ontological category of disposability also springs from this
bond that unifies the existent with their own body. Initially, the majority of Marcel’s
early statements concerning (1) the existential bond that unites the existent with its own
body and with the world, (2) the bond of simple having of a possession that is at my
disposal, and (3) ontological disposability appear in the context of his journal entries.
However, in 1933, Marcel gathered together his thoughts on having and organized them
into a paper entitled “Outlines of a Phenomenology of Having” that he delivered to the
Lyons Philosophical Society. Marcel used the occasion of this address to elaborate on
some of the central features of the relation of having that he had unearthed earlier in his
journals; in fact, it contains his most thorough analysis of the structure of the relation of

having and also develops the relation between having and Being in such a way that

15 As an aside, it is interesting to note that this is where Marcel’s thought overlaps with
Marx’s thinking on labour power. As a being endowed with potentiality, the worker is
able to sell his/her potential, his/her labour power, to those who own the means of
production. What this points to is the rootedness of capitalism in a certain understanding
of the body as instrument, as something that one has.

127



highlights how the self can pass through having so as to transcend it towards the reality of
Being.

Marcel begins “Outlines of a Phenomenology of Having” by quoting his March
16, 1923, journal entry—that develops out of the difference between sensation and
communication—at length and decides to continue on from where he left off, with the
idea that one can only transmit what one has. In the journal entry, his point was that,
since the existent that has a body is a being that is endowed with potentiality—as a being
able to (dispose of)—that can itself be transmitted, the body understood as potentiality is
something that one has and to which one can have access. But the body as potentiality
does not exhaust the meaning of my body, and he goes on to suggest that my body may
even be that which I cannot transmit, which is not at my disposal. As Marcel explains,
when I concentrate my attention on my body, I find myself “in the presence of a datum
which is opaque and of which we may even be unable to take full possession” (Being and
Having 157, emphasis added). What one discovers as the article opens is Marcel trying
to come to terms with—trying to find a vocabulary for—describing the bond that unites
the existent with the body proper, with the body that one is. Initially, he has recourse to a
vocabulary of presence. By deploying the term presence to characterize the existent’s
experience of incarnation, Marcel removes “the body-self relationship” (Being and
Having 108) from the reality of simple having; as is the case with the presence of the
other that I receive and must maintain through a posture of creative fidelity that works to
keep the presence of the other from being objectified, his vocabulary of presence
deployed in relation to one’s own body suggests that the body proper is something of

which I cannot dispose in any way, that I cannot possess exactly because I cannot
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objectify it into a possession without radically altering its very being (Being and Having
146). Therefore, if the experience of incarnation is an experience of presence, then my
body is not something of which I am in possession and that I have at my disposal.

So the primary datum of incarnation is the very possibility of all having in
general, including my having of my body as a potentiality. As Marcel stated earlier,
beyond simply being able to make use of my body, I am my body; the instrumental
nature of the body that I have at my disposal does not account for the whole story
concerning my relationship with my body. Marcel proceeds to illustrate his point by way
of the example of suicide, an action that is based on the perception of one’s body as
something that one has, as a thing at one’s disposal, and “surely this is an implicit
admission that we belong to ourselves” (Being and Having 156). He contrasts this
understanding of the relation between oneself and one’s body to “the man who refuses to
kill himself, because he does not recognize a right to do so, since he does not belong to
himself” (Being and Having 156), and, in fact, this sense of dispossession and being de-
centred is the essential element that comes to distinguish existential possession (I am my
body) from simple having (I have a body) as such. What the phenomenon of suicide
manifests is the reality of dispossession and de-centredness that is at the root of the
existential stance of disposability and that roots the existent in existence and enables the
existent to participate, by way of sensation, with the world in a relation of co-existence.
What the act of suicide highlights is the inadequacy of conceiving the relationship
between oneself and one’s body in instrumental terms because the disposal of one’s body
also results in the disposal or annihilation of oneself. Therefore, for Marcel, the truth of

the body lies in a certain feeling of dispossession in the face of one’s body or an inability
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in being able to dispose of one’s body as desired; the existential relation between the
existent and their own body disqualifies suicide as an affirmative action because of the
reality of the possessive relation between the existent and the body. Instead of being an
external object that I own and that is at my disposal, my body is intimately related to my

existence, so much so that I am nothing without it.

3.4.1.1 Relations of Having

The example of suicide highlights a central difference between the two modes of
possession under discussion—the externality of an object that one has and the
interweaving of the body, the existent, and the world within existence—whether it is the
existent and its body in the affirmation ‘I am my body’ or the existent and the world co-
existing by way of sensation. As was noted above, the relation of simple having is
characterized by the exteriority of an object in relation to the subject, although Marcel
prefers to use the terms quid and qui: “in all having-as-possession there does seem to be a
certain content...Call it a certain quid relating to a certain qui who is treated as the centre
of inherence or apprehension” (Being and Having 158). The centred and transcendent
qui is at the heart of the relation of having since the force of having originates and
progresses from the qui to the quid; the qui is understood to actively contain and
enclose—where to enclose implies the idea of potentiality since “to enclose is to prevent,
to resist, and to oppose the tendency of the content towards spreading, spilling out, and
escaping” (Being and Having 159)—the quid that it possesses. The potentiality of the
body that I have is a result of the fact that I contain the body within myself and have my

body at my disposal; the body that is at my disposal, that is centred around me, is a
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potential set of actions in the world that I have the power to enact. As Marcel explains
regarding the active sense of having, “it is significant that...the verb ‘to have’ is only used
in the passive in exceptional and specialized ways. It is as though we saw passing before
us a kind of irreversible progress from the qui towards the quid... The progress seems to
be carried out by the qui itself: it seems to be within the qui” (Being and Having 160).
And this observation concerning the centring of the relation of having around the self
leads to Marcel’s first formula for expressing the reality of relations of having: “We can
only express ourselves in terms of having when we are moving on a level where, in
whatever manner and whatever degree of transposition, the contrast between within and
without retains a meaning” (Being and Having 160). The reader should keep it in mind
that this distinction between inside and outside is in marked contrast to the feeling of
unity that underwrites such ontological and mysterious experiences as hope and love and
the existential sensation of my bodym.

Marcel illustrates the necessary relation between interior and exterior that
constitutes having through the example of a secret that one possesses. As with
possessions, secrets must be showable or able to be made manifest to another, a
characteristic that Marcel claims is at the very heart of the possibility of expression in
general:

This act of showing may take place or unfold before another or before one’s-self.

The curious thing is that analysis will reveal to us that this difference is devoid of

meaning. In so far as I show my own views to myself, I myself become someone

else. That...is the metaphysical basis for the possibility of expression. I can only

express myself in so far as I can become someone else to myself...We can only
express ourselves in terms of having [as in I have a secret], when we are moving

16 As well, the fact that having implies an irreversible progress from the qui to the quid

introduces time into the relation of having, a factor that separates it from the immediacy
inherent in relations of being.
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on a level implying reference to another taken as another...The statement ‘I have’

can only be made against another which is felt to be other. (Being and Having

161)
This is the second facet of relations of having that Marcel brings to light: that having is
rooted in a relation with another as other, not in a relation based in unity in Being in
which I am in relation with the presence of the other, with the other as Thou. Having a
secret implies one’s being able to transmit that secret to another person; my secret is
external to me and can be made manifest before another. Even the very possibility of
having certain properties or characteristics is dependent upon relating to another as other:
“In so far as I conceive myself as having in myself...as mine...certain characteristics,
certain trappings, I consider myself from the point of view of another—but I do not
separate myself from this other except after having first implicitly identified myself with
him” (Being and Having 161). Marcel demonstrates his point by asking the reader to
consider what it means to have an opinion about something; what having an opinion
implies is that my opinion is not that of everyone else, and “I can only exclude or reject
everybody’s opinion if I have first, by a momentary fiction, assimilated it and made it

mine” (Being and Having 161)"". The momentary fiction at the heart of having an

opinion is that of assimilation, just as conceiving myself as having certain characteristics

17 T ask that the reader keep the fictitious nature of having, or the fiction at the root of

having, in mind. An earlier quotation from Marcel drew attention to the fiction of having
as a force that progresses from the existent to the object; Marcel stated that the progress
seemed to be carried out from the qui to the quid. As will become clear in the next few
pages, the relation of having also places the qui under the influence of the quid, although
one tends to overlook our powerlessness in the face of objects that we own. In the above
quotation, Marcel contends that the assimilation of another as other that is constitutive of
the possibility of expression and predication is itself a fiction that covers over the unity at
the heart of being.
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involves the momentary fiction by way of which I come to identify myself with the other.
But the larger issue for Marcel is the fact that all relations of having are constituted in
reference to another as other. As Marcel states on September 27, 1933, “[h]aving is the
function of an order which carries with it references to another qua another. It must in
fact be seen that the hidden thing, the secret, is ipso facto something that can be
shewn...Perhaps..., in the order of Being, the Other tends to melt away and be denied”
(Being and Having 148-9). As we saw in the case of mysteries, it is just this distinction
between the same and the other that is at the root of having (Being and Having 149) that
melts away at the level of Being, that tends to be denied when relations of having flow
into those of Being. In other words, the distinction or separation between the self and the
other as other is the foundation for all relations of having but is also in marked contrast to
the ontological relations that one has with the other by way of love and creative fidelity.
But how exactly is having rooted in the distinction between the self and the other?
How is this distinction related to Marcel’s earlier remarks concerning the reality of
having? For Marcel, this reference to another as other implies a certain having at one’s
disposal. In the case of certain properties that I have or in the case of my opinions, I have
the other at my disposal because I either identify myself with them or assimilate their
opinions in order to generate my own position. In the case of possessions, the separation
between the self and the other makes it possible for the self that has things at its disposal
either to keep things for one’s self or to give them out to another. And this rthythm and
alternation are part of the structural possibilities of all relations of having (Being and
Having 149), a double possibility which Marcel also notices within consciousness:

“There is probably no fundamental difference between being conscious of something and
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manifesting it to others (i.e. making them conscious of it). The other is already there
when I am conscious of myself, and expression is, I suppose, only possible because this is
s0” (Being and Having 149-50). Because of this structural similarity, Marcel works very
hard to describe the levels of existence and Being without making any reference to
consciousness understood as knowledge; hence, existence involves the pre-reflective and
pre-conscious participation of the existent while engagement in Being, as evidenced in
the category of mystery, involves a thorough foregoing of all the distinctions that
structure the reality of having. Hence, Being is beyond knowledge and expression since
both partake of having: “Knowing as a mode of having. The possession of a secret.
Keeping it, disposing of it...Knowledge as a mode of having is essentially
communicable” (Being and Having 145).

Thus, the two features that most interest Marcel about the relation of having are
(1) the tension between externality and internality and (2) the necessary fictions—of
power and assimilation—and he is especially interested in how these features work to
constitute the self in relation to the world or to others. At first, the relation of having
seems to clearly demarcate the boundaries between the self as qui and the object as quid,
where the internally consistent self actively works to possess the inert and passive
external object. But this is the lie at the heart of possession. The fact is that externality
and internality cannot be separated in the case of having because having is fundamentally
constituted by the tension between inside and outside; this means that the boundary
between qui and quid is anything but permanent, and, as a result, the self who draws its
identity from the permanency offered by the relation of having—the permanency of being

a self over and against its external possession—soon discovers that its sense of self is
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founded on unstable ground. As James Collins explains in The Existentialists: A Critical
Study, the order of having, as Marcel understands it, “is the open flank which leaves
one’s being exposed...One’s being is vulnerable at that point where it is prolonged in its
possessions” (Collins 156). More specifically, what concerns Marcel about the order of
having is how one’s selfhood can come to be “compromised by concern over the order of
having” (Collins 156). The problem is that tying one’s sense of self to possesions opens
the self to uncertainty and insecurity.

In part, the tension at the heart of having is a result of the exteriority of the object
in relation to the possessor, the fact that it is spatially distinct from possessor; because of
its externality as object, it is “subject to the changes and chances proper to things, [and] it
may be lost or destroyed. So it becomes, or is in danger of becoming, the centre of a kind
of whirlpool of fears and anxieties, thus expressing exactly the tension which is an
essential part of the order of having” (Being and Having 162). And it is these fears and
anxieties in the order of having that work to erode the self’s sense of permanency: “[The
two-fold permanency of the qui and the quid in having] is, of its very nature, threatened...
The threat is the hold exerted by the other qua other, the other which may be the world
itself, and before which I so painfully feel that I am I. I hug to myself this thing which
may be torn away from me, and I try desperately to incorporate it in myself, to form
myself and it into a single and indissoluble complex” (Being and Having 162-3), in much
the same way in which I tried to incorporate the other as other to enable the act of
expression. Thus, constituting one’s sense of self in the order of having, and in the

tension between inside and outside constitutive of that order, involves exposing one’s
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being to the vicissitudes of the world because the external objects to which one ties
oneself through the act of possession are uncertain and susceptible to change.

By way of the relation of having, the existent exposes itself to the uncertainties of
the outside world. Having exposes one’s being to danger in at least three ways: (1)
through the possible mutation of the feeling of loss at the level of having into a feeling of
loss at the level of Being, which Marcel characterizes as ontological despair, (2) through
the devitalization of one’s life, and (3) through the eclipsing of our ontological needs by
way of the non-disposability that is at the heart of the phenomenon of having.

In the first case, Marcel explains that “every loss in the order of having constitutes
a threat to what I have called the soul and runs the risk of turning into a loss at the level
of being: we return here to the problem of despair” (Being and Having 91-2). Because
the sphere of having is structured according to the opposition between presence and
absence, it has the potential of infecting one’s being, by way of loss, with that very
absence. Loss, if it invades one’s very being and becomes ontological despair, has the
potential to eat away at the presence that sustains one’s being, at that presence that is the
very foundation of one’s being. So, not only is it possible for the self to lose its
possessions, but that loss, depending on how strongly that possession was associated with
one’s sense of self, could contaminate the presence at the heart of one’s being with
absence and transform that simple loss into ontological despair.

On a similar note, having is also understood by Marcel as a process of
devitalization, as a process that sucks the life (and presence) out of that which one comes
to possess. Marcel draws upon the expression ‘I have a body’ as an example of this

process: “But when I assert that I have a body, it is clear that I am really tending in fact to
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immobilise this body in some fashion and to devitalize it. I wonder now if having qua
having does not always imply in some degree a devitalisation of this kind” (Being and
Having 87). This process of devitalization is in marked contrast to the ontological
attitude of creative fidelity that acts to preserve the vitality, the presence, of that other
that one encounters or engages with at the level of co-presence. So, not only is it possible
for the possessed object to which the existent has tied itself to be lost or destroyed,
thereby exposing our being to the possibility of despair and hopelessness, but, as the
phrase goes, our possessions are also capable of devouring us and our lives. What
Marcel finds is that certain objects that I own “are not only external: it is as though there
were a connecting corridor between them and me; they reach me, one might say,
underground. In exact proportion as I am attached to things, they seem to exercise a
power over me which my attachment confers upon them, and which grows as the
attachment grows...Having as such seems to have a tendency to destroy or lose itself in
the very thing it began by possessing, but which now absorbs the master who thought he
controlled it” (Being and Having 164). In this case, our being is subjugated to our
possessions. Our possessions become more important to us than other people, and, as a
result, the presence of Being in our lives dissipates as we come to associate who we are
with what we possess. So Marcel understands having as posing a double threat to one’s
very being: by way of our attachment to our possessions, we will either lose ourselves in
despair because of the vicissitudes of the world or be devoured by our possessions.
Lastly, what concerns Marcel is the possible elevation of having to the level of
Being, which results in the mistaken idea that “no longer having anything is the same as

no longer being anything: and in fact the general trend of life on the [objective] level is to
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identify one’s-self with what one has: and here the ontological category tends to be
blotted out” (Being and Having 84). What the identification of one’s being with one’s
possessions, with what one has, buries from view is the ontological truth of our being.
More specifically, because the self becomes the centre of adherence at the level of
having, which consists of making objects mine, of bringing objects into my sphere of
influence at the centre of which is the self that is able to exert power over and disposal of
its possessions as it sees fit, the self does not realize the true nature of disposability and
availability that is the truth of its being. What the phenomenon of having blots out is
ontological disposability because the sphere of having is rooted in the non-disposability
of the existent’s proper body; the problem with having, as Marcel understands it, is that
all having is ultimately rooted in the non-disposability of one’s own body, in that body
that is the very possibility of having something at one’s disposal and which, as a result, is
necessarily not completely at one’s disposal. Thus, Marcel comes to the conclusion that

having is rooted in non-disposability.

3.4.1.2 Relations of Being

But how else, if not through objects to be possessed, is one to relate to the world?
How is one to understand a relation with the world apart from having? What possible
salvation is there for someone lost in the world of objects? What Marcel acknowledges
at this point is that there are instances in which the relation of having, or simple
possession, changes signs and is transformed into a relation of Being. He admits that our
possessions tend to eat us up “when we are in a state of inertia in which of objects which

are themselves inert...[but not] when we are more vitally and actively bound up with
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something serving as the immediate subject-matter of a personal creative act, a subject-
matter perpetually renewed. (It may be the garden of the keen gardener, the farm of a
farmer, the violin of a musician, or the laboratory of a scientist) In all these cases, we
may say, having tends, not to be destroyed, but to be sublimated and changed into being”
(Being and Having 165). Consequently, while having is characterized by a state of
inertia on the part of the self and the object, the relation of Being is an active and creative
personal relation that is continuously being renewed. In the case of having, the state of
inertia is part and parcel of the tension between externality and internality that constitutes
one’s relation with one’s possessions; in other words, having is unthinkable without the
inertia that establishes the duality between possessor and possessed.

So, in addition to the other dangers of having, this state of inertia that is a
necessary aspect of the duality of possessor and possessed that structures having also
poses a threat to the being of the self because it acts to thicken the being of the existent
into a self that can only interact with a world of objects and others understood as others.
Marcel explains that “the man who remains on the plane of having (or of desire) is
centred, either on himself or on another treated as another; the result is the same in either
case, so far as the tension or polarity goes which I was emphasizing just now...[In the
case of having,] the self is always a thickening, a sclerosis...of the body, not taken in the
objective sense but in the sense of my body” (Being and Having 166-7). Consequently,
relations of having are only possible through the constitution of a polarity between self
and object or other, through the realization of the tension between the existent as self and
the object or the other as external thing. And the only way to realize this tension is

through the thickening of the body into something that the self has at their disposal,
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through the centring of the self by way of the expression ‘I have a body.” By realizing
my body as a possession that belongs to me, I have already made the first step towards
establishing myself as a self and the world as external in relation to me: “The more I treat
my own ideas, or even my convictions, as something belonging to me—and so as
something I am proud of...as [ might be proud of my greenhouse or my stables—the more
surely will these ideas and opinions tend, by their very inertia (or my inertia towards
them, which comes to the same thing) to exercise a tyrannical power over me” (Being
and Having 166).

But then how is it possible to pass beyond our relations of having into being?
How is it possible to transform ideas or convictions I have into ideas or convictions that I
am? According to Marcel, only a relation of pure creation is able to transcend the order
of having and to dissolve or dissipate the duality between possessor and possessed that
organizes relations of having. Therefore, having depends on the insinuation of the
tension between externality and internality for its realization; returning to the example of
having an idea, once an idea or conviction is able to exist apart from me, once it loses its
personal vitality and becomes exterior to me, it then no longer has a firm or intimate hold
on me and “can fall from me as a leaf falls from a tree” (The Existential Background 99).
I exist in a relation of Being only With those ideas and convictions that I can attest to, that
I can testify to, that have such a vital hold on me that I remain faithful to their presence to
me, continually working creatively to maintain or perpetually renew their presence to me
and my presence to them. So, while convictions that I have are like leaves on a tree,
those convictions that I am are like major organs that can not be made external to me, that

can not be separated from me; but in order to maintain their vitality and the relation of
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intimacy with my convictions, I must continually work creatively to renew that relation
and realize it as a living reality. Marcel explains the difference as follows: “The
ideologist is one of the most dangerous of all human types, because he is unconsciously
enslaved to a part of himself that has mortified... The thinker, on the other hand, is
continuously on guard against...this possible fossilising of his thought. He lives in a state
of creativity, and the whole of his thought is always being called into question” (Being
and Having 166). The state of creativity, or creative fidelity towards one’s thoughts,
consists in maintaining oneself in a state of openness or a posture of availability; against
the possibility of coagulation or thickening, the thinker maintains himself/herself in a
state of receptivity, always open and available to the possibility of having their thoughts
called into question.

In terms of one’s relation with others, it is possible to transcend the order of
having, and the division between self and other in which that order is rooted, through
both love and charity: “love moves on a ground which is neither that of the self, nor that
of the other qua other; I call it the Thou...Love...treated as the subordination of the self
to...a reality at my deepest level more truly me than myself—love as the breaking of the
tension between the self and the other, appears to me to be what one might call the
essential ontological datum” (Being and Having 167). Beyond the tension between
interiority and exteriority that constitutes the phenomenon of having, both love and
charity involve the decentring of the self, the giving of myself to a reality that is not
centred on myself but on the other—not as other but as Thou. What characterizes these

states for Marcel is the fact that they work to dissolve the frontier separating the self from
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the other as other, thereby breaking the tension that maintains relations with others within

the order of having.

3.5 Conclusion

One of the difficulties that Marcel faces at this relatively early stage in his thought
is the incompatibility between his triangulation of reality as existence-objectivity-Being
and the distinction between the spheres of having and Being that originates with his
realization that the body is more than a simple possession. In one model, there are three
distinct levels to reality, and the levels of objectivity and Being are understood as being
the result of different degrees of reflection upon various intensely lived existential
experiences. According to the other model of reality, all relations are either relations of
having or of Being, and the body proper is presented as the frontier between the two
spheres since the bond between the existent and its own body is simultaneously one of
participation and possession. In the latter model, there is no room for the concrete lived
experiences that were the source of Marcel’s initial insights since they are not
experiences that [ have nor experiences that I am. As with the experience of incarnation,
they seem to function to locate the line of demarcation between the two spheres; I can
either experience my body as a possession, as one object among others, and use it to
realize projects in the world, or I can experience my body as that which I am, as my own
body, and establish myself in relation with the presence of the other through an attitude of
ontological disposability. But Marcel begins to run into problems with this model of

reality because, as he digs further into the experience of incarnation, he discovers that my
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body cannot be completely appropriated by the subject and simply given to the other or
placed at their disposal. What he uncovers is that incarnation is irreducibly double, that it
necessarily and irreversibly has its feet in both the spheres of Being and having, and it is
this realization that leads him to import a vocabulary of absolute having and corporeity in
order to talk about the body proper. Thus, instead of marking a point of passage between
having and Being—as is the case with that which Marcel comes to refer to as my life,
which, while it can be something that I have at my disposal, I can also make it receptive
to the presence of the other by identifying myself with it, becoming my life, and thereby
transcend the sphere of having—incarnation understood as corporeity seems to
inaugurate the distinction between the two spheres, seems to bring the difference between
Being and having into play within existence and force the subject to discover ways to

overcome that difference and realize itself in Being.
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CHAPTER 4: Marcel, Corporeity and the Non-availability at the Heart
of Incarnation

4.1 The Seeds of Doubt

As I have alluded to throughout the previous chapters, Marcel’s probing into the
reality of bodily existence eventually unearths an aspect of incarnation that forces him to
suppress the body, or at least to minimize its presence, in the context of his later
ontological writings on the interpersonal. And, as I have indicated, the problem is
twofold. On the one hand, Marcel, after working to evoke the experience of incarnation
in the reader and making contentious statements concerning the centrality of incarnation
within metaphysics, is faced with the embarrassing situation of trying to explain the
existential beginnings of ontological availability or disposability; the problem that he
faces involves his attempts to establish some connection, at the level of existence,
between the always already interposed body that makes the existent available to the world
without the least amount of effort or commitment on the part of the existent and, at the
level of Being, the active commitment required on the part of the subject to both place
itself in a state of availability towards and remain faithful to the presence of the other. As
Marcel digs deeper into the reality of bodily existence, he begins to realize that, by
linking his theory of the interpersonal and the I-Thou encounter to the personal
experience of incarnation, he has actually grounded his concept of active ontological
availability in an intimate concrete experience of radical non-availability and passivity.
And, as the following quotation from Creative Fidelity, a set of lectures published in

1940, makes clear, the relationship between existential sensation and ontological
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availability becomes more and more tenuous as he tries to articulate the exact nature of
that correspondence:

I must somehow make room for the other in myself; if I am completely absorbed

in myself, concentrated on my sensations, feelings, and anxieties, it will obviously

be impossible for me to receive, to incorporate in myself, the message of the
other. What I called incohesion a moment ago here assumes the form of

disposability; thus we are indirectly brought to the question whether there is not a

basis for granting the existence of a fundamental analogy between the sensory

receptivity of a living being exposed to the solicitations of his surroundings and
the disposability of a consciousness capable of caring for another person.

(Creative Fidelity 88)

What Marcel makes clear in the above quotation is the fact that there is no room
for the other at the level of pre-reflective existence, that, when it comes to experiences of
co-existence, because I am completely absorbed with myself, I am unable to receive—and
am unreceptive to—the presence of the other. Therefore, any relation with another being
that is respectful of their presence must occur at the level of Being because it requires the
(self-conscious) subject to actively make itself available to the other and to make itself
able to care for the other. So, while existential sensation appears as a form of availability
that is completely wrapped up with the existent, Marcel conceives of ontological
availability as a form of openness to the presence of the other that is at the heart of
consciously being able to care for another being. But, since Marcel has developed his
ontology of the interpersonal encounter on the basis of the model of sensory receptivity of
the interposed body to the solicitations of the surrounding world, he senses the need to
discover some fundamental analogy between the existential exposure of the existent by
way of their body proper and ontological availability, an analogy that Marcel realizes that
he must abandon for reasons that will become clear in the following chapter.

The passivity of the existent at the level of existence in relation to their

incarnation is also at the heart of the second problem, and it again involves the active
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participation of the I with the other as Thou at the level of Being. As I indicated earlier,
Marcel’s ontological writings aim at establishing the conditions necessary for the
realization or actualization of the space that comes into being—through our participation
with the presence of the other in Being—between the I and the other approached as Thou.
And what is essential for Marcel is that this space between is unifying; the interpersonal
relation in which the subject participates with the other in a mystery in which the
boundary between what is in the subject and before the subject breaks down is thus a way
of overcoming the space of difference and separation that characterizes the sphere of
having. Or, understood more generally, the I-Thou relation involves the unification of the
subject with the other over and beyond the false separation that structures relations in the
sphere of having. Seen in this light, the responsibility of the subject in relation to the
presence of the other and to Being is to creatively work towards overcoming, through a
commitment to openness, availability, and fidelity, the differences that separate the self
from the other as other at the level of objectivity. Thus ontological availability is an
attempt to reduce difference and to achieve a state of co-presence with the other within
Being; therefore, ontology for Marcel would seem to involve the art of negating a pre-
existing difference. And Marcel’s conception of the nature of the between that
characterizes the I-Thou encounter is firmly grounded in his initial investigations into the
nature of bodily reality as interposition because, at least in the beginning, he understood
the interposition of the body between the existent and the world as the overcoming of the
separation between the two terms, an overcoming that inaugurated the participation of the
existent with the world in co-existence. In other words, the proper body, my body as
mine, was the model for ontological unification in Being because of its existential

availability or openness to the other-than-itself; the openness of the body to the world, its

146



availability to the solicitations of the world, that is the condition for the possibility of the
existent participating with the world in the unified space of co-existence came to function
as the existential model on which he based his attempt to overcome the separation
between the self and the other through the posture of ontological availability.

But what slowly begins to dawn on Marcel as he mediates further on the reality of
the body as being one of interposition is the rather unsavory possibility that the difference
between the existent and the world that the body proper reduces through sensation is not a
priori but is actually inaugurated by the body proper itself. Instead of the body being
interposed between the existent and the world in an attempt to unify, perhaps the reality
of incarnation requires one to place the emphasis on its intransitive nature and admit that
interposition refers to the fact that the body proper actually produces the difference
between the existent and the world, that the personal body is always already between the
existent and the world and functions as a result of, and not in spite of, the difference it
inaugurates. In fact, Marcel, after a brief recapitulation, begins his next metaphysical
journal Being and Having with exactly this realization, and I will use this chapter as an
occasion to follow the path that leads from his re-evaluation of the nature of obscurity,
especially the obscurity of the body, to his eventual re-formulation of the reality of the

body in terms of corporeity.

4.2 Levinas’ Critique of Marcel’s Theory of Sociality

I would like to begin to approach the unearthing of the notion of corporeity by
Marcel in Being and Having by way of an essay entitled “Martin Buber, Gabriel Marcel

and Philosophy” by Emmanuel Levinas. In part, this essay highlights the similarities and
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differences between the philosophical projects of Marcel and Martin Buber; in addition,
Levinas also uses the essay as an opportunity to situate his own work on the nature of
sociality in relation to how these two mentors understood the encounter between the I and
Thou. What is compelling about Levinas’ essay are his insights into Marcel’s project,
especially as it relates to the central datum of incarnation; Levinas is a keen reader and
provides a quite precise interpretation of Marcel’s theory of the interpersonal meeting that
takes its cue from the insights that Marcel gained into human existence through his
investigations into that obscure shadow—namely the personal body, the body proper—at
the heart of our most intimate personal experiences. However, his keen insights are
themselves clouded by what I consider to be his deep mistrust of the body, a mistrust and
sense of apprehension that I would argue is a determining factor in his own work. What I
propose to do in this section is to take up Levinas’ critique of Marcel, beginning with his
presentation of Marcel’s argument and ending with his charge against Marcel of collusion
with a philosophical tradition mired in Being, and then to show the central role that the
body plays as contagion, as the purveyor of Being, in his critique. Afterwards, I will turn
to the development of the concept of corporeity in Being and Having and show that,
contrary to Levinas’ charge, Marcel was forced to dump the body, to jettison incarnation
from his work, in order to develop his ontology of the I-Thou relation in terms of Being
and presence, a reading of Marcel’s work that challenges Levinas’ equation of incarnation
with Being and presents corporeity as a way of thinking about the nature of bodily reality,
and, by extension, about the relation between the existent, their own body, the world, and

others otherwise than according to the vocabulary of Being and presence.

4.2.1. Incarnation as Interposition and Opacity in Marcel
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Levinas begin his article by arguing that Marcel’s formulation of incarnation as
the central given of metaphysics by way of the affirmation ‘I am my body’ is a direct
challenge to Descartes’ grounding of the I in the cogito. While the cogito is a transparent
given that the subject knows absolutely and beyond a shadow of a doubt, Levinas argues
that Marcel presents the fact of my incarnation as an impenetrable shadow at the heart of
my existence and works to develop, against the grain of Descartes’ philosophy, the
existential consequences of this opaque given at the centre of one’s existence. In fact,
incarnation is at the heart of Marcel’s early existentialism because of its very opacity; in
his essay, Levinas stresses that, while the subject of the cogito is an epistemological
subject, an intellect, a mind that is severed from life, the incarnate subject for Marcel is a
living subject fully immersed or involved in life. For the early Marcel, the living subject
has its beginnings in non-transparency and obscurity; in order to grasp the living being in
its full unity and vitality, one must begin with an existence that is not transparent to itself.

What Levinas brings to the foreground is the relationship for Marcel between
opacity and obscurity and the nature of bodily reality as interposition. Levinas realizes
that one of the central consequences of Marcel’s unearthing of bodily reality as
interposition is that it brings to light the essential obscurity and opacity at the heart of
incarnation; for Marcel, the interposed body must necessarily be an opaque existence to
the existent, which means that incarnation, as the central datum of our lived existence, is
necessarily centred around a shadow. But the question remains as to the source of this
opacity. From where does the opacity of the body originate? What does the fact of the

obscurity of the body reveal about incarnation? According to Levinas’ reading of
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Marcel’s work, the opacity of the given body points to the rootedness of the existent, as
incarnate, in a certain posture of being-for-others:

[Incarnation] is ‘the situation of a being that appears to itself as attached to a
body.” By contrast with the cogito, it is ‘a given not transparent to itself.” A non-
transparent given: the incarnate I is not, in its consciousness of self, for itself only;
it exists in such a way as to have something impenetrable within itself. Not a
foreign body! Its being-toward-itself is immediately a being exposed to others
and, in this sense, it is itself obscurity. ‘It is the shadow that is at the centre.” The
impenetrable ‘something’ in it is not the addition of an extended substance to a
thinking substance, but a way of being of the spirit itself by which it is, before all
thematization of the universe, for the universe, and thus united with it. In a way
of being toward oneself precisely as being toward the other-than-oneself—which
identifies it. An ontological modality, a modality of the verb zo be that is
mediation itself...There is no Cartesian separation between me and my body, nor
a synthesis, but immediately an unobjectifiable, lived participation. The body is
essentially a mediator, but irreducible to any formal or dialectical mediation. It is
the absolute or originary mediation of being: ‘In that sense, it is myself, for I can
distinguish myself from it only on the condition that I convert it into an object,
that is, that I cease to treat it as the absolute mediator.” Hence: ‘we are tied to
being.” And, conversely, every existent refers back to our body: “When I affirm
that a thing exists, it is always the case that I consider that thing as linked to my
body, as capable of being put in contact with it, however indirectly.” (Levinas 25-
6)

What Levinas is tracing in the above quotation is how Marcel’s existentialism,
which is marked by a turning away from idealism, begins with the claim that, instead of
simply having a body as an instrument, ‘T am my body,” a statement that ties the I to a
non-transparent given, namely its body proper. By answering ‘I am my body’ to the
question ‘What am 1?,” Marcel insists on passing the circuit of self-identity through an
impenetrable and opaque given that is unknowable—a move that is a direct challenge to
the Cartesian statement of identity (‘I think therefore I am’) in which the being of the I is
switched/shunted through the self-transparent and self-reflective act of thinking. In
contrast to the transparent cogito, the body is the impenetrable existence, what Levinas
terms obscurity itself, that Marcel discovers at the heart of human existence. But Levinas

makes a point of explaining that the body proper is not a foreign body. So, what is at the
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root of the obscurity of the body? Of what does the obscurity of the body consist? As
Levinas understands it, the obscurity of the body, its non-transparent nature, is rooted in
the fact that the being-for-itself of the body is “immediately a being exposed to others”
(Levinas 25). The central insight of Marcel’s philosophy is the presentation of the reality
of bodily existence as an opening towards the world, as an exposed surface, as a surface
by way of which the existent is exposed to the other-than-itself that is the world. The
body to which the existent is attached through incarnation, the body that I am, is a type of
being whose existence for-itself is immediately always already a being exposed to others,
a type of being whose very way of being is as being toward the other-than-itself. And it is
this way of being of the body as interposed that identifies'®, or is the determining
structure of, the body and, by extension, the existent, since the existent is tied to its body
proper by way of an immediate relation that is a lived participation. The being of the
existent as incarnate therefore means that the existent must be understood as being
fundamentally tied in a relation of lived participation with that which is other-than-itself.
Thus, incarnate existence is an existence that is at root a receptivity to the other-than-
itself. The impenetrable something through which the circuit of identity passes is itself a

way of being for the universe, of being united with the universe; before the subject is able

'8 One could also understand Levinas’ qualification that the being toward oneself of the
existent must be understood as “a being toward the other-than-itself—which identifies
it”—as referring to the fact that the existent, by way of its being towards the other-than-
itself, identifies and determines the other as an other for-itself. This would fit in with
Levinas’ critique of the body and its relation with alterity and otherness because it
presents the body as reducing the alterity of the other to Being through the process of
identification; the very nature of the body as being exposed to others works to determine
the other as other, works to identify the other by way of Being (this other is an other) and
enables the incarnate existent to approach the other in terms of the meaning that the other
comes to have for the existent.
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to thematize the world or the universe as an object, the body draws the I into a relation
with the world in which it is for or towards the universe.

What Levinas is expanding upon through the vocabulary of exposure and being-
for-others is Marcel’s determination of bodily reality as interposition. As I pointed out in
the second chapter, Marcel introduces the concept of interposition to evoke the essential
feature of incarnation as a non-mediate mediating element that is interposed between the
existent and the world that enables their active participation—in terms of co-existence—
with one another at the level of existence; because the reality of the body is one of being
between, its being-for-itself is always already a being-exposed-to-the-world. So, as
Levinas points out, such an affirmation as ‘I am my body’ unites the existent with an
existence that—in its very being—is a being exposed to others. As a result, one’s own
being, since the relationship between oneself and one’s body is one of lived participation
instead of Cartesian separation, or one’s own being for oneself is precisely a form of
being for or towards that which is other-than-oneself. Through one’s body proper, one is
united with the world in a non-objectifying relation. And this last statement is key
because, as Levinas stresses, Marcel insists that the nature of bodily reality as
interposition, as a being-between, must not be understood as establishing a relation that
would enable a communicating of messages between oneself and the other-than-oneself;
instead, it realizes a relation that is non-objectifying.

As I argued earlier concerning Marcel and his theory of sensation, the fact that a
thing exists for me (to the extent that I affirm its existence) is a direct consequence of the
fact that the thing is linked to my body; it is my body that immediately mediates the being
of the other-than-itself for me. In other words, this non-transparent given is an absolute

mediator, and, because of the nature of the bond between the existent and its own body,
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the being-for-itself of the I is essentially a being-for-the-other-than-itself. The role of the
body as absolute mediator is what ensures that this relation between the existent and the
world is not a relation between a subject and an object. Any such objective relation
between a subject and an object necessitates mediation as communication, specifically the
communication of a message, and, as I have demonstrated, Marcel spends a great deal of
time in the Metaphysical Journal and his early essays developing a theory of
communication that attacks the functionalization of language. However, as absolute
mediator, what the body mediates are not messages but existence, to such an extent that,
when I affirm that things exist, it is because they are linked to my body and come to exist
Jfor-me; consequently, my body mediates in an immediate and non-objectifying manner
the being of the world for the existent. And it is on the basis of this non-objectifying
relation between the existent and the world mediated by the body that Marcel holds out
hope for a non-objectifying relation between the subject and the other as Thou that is
rooted in Being and that is faithful to the presence of the other.

So, as Levinas explains, the body in Marcel is no longer a simple extended
substance added to the thinking self but is instead the very modality of being of the
thinking self that makes its objectifying and thematizing stance before the world possible;
the existent, as incarnated, is for the world before it is for itself before the objective
world. Fundamentally, the incarnate existent, as a way of being-for-itself, is precisely a
being-toward-the-world through which, or by way of which, the existent is able to
identify itself; the existent is only itself by way of its exposure to the other-than-itself.
And it is as a modality of incarnation that Marcel wants to structure the interhuman
encounter between the I and the Thou. As Levinas explains, since the existent, through

incarnation, is fundamentally a non-objectifying way of being for or toward the other-
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than-itself understood as the world, then incarnation should also make possible a non-
objectifying relation with the other understood as another person:
The one with the other of being is thus reduced to the incarnation of the I, placed
on an ‘existential orbit,” as in a magnetic field. The interhuman encounter is but a
modality of that ontological coherence mediated by the incarnation in which the I
is for the other. Here we are...at the heart of co-presence: participation founding
all relation. Participation is not a dialogue. It is an intersubjective nexus deeper
than the language that is torn away, according to Marcel, from that originative
communication [in Being]. As a principle of alienation, language petrifies living
communication: it is precisely in speaking that we pass most easily from “Thou’ to
~‘He’ and to ‘It’—objectifying others. (Levinas 26-7)
It is important to keep in mind Marcel’s characterization of the body as absolute
mediator, as immediate mediator, because, as Levinas points out, the question of
mediation becomes a major obstacle for Marcel. What Levinas rightly points to is a
distinction in Marcel’s thought between an intersubjective meeting based in co-presence
and an objectifying relation with an other. As I have already stated, any relation
involving some form of mediation, such as language, is, according to Marcel, objectifying
and is a betrayal of Being and of the presence of the other as Thou. The problem is that
mediation involves separation and thereby undoes or betrays the truth of Being as
participation; participation must be immediate co-presence and living communication
with the other as Thou within Being, and any such communication is covered over, or
betrayed, by language. But how is it possible to achieve such a form of non-objectifying
communication? How is it possible to participate with the other in a non-objectifying
manner? Although communication apart from language seems impossible, Marcel
discovers an example of immediate non-mediated participation in our lived experience of
our own bodies and argues that bodily sensation is a form of non-mediated

communication. Thus, Marcel comes to see this existential mode of participatory co-

existence between the existent and the world as providing a model for true sociality. The
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body’s non-mediate mediation between the existent and the world comes to function in
Marcel’s thought as the model for the interpersonal encounter; for this reason, Levinas is
able to state that the I-Thou relation in Marcel is a modality “of that ontological

coherence mediated by the incarnation in which the I is for the other” (Levinas 27)".

4.2.2 The Interpersonal Meeting in Marcel

While the essay opens with an overview of Marcel’s theory of incarnation,
Levinas uses the essay as an occasion to position his own thoughts on sociality in relation
to the work of both Buber and Marcel, especially as it pertains to the relationship between
sociality and Being. What Levinas highlights in the article is that, while the concept of
the meeting and the between for both Marcel and Buber does function to “break away
from an ontology of the object and of substance, both characterize the I-Thou relation in
terms of being. ‘Between’ is a mode of being: co-presence, co-esse. If we are to go by
the letter of the texts, being and presence remain the ultimate support of meaning’ at the
level of sociality (Levinas 23). As Levinas reads their work, both wrote against the
objectifying tendency in intersubjective relations, a tendency rooted in the objectification
of the other as an It and in a disregard for the otherness of the other, and attempted to
reinstate the ontological weight of the inter-personal encounter by situating it on the plane
of Being; however, Levinas argues that any attempt to reduce the other to their presence

and to Being also flies in the face of the alterity of the other and, as with the techniques of

1 evinas’ reading is already beginning to unravel with his statement that the cohesion
between the existent and their own body is ontological in nature. Part of the problem
with Levinas’ presentation of Marcel is his conflation of the existential with the
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depersonalization and objectification, functions to reduce the otherness of the other. So,
what one finds being articulated in this essay is the primary goal of Levinas’
philosophical project to replace the Western ontology of being-with-others with an ethics,
a project that is based in his mistrust of the category of Being—a mistrust that he shares
with other twentieth century French thinkers like Maurice Blanchot, Jacques Derrida, and
Jean-Luc Marion, to name a few. Ultimately, Levinas strove to articulate a theory of
sociality based in the language of ethics and responsibility instead of using the language
of ontology—a language of Being and presence—that he argues has dominated Western
philosophical inquiry into the nature of sociality for thousands of years. And what
Levinas objects to in relation to this tradition of thought based in the ontologization of

- sociality is the way in which the language of Being, presence, meaning, and intentionality
is unresponsive to the appeal of the other and works to reduce the alterity of the other.

In the case of Marcel, Levinas’ primary objection to his approach to sociality
concerns its inherence to Being. Although Marcel is critical of objectivist thought and of
any metaphysics rooted in objectification, such as Cartesianism or idealism, Levinas
argues that Marcel did not go far enough in his questioning of the philosophical tradition
and that, in the end, his philosophy is still objectifying—or reducing—to the extent that
his thought remains within the confines of Being and presence and works to reduce the
absolute alterity of the other:

although remarkably free from any school, or scholasticism, and so deliberately

hostile to the objectivist interpretation of being, [he] remains deeply rooted,

despite all the disruption introduced by the idea of the Thou, in ontology. Thus

Marcel seems to continue the high Western tradition for which...all relation with

being is, in the final analysis, reducible to an experience (that is, to knowledge),
and remains a modality of that being. (Levinas 23)

ontological, an error that leads him to ultimately approach incarnation by way of Being
instead of by way of existence.
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The central given in his argument against Marcel is Levinas’ equation of ontological
language with a form of knowledge. In particular, what makes Marcel’s work suspect is
the fact that he affiliates Being with experience through incarnation and reduces the
interpersonal encounter to a modality of incarnation, which means that all ontological
relations, since Marcel roots them in his investigations into intensely lived personal
experiences, are themselves experiences and are, since Levinas himself reduces
experience to a form of knowledge, reducible to meaning. Because experience is itself a
form of knowing and Marcel seems to root the ontological within our experiences, all
relations with Being are simply more of the same, thereby working to reduce the alterity
of the other to the meaningful experiencing of the other, to reduce of the approach of the
other to a mode of knowing; instead of discovering true sociality, the interpersonal
meeting in Marcel is simply the experience of sociality. Marcel reduces sociality to the
experience or knowledge of sociality. So, Marcel’s philosophical project is, in the end,
deeply rooted in ontology and simply works to reduce the alterity of the other as other to a
meaningful presence for the self.

But, for Levinas, part of the motivation behind this essay is to draw out for the
reader the reason why his thoughts concerning the I-Thou encounter are closer to Buber’s
than to Marcel’s. According to Levinas, the main difference between these mentors
resides in how they treat the other. Although both designate the meeting between the I
and the Thou using the language of Being and presence, of presence as a modality of
Being, Buber holds out the possibility of the other as “a pure exteriority, whereas what is
evoked as transcendent, according to Marcel, already grounds that invocation and the

invoker. The mystery of being is the way our being which ‘goes toward God’ already
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belongs to God” (Levinas 28). While Marcel recoils from the exteriority of the other as
other and instead presents the interhuman encounter as a coming together, a unification, a
co-presence within Being, Buber characterizes the I-Thou meeting as an absolute relation
between the I and an absolute other. For Levinas, the other as Thou, according to Marcel,
is more of the same since

the meeting of the neighbor, of the human Thou, presupposes a ‘sharing of the

same history’ or a common destiny, and not the unconditionality of the approach

[advocated by Buber]. According to Marcel, we do not ‘meet’ everyone we

happen to run into. The I-Thou does not occur just anywhere...It is not, as in

Buber, the mere appearance of the other that constitutes meeting.

According to Gabriel Marcel, the ontological mystery receives, in
meditation, a luminosity of its own—precisely that of faith—which is not seen as
an incomprehensible and unreflective act, but as the height of intelligibity.
Through the discovery of the I-Thou, Marcel remains faithful to the spirituality of
knowledge...Buber eliminates the gnoseological foundation of the Meeting. The
unconditioned event of the Meeting overflows thought and being. It is a pure
dialogue, a pure covenent that no pneumatic common presence envelops. I am
destined for the other not because of our prior proximity or our substantial union,
but because the Thou is absolutely other. (Levinas 28-9)

But how is it that Marcel reduces the unconditionality of the other’s approach as
other? How does Marcel do away with the absolute otherness and pure exteriority of the
Thou and condition the I-Thou encounter according to co-presence and co-participation in
Being? The culprit, according to Levinas, is incarnation. Incarnation, as Levinas reads
Marcel, ties us to Being since, as incarnated beings, we all participate in a common field
of Being, and it is this common participation that founds all relations (Levinas 27). But,
as Levinas points out, Buber states that “to say ‘Thou’ is an absolute relation having no
foundational principle behind it” (Levinas 27). The problem with Marcel is that he
comes to see incarnation, the bond between myself and my body, as a mode of immediate

and unobjectifiable lived participation in Being, a lived participation in Being that I share

with other incarnate individuals and that is free of difference and otherness because,
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through my body, I am already for-the-other. Participation, through our access to Being
through incarnation, is the founding principle behind the I-Thou meeting in Marcel, and it
is the fact that, while being-for-itself, my body is simultaneously for the other that
grounds the I-Thou meeting in co-presence. Through the fact that my body is for the
other-than-itself, the approach of the other is always already conditioned by my body’s
receptivity to the other, by its being-for-the-other. And it is exactly this pre-disposition
towards the other that unifies or ties together all beings and does away with the absolute
other. My body, because of its opacity, its being-toward-itself that is immediately a being
exposed to others, places me, through its role as mediator, in immediate contact with the
other or, more precisely, draws me into immediate contact with the other in Being by way
of their presence. As Levinas explains, the body that I am is, for Marcel, “an ontological
modality, a modality of the verb o be that is mediation itself” (Levinas 26); through the
body, the existent participates with the world and, by extension, with the other in and
through Being.

Therefore, the problem with Marcel’s description of the intersubjective nexus, at
least as the case is presented by Levinas, is that it is modeled on the ontological
coherence mediated by incarnation, by the existent’s immediate relation with its own
body that is at the heart of the participatory state of co-existence that exists between the
existent and the world. What troubles Levinas about Marcel’s philosophy of
intersubjectivity is his reduction of sociality to a simple modality of incarnation, his
modeling of sociality according to the ontological coherence or ontological relation that
exists between the existent and its ownmost or proper body. As Levinas explains,
Marcel’s philosophical project concludes with the existent and the other being “tied

together into unity through human incarnation. The one with the other of being is thus
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reduced to the incarnation of the I, placed on an ‘existential orbit,” as in a magnetic field”
(Levinas 26). In other words, sociality, the interhuman encounter or meeting, is simply a
modality of the relation between the existent and its own personal body, a relation
through which the existent finds itself, through the interposition of the body between the
existent and the world, participating in Being along with the being of the other-than-itself.
Thus, access to Being is by way of incarnation, by way of the body that I am; it is
incarnation that places me in contact with Being and facilitates my encounter with the
presence of the other. For a true meeting to take place, the I and the Thou must both meet
in the common space of Being; the I must encounter the other in terms of the other’s
presence within the shared unifying space of Being. And one must remember that,
according to Levinas, it is incarnation that unifies Being, that ties together Being into a
unified field of presence; therefore, Marcel’s refusal to break with ontology, his refusal to
give up ontological language, is a result of the centrality of the experience of incarnation
in his existentialism. My body, my own body proper that interposes itself between me
and the world, is the door through which Being enters Marcel’s philosophical mediations

on intersubjectivity and the interhuman encounter.

4.2.3 The Move Away From Incarnation and Towards Corporeity

However, the centrality that Levinas assigns to the cohesion between the existent
and its own body within Marcel’s theory of the interpersonal is in marked contrast to the
tendency in Marcel’s later work, beginning with Being and Having (a text from which
Levinas draws heavily in the essay), to downplay its importance to his ontological

investigations into the I-Thou relation. Levinas seems to have completely overlooked
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Marcel’s radical re-thinking of the experience of incarnation, a re-thinking that is
punctuated by Marcel’s eventual decision to shift the focus of his philosophical inquiry
away from my body and towards my life, a shift that Merleau-Ponty points out in his 1936
review of Being and Having:

With Being and Having, Marcel’s philosophy has been enlarged, so to speak. It

tends to become an understanding of life, of the entire set of situations lived

through by human beings...To an increasing degree the center of the perspective

shifts from the body to the soul. If my body is indeed more than an object that I

own, it is equally true that it is not me; it is ‘at the border of what I am and what I

have,’ at the line of demarcation between being and having. The central fact of

metaphysics is clearly no longer thought of...as the presence and remoteness of
my body; it is rather...the presence and remoteness of my life, the adherence of
my life to myself, and at the same time my power to sacrifice it, my refusal to

become indistinguishable from it. (Texts 103)

Although Merleau-Ponty does not offer any explanation concerning why and how
this shift in perspective occurred, I would argue that Marcel retreats from his earlier
declaration of incarnation as the central given of metaphysics along two fronts, both of
which leave Levinas’ argument against Marcel open to attack. The first instance involves
a rethinking of the opacity of the body, and I want to focus on an entry dated February 29,
1929, from Being and Having that signals the beginning of the end for the body proper in
the context of Marcel’s thought as it opens onto those sections in his journals in which he
outlines his entire change in perspective concerning the problem of incarnation: “Have
detected, perhaps, an important fallacy involved in the idea (cf. my previous notes on
incarnation) that opacity must be bound up with otherness. But surely the contrary is the
case. Surely opacity really arises from the fact that the ‘I’ interposes between the self and
the other, and intervenes as a third party” (Being and Having 13). The second retreat

involves Marcel’s backing away from presenting sociality and the I-Thou encounter as a

modality of incarnation; as the following quotation from Creative Fidelity highlights,
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Marcel gives up the vocabulary of modality that Levinas ascribes to him and opts instead
for the vocabulary of analogy: what Marcel is interested in establishing at this later point
in his career is “whether there is not a basis for granting the existence of a fundamental
analogy between the sensory receptivity of a living being exposed to the solicitations of
his surroundings and the disposability of a consciousness capable of caring for another
person” (Creative Fidelity 88). And, as we shall see, as Marcel digs even deeper into the

experience of incarnation, even the possibility of an analogical relation begins to fade.

4.2.3.1 The Origins of Opacity

In terms of the issue of the opacity of the body, the entry from Being and Having
that I quoted above marks the turning point in Marcel’s theory of incarnation and
eventually leads to the disposal of my body in favour of my life as the fulcrum of his
philosophical project. What Marcel is alluding to in the above quotation is his initial
belief, at the time of the Metaphysical Journal, that the opacity of the body was the result
of its exposure to the other-than-itself that he understood to be the central feature of
incarnation as interposition. As Levinas so succinctly explained, the interposed proper
body is what gives rise to an existent that is not transparent to itself, an existent that is not
simply for-itself because its own body is simultaneously a being-for-itself and a being
exposed-to-the-other-than-itself; through incarnation, the I is determined in terms of an
openness to and a movement towards the other. And it is this modality of being-towards-
the-other-than-itself that constitutes the shadow at the center of human existence.
Consequently, Marcel understood the opacity of the body as being a direct result of the
prior given-ness of the difference or separation between the existent and the world: the

body is opaque because it must, of necessity, occupy the space between the existent and
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the world and mediate between those two poles. My body, conceived by Marcel
according to the concept of interposition, came to be that which unified or healed a
previous difference or separation between the existent and the world.

If one casts one’s mind back to the second chapter and to Marcel’s claim in the
Metaphysical Journal that the body, as the interposed hinge or joint between the existent
and the world, must necessarily be able to participate in the realities of both the world and
the existent, it becomes quite clear that Marcel initially conceived the reality of the body
as a being interposed into an always already determined difference. And the given or
essential opacity of my body to me was conceived of as a function of this previous
difference since its opacity referred to that side of my body that exists for the other-than-
myself, to that side or facet of my body as mine that is unavailable to me and makes my
body unknowable to me. However, its opacity was not seen as an obstacle to the
unification of the incarnate existent and the world because of the bond between the
existent and its own body and because of the fact that one’s own body is that being that is
exposed to the world and through which the existent comes to participate with the world
by way of co-existence. So, by way of the body proper, the existent was conceived of as
being able to participate with the world in an immediate and non-objectifying manner,
and it is this cohesion or adherence of the existent with the world as an incarnate I that
becomes the model for the I-Thou meeting in which the subject and the other are co-
present to one another and participate in a non-objectifying relation.

But, what Marcel begins to suspect is that otherness is actually the result of
opacity, of the interposition of a third party between co-existing terms—an interposition
that radically disrupts the unity of those terms; instead of being the result of some a priori

difference or given alterity, he comes to understand opacity as the result of a prior
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interposition. In other words, Marcel begins to doubt his affirmation concerning the body
as the central given of metaphysics, an affirmation that was based on the body’s essential
opacity to itself that was a necessary outcome of its being-exposed-to-the-other-than-
itself, and begins to suspect instead that the opacity of the body simply arises from the
fact that the body, because of its existential structuring as interposition, intervenes as a
third party and inaugurates the difference or separation between the existent and the
world. Instead of being a model for ontological coherence between subject and the other
as Thou—a structure in which the body, as opaque, plays the role of absolute mediator—
he comes to see the body proper as the source of difference, the source of the separation
between existent and that which is other-than-itself. So, instead of opacity being the
result of a prior difference, the result of a prior otherness in relation to which the opacity
of the body functions to bring together or unify the existent and the world through its
structure of being-for-the-other-than-itself, Marcel comes to see opacity as productive of
otherness, as that which, through the body’s interposition between the existent and the
world as an alienating third party, brings difference and otherness into existence or, at the
very least, points to the prior interposition of an alienating third term, namely the body
proper. Instead of the opacity of the body—its being-for-the-other-than-itself—referring
to the interposed body that works to unify the existent and the world, working to bring
together that which has been separated by difference, the body becomes for Marcel an
alienating term that, through its opacity, inaugurates the separation that produces opacity
within the relation through its separation of the existent from the world. And, because the
opacity of my body is now understood as that which inaugurates individuation within
existence, an originary difference that is at the heart of the difference that structures the

sphere of having, Marcel is now forced to come to the conclusion that my body is actually
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an obstacle—or, more specifically, the obstacle—to co-presence and participation in
Being with the other as Thou.

Although Levinas seems to have completely overlooked Marcel’s re-interpretation
of the opacity of the body, this would only be a minor error in his critique of Marcel if it
were not for the fact that the body, as that which ties us to Being, figures so prominently
in Levinas’ interpretation of Marcel’s thoughts on the interpersonal. What Marcel begins
to suspect and to later state explicitly when he comes to characterize the nature of bodily
reality as corporeity is that the body proper, instead of providing access to Being, actually
inaugurates difference within existence. Thus, co-existence, which Marcel at one point
was presenting as an existential model of the type of ontological coherence and unity that
is possible as a consequence of our incarnation, is no longer founded in coherence or
inherence but in difference and tension, both traits that characterize the sphere of having
over and against the sphere of Being. Thus, instead of facilitating or supporting the true
encounter between the I and Thou in Being, instead of being the founding principle
behind all interpersonal relations with the other, I would argue that Marcel, during the
time of Being and Having, was beginning to realize that incarnation was an obstacle to
Being, presence, and ontological coherence and that he needed to move beyond the body
proper in order to present his unified vision of the I-Thou relation as a mode of being-
with. Thus it would seem that the body becomes, for Marcel, the alienating third party
that works to objectify the other as other and to reduce the presence of the other to simple
otherness.

In the final analysis, it is the body proper that interposes itself between the
existent and its various others, that inaugurates difference and alterity in existence.

Opacity is no longer, as it applies to the body proper and to one’s experience of
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incarnation, a sign of ontological coherence, of a common non-objectifying participation
or involvement in Being, of a being-for-oneself that is simultaneously a being-for-the-
other that, through its opacity, works to overcome an a priori difference and unify the
existent and the world in co-existence; instead, opacity comes to designate difference, a
produced difference that the opacity of the body at least indicates or at most brings into
existence and that is the basis for all pre-reflective relations between the existent and the
world and, by extension, between the existent and any other existent. What Marcel seems
to be implying is that the relations that prevail at the level of existence between the
existent, the world, and others are closer in kind to those that obtain in the sphere of
having than in the sphere of Being. Thus, instead of tying us to Being, incarnation seems
to tie us to having, at least at the level of existence, because of the difference that the
body proper inaugurates in existence. And it is for this reason that Marcel begins to look
for ways to cut all ties between his ontological speculations concerning the I-Thou

relation and his existential investigations into the nature of bodily reality.

4.2.3.2 Analogy vs. Modality

As I stated above, the second retreat involves Marcel’s backing away from
presenting sociality and the I-Thou encounter as a modality of incarnation and sees the
introduction of the idea of analogy to characterize the relationship between the existential
and the ontological. Levinas does a poor job in his presentation of Marcel’s work
concerning the separation and relationship between the levels of existence, objectivity,
and Being. As far as Levinas is concerned, the existential state of incarnation directly
opens the existent onto Being; quite simply, incarnation provides the existent with access

to Being, access that enables the subject’s eventual meeting with the other as Thou

166



through co-presence. But Marcel never telescopes the existential into the ontological that
neatly. The relationship between existence and Being is continually an issue throughout
Marcel’s work, and the terms that he uses to articulate the relationship also continually
change, ranging from notions of recuperation and clarification to that of analogy.
However, Levinas’ reading does bring to light the embeddedness of the ontological in the
existential that is characteristic of Marcel’s early work on incarnation; therefore, it is fair
to say that, in the context of his early writings, Marcel’s insights into incarnation do
provide him with access to Being since all of his ontological insights into the
interpersonal are presented as a clarification of obscure outlines or structures that he
discovers by way of his excavation into the personal experience of incarnation.
Incarnation does not root the existent in Being; instead it contains within itself the
obscure beginnings of a way of being-with the other as Thou within Being that must be
clarified and elaborated by way of second reflection. But, in conjunction with his
discovery of the fallacy concerning the opacity of the body, Marcel begins to disconnect
his ontological writings from his existential insights into incarnation and begins to
substitute a language of analogy in place of his earlier theories of clarification,
recuperation and deepening. And Levinas’ reading fails to take this shift in Marcel’s
perspective on incarnation into account.

As far as I can gather from the argument in Creative Fidelity, the problem with
incarnation is the fact that it is centred on the existent, that the exposure of the body to the
other-than-itself is entirely taken up with the being of the other for—the-1. In other words,
the being-for-others of the body is a mode of being that is completely absorbed with the
existent, with the meaning that the other comes to have for the existent, and leaves no

room in the existent for receiving the presence of the other. The reality that incarnation

167



opens up for me or to which it exposes me is completely centred around myself, is
entirely for-me, and the question for Marcel thus becomes how to make room for the
other in myself: “if I am completely absorbed in myself, concentrated on my sensations,
feelings, anxieties, it will obviously be impossible for me to receive, to incorporate in
myself, the message of the other” (Creative Fidelity 88). The problem with incarnation
seems to be that its exposure fo the other-than-itself is a function of its being-for-itself;
hence, when Marcel stated earlier that the being of things is directly linked to my body, he
failed to realize at the time that such an affirmation had less to do with the being of things
than with the meaningfulness of things for-the-body or for-the-existent by way of their
body proper. Thus, there is no room for an-other existent in incarnation, in its openness
to the world in terms of sensory receptivity, because everything received from the world
through incarnate sensation is received in terms of its meaningfulness for-me. In other
words, existence, because all sensation must necessarily have passed through my body
and be taken up as a function of my body, is centred on myself as existent; at the pre-
reflective level of existence, the existent is completely absorbed in its world as lived by
and for itself and all things whose existence it affirms come to co-exist with the existent
in terms of their being-for-the-existent. As a result, as Marcel states above, the existent is
unable to receive or to incorporate into itself the message of the other; sensation, because
it is completely taken up with and by the existent, with the incarnate existence of the
existent, does not open the existent to the other, to the message of the other, but only to
the world and to others as they exist for the existent. Incarnation does not, in any way,
open the existent onto the presence of the other. Consequently, as we shall see

momentarily, Marcel is forced to acknowledge that the situation of incarnation is one of
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radical unavailability or non-disposability towards the other®. This change of heart has
profound consequences for Marcel’s thought, and these consequences can be best
understood in light of Levinas’ (mis)reading of Marcel.

As we saw in the previous chapter, Marcel’s central claim against relations of
having is that relations of having are not truly ontological, are not modalities of being-
with the other as Thou, because they are structured in such a way as to betray the presence
of the other and to simply refer the self to the other as other. Relations of having are
based on the separation of the self and the other as other and on the tension established
between those opposing positions. Initially, Marcel felt that these relations were based in
the determination of the body as object. The sphere of having, in other words, was
understood as being established and maintained by way of the difference between the self
and the object and between the self and the other that is a direct result of the
objectification and functionalization of one’s own body, a functionalization that works to
determine objects as objects and others as others; the objectification of the body into an
object that I have at my disposal, into one object among others, was the central structural
feature of the sphere of having. And, what these relations of having elided or hid from
sight was the fact that ‘I am my body’ and that any objectifying relation was based in the
non-objectifying relation between the existent and its own body and between the existent

and the world that was facilitated by the interposed body and its receptivity toward the

20 What is rather curious concerning Marcel’s argument is the similarity between
Marcel’s critique of the nature of bodily reality, its rootedness in meaning, and Levinas’
better known critique of Merleau-Ponty in which he argues that the body is unable to
approach the other in terms of alterity, in terms that are respectful or faithful to the
otherness of the other, because of the fact that the body ultimately reduces any other to a
simple being-for-the-existent. What Levinas will later object to in Merleau-Ponty’s
philosophy is the reduction of the other to a being-for-me that is achived through the
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world that Marcel developed by way of his theory of sensation. So, initially at least,
Marcel felt that the given difference or separation of the existent and the world was
actually overcome through the immediate mediation of one’s own body and that our
contemporary functionalized objectivist society was itself structured according to this
difference—or worked to perpetuate this difference—because of its refusal to
acknowledge the body proper at the heart of existence. Thus, a social organization that
would be based in the body proper, in the interposed body that is the true reality of our
lived experience of incarnation, would recuperate, at the level of Being, the immediate
participatory involvement of the existent with the world in co-existence made possible
through our incarnation and would realize or actualize that relation between the I and the
other as Thou. Instead of taking up one’s body as an object, a stance that leads the self to
approach the other as other in the sphere of having, Marcel argued that, by taking up the
body as one’s own through second reflection upon our experience of incarnation, one
could then come to approach the other as Thou by understanding the interpersonal
relation as a modality of the immediate participatory relation between the existent and its
own proper body, a relation through which the body comes to mediate, in an immediate
manner, the relation between the existent and the world.

But, as a result of his realization of the fallacy concerning the origins of opacity at
the heart of incarnation, I demonstrated above that Marcel was forced to concede that the
separation between the existent and the world, far from being overcome through my body,
is actually inaugurated by my body, that co-existence, instead of being an existential

model of ontological coherence and unity, is actually grounded in the difference between

sense-giving or meaning-bestowing power of the body, an argument that we have just
seen put forward by Marcel in relation to his thoughts on incarnation.
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the existent and the world that originates with the body proper. Thus, Marcel is no longer
able to invoke existence understood as coherence or unitary co-participation as co-
existence because incarnate existence itself seems to be rooted in difference and
separation instead of in unity, coherence and co-existence; what Marcel begins to uncover
by way of his realization concerning the true origins of the opacity of the body is a
fundamental difference at the heart of existence, a difference that objectivity exaggerates
and deploys to structure relations between the self, the world, and others according to
relations of having at the level of objectivity. So, far from enabling the overcoming of
difference, Marcel, by the time of Being and Having, comes to understand the body
proper as the very purveyor of difference. Through my body as mine, difference is
introduced into existence, so incarnate existence can only be understood in terms of this
fundamental separation or difference that the body proper introduces between the existent
and the world, a difference that is the foundation for the existent being able to affirm the
existence of the world and others as being for-me.

Consequently, the world that comes to exist for the existent and with which the
existent comes to participate in co-existence as a function of its incarnate nature—the
world that exists for-me—is a functionalized world, a world that the existent experiences
as being-for-itself. The world with which the existent co-exists pre-reflectively is one
that the existent has at its disposal in terms of projects and potentialities; in other words,
the unification of the existent with the world within co-existence is one structured by the
tension between the existent and the things in that world, in the difference between the
existent and the world that the body proper establishes within existence, and not in the
ability of the body to overcome an a priori difference between the existent and its other-

than-itself. The body inaugurates difference within existence and joints the existent and
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the world together, makes them co-exist, by way of this fundamental difference. So,
although co-existence is still best understood as inherence, coherence, and intimacy, all
these terms must be re-thought in terms of the discordance of difference instead of
according to the harmony of identity and unification. Seen from this perspective, it is
difficult to support Levinas’ claim that the I-Thou meeting for Marcel is “a modality of
ontological coherence mediated by the incarnation in which the I is for the other”
(Levinas 26-7) since incarnation, instead of mediating ontological unity and coherence,
mediates difference and separation at the level of existence.

In fact, the longer that Marcel dwells on the problem of incarnation, the more
difficult it becomes for him to argue for any analogy at all between the existential relation
that the existent has with the world by way of incarnation and the ontological relation
between the I and Thou. In fact, in order to highlight the radical difference between the
levels of existence and Being, Marcel explains in Being and Having that “co-presence
cannot be expressed in terms of co-existence. We must never forget that [the other as

29

Thou] is not ‘someone who’” (Being and Having 81). Here we have another instance
where Levinas failed to catch the drift of Marcel’s thought. This quite explicit separation
of the realm of co-existence, at the center of which one discovers the experience of
incarnation and the interposed body, and co-presence, a field of Being in which the I
approaches the other as Thou in terms of its presence, completely goes against Levinas’
claims that incarnation unifies all Being and provides the existent with access to Being.
Nothing could be further from the truth of incarnation for Marcel because, within the
realm of co-existence in which the existent participates with the world, the other is still a

‘someone who.” The realm of co-existence does not provide access to the being of the

other, to the being of the other in terms of presence. Instead, at the level of the existence,
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the existent only as access to the other as other, as someone other over and against whom
the existent co-exists within the world; co-existence is a way of being-with the world that,
instead of being open to the presence of the other as Thou, works to reduce the presence
of the other into a ‘someone who.” So, since the presence of the other is not respected or
maintained at the level of existence and since the body that I am is the fulcrum of
existence, it is reasonable to conclude that it is the personal body itself that undermines
Being and reduces the presence of the other as Thou. In this way, the level of existence is
closer to the level of objectivity and the sphere of having since relations with others at the
level of existence are primarily relations with others as others.

But, in light of Levinas’ critique of Marcel’s ontologization of the encounter
between the I and Thou, I want to pause for a moment and offer an alternative reading of
the determination of the other as other by way of the body proper at the level of existence.
The primary reason why I have engaged Levinas’ critique of Marcel’s ontologization of
sociality has been to bring to light the central role that Levinas assigns to incarnation in
his critique. What I have endeavoured to demonstrate is that, while I agree with Levinas’
critique of Marcel’s work as being part of the Western ontological tradition that works to
reduce the alterity of the other through, or by way of, Being, he completely misconstrues
the part that incarnation plays for Marcel in the realization of his ontological project. Sol
am both arguing for and against Levinas. On the one hand, I agree with his critique of
Marcel’s ontological tendencies. On the other hand, however, I disagree with Levinas’
contention that Being finds its way into the interpersonal in Marcel by way of incarnation.
According to Levinas, Marcel’s grave error was to try to articulate the interpersonal
relation as a function of incarnation, of the body proper’s being-for-the-other-than-itself.

But, in light of the argument that I have presented which demonstrates that, in order to
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develop his ontology of the interpersonal according to such categories as openness,
disposability and availability, Marcel was forced to retreat from incarnation, it would
perhaps be more accurate to argue that it is the body proper that approaches, engages,
encounters the other in such a way as to preserve its alterity and otherness and not by way
of Being and presence. Since Marcel has to dispose of the body in order to develop his
ontology of the interpersonal relation, it would be more accurate to argue that incarnation
does not provide access to Being, does not, in fact, tie us to Being. But Levinas does not
pick up on this turning away from the body in Marcel’s thought. So, as a result, he roots
all of Marcel’s ontological discoveries in the experience of incarnation instead of
realizing that incarnation has to be overcome in order to truly participate with the other as
Thou in Being because incarnation only provides access, because of its embeddedness in
difference, to the other as other. Had Levinas read more closely, perhaps he would have
realized that, since Marcel’s attempt to think the I-Thou encounter in terms of Being and
presence would not have been possible without the disincarnation of his thought, it is by
way of incarnation that intersubjectivity comes to overflow thought and Being, that the

other is approached as absolutely other.

4.2.4 Conclusions

As I have argued, the linchpin for Levinas in his reading of Marcel is incarnation
because incarnation, the body that I am, “is the absolute or originary mediation of being”
(Levinas 26): as the body that I am, it is the fulcrum of my existence, the point of

ontological stability that guarantees or underwrites my existence, and, as the body that

every thing refers back to, my body is that through which things in the world come into
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existence as being for-me, as a function of their existence in relation to my body.
According to Levinas, incarnation accomplishes this because it is “a modality of the verb
to be that is mediation itself” (Levinas 26); the body proper establishes my identity by
passing it through the other-than-myself, by being a mode of being for oneself as being
toward the other-than-oneself. As a result, the existent, by way of its own body, is for the
other. But the ontological coherence mediated by the body is made possible by, or is a
function of, a prior ontological coherence between the existent and their body proper.
The fact that I am my body, that I am united with a being that is simultaneously a being
that is for-me and for the other-than-me, that I am attached to a being that is mediation
itself, is the very possibility for my being with others since, by way of my body, I am
always already for the other, whether that other is the world, the universe, or another
person. Thus, for Levinas, it is through my body, by way of which I am already for the
other, that I am unified with the other and participate with the other as Thou within Being
and in terms of co-presence; the relation between the I and the Thou is therefore founded
upon the previous relation, or prior proximity, between the existent and the other with
whom one participates in existence by way of incarnation. What founds ontological
participation with the other as Thou is my participation with the other in existence by way
of incarnation, by way of our prior substantial union within existence (Levinas 29).

But, as I have shown, this is exactly what Marcel begins to question about the
reality of incarnation. Instead of instituting a prior relation of participation that can be the
foundation for the I-Thou relation, a prior co-substantiality between the subject and the
other that opens the possibility for an encounter between the I and the Thou, Marcel, by
the time of Being and Having, begins to argue that (1) incarnation is actually the

possibility and necessity for the separation or difference between the existent and the

175



other and (2) that, as a result, the being of the I for the other is not facilitated by the body
proper. In terms of the argument in the preceding section concerning the origins of
opacity, Marcel’s re-capitulation goes against Levinas’ claim that incarnation mediates
ontological coherence by structuring the I as being-for-the-other; instead, as the source of
difference and separation, the reality of incarnation is actually antithetical to the project of
ontological coherence in terms of Being and presence. Incarnation seems to be more
about having than about being. What Marcel uncovers at the level of existence is not
ontological coherence but a sphere in which relations are centred around the existent,
much as relations based in having are ego-centric and centred on the self, and are
structured according to the tension between existent and object, the same sort of tension,
in fact, that determines relations in the sphere of having. As we heard above, Marcel
concedes that there is no room for the other at the level of sensation, that the existent is
unable to make room for the other at the level of existence because, as a result of
incarnation, the existent is turned in upon itself and in its dealings with the world. And it
is for these reasons that Marcel will, as we shall witness momentarily, move away from
characterizing the relation between the existent and its body proper in terms of being—as
the body that I am—and will instead refer to the relation as one of absolute having.

In part, I have been trying to track the shift in Marcel’s conception of the relation
between the existent and the world through his uncovering of the fallacy concerning the
origins of opacity and his slow retreat from drawing upon incarnation as a model for “the
disposability of a consciousness capable of caring for another person [as Thou]”
(Creative Fideliry 88). And this shift, because of the necessary parallel between the

relationship between the existent and their own body and between the existent and the
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world?, inevitably leads to a serious reconsideration of the nature of incarnation by
Marcel. What we shall see in the next section is that, in light of these discoveries,
Marcel comes to state that the body, as corporeity, is the frontier between being and
having; instead of the body that I am, he will reluctantly admit that the personal proper
body is at best an absolute possession that is non-bestowable. And, based on his re-
evaluation of the nature of body reality, Marcel will also have to back away from his
earlier statements connecting his ontological insights into the truly interpersonal
encounter to his reflections on incarnate existence. Instead of being able to base or model
the ontological relation between the I and the other as Thou on the unification between
the existent and world that determines lived experience as an experience of unity and
participatory being-with-the-world, Marcel is now forced to locate difference at the heart
of existence and argue that true unification is only possible at the level of Being by way
of my life. Instead of representing the Gordian knot that Marcel uses to unify the subject
and the other as Thou within Being and presence, the body instead comes to inaugurate
that difference that separates the existent and the world within the space and time of
existence and that is ultimately responsible for the determination of interpersonal
relations as impersonal meetings between the self and the other as other, relations that
can become truly interpersonal only if realized at the level of Being as co-presence. So,
instead of providing access to Being, instead of tying us to Being, incarnation inaugurates

that difference within existence against which Marcel deploys the vocabulary of Being

1 As McCown explains in his study of the concept of availability in Marcel, “my body is
in sympathy with things, and I am in sympathy with my body as I act and live in the
world. To say that ‘my body is my way of being in the world’ implies both relations: of
myself to my body and of my body to the world” (McCown 34).
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and presence and the category of my life in order to realize the I-Thou encounter in terms
of participation.

But what this also calls into question is the exact nature of the relationship
inaugurated by incarnation between the existent and the other. One of the most
interesting aspects of Levinas’ critique is his insistence on the implications of Marcel’s
theory of incarnation on Marcel’s thoughts on sociality, and it is in light of his insistence
that I would like to suggest a possible way of understanding the implications of Marcel’s
re-evaluation of the nature of incarnation as it relates to the issue of the interpersonal
relation. As I have endeavoured to show, Marcel does not, contrary to Levinas’ claim,
reduce sociality to a modality of incarnation; Marcel’s characterization of the I-Thou
relation as a relation with Being and his interpretation of the encounter with the other in
light of the “spirituality of knowledge” (Levinas 29) is, in the end, not a function of
incarnation. Eventually, Marcel is led to concede that co-presence, as a mode of Being, is
not centred on the experience of incarnation. What this means with respect to Levinas’
reading is that he is incorrect in stating that, by way of the body, Being comes to infect
the unconditionality of the approach of the presence of the other. In fact, I would argue
that it would be more accurate to say that the body itself, because of its structuration as
interposition, is intimately related with the otherness of the other, with the other as other,
since, through its interposition between the existent and the other as a third person, the
body—as corporeity—introduces opacity into the encounter, an opacity that works to
separate the existent from the world and from others by somehow undermining the unity
of co-existence understood as a relation based in co-presence. And this works hand-in-

hand with Marcel’s equation of existence with the sphere of having because, as you may
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recall from the previous chapter, the other is implied in the sphere of having as other, as
an other who is a threat to the self and whom the self distinguishes from itself as other.

Therefore, Levinas is fundamentally wrong when he claims that, for Marcel, “the
interhuman encounter is but a modality of that ontological coherence mediated by the
incarnation in which the I is for the other” (Levinas 26-7). Instead what Marcel comes to
discover is that there is no ontological coherence, a coherence that would function as the
foundational principle for the I-Thou encounter, between the existent and the other at the
level of existence; instead, between the existent and the other, one find the body proper
that presides over a relation based in difference and separation, not ontological coherence.
Thus the chain opacity-incarnation-co-existence-Being-presence is broken, and the
ontological coherence between the existent and the world that was based in the relation of
the existent with its body proper expressed in the phrase ‘I am my body’ no longer
situates the I for the other in terms of co-existence understood as unification. Instead, the
body that I am seems to only open the existent to its other-than-itself as other. In this
respect, corporeity is central to the absolute alterity of the other-than-oneself, to its being
as absolutely other. In Levinas’ terms, the body is central to the unconditionality of the
approach of the other as other. So, I would argue, contrary to Levinas, that, in the long
run, Marcel had to turn away from incarnation, not embrace it, in order to articulate his
concept of the non-objective encounter between the I and the Thou in terms of co-
presence and Being because the body would not, for reasons that I hope to explain in a
minute, make itself available for such a reductive conception of the I-Thou relation in
which “being and presence remain the ultimate support of meaning” (Levinas 23).

What I have stressed in the above reading is that Levinas is absolutely correct in

critiquing the reduction of the alterity of the other to the same in the context of the I-Thou
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meeting as presented by Marcel; however, what he seems to have overlooked in the
course of the essay is the fact that Marcel was only able to articulate the interpersonal
relation by way of the signifying chain connecting Being and presence once he began to
revoke his earlier claims concerning the body and the fact of incarnation as being the
fulcrum of existence. Instead of being the harbinger of Being and presence, incarnation
for Marcel proved to be, in the end, another source of non-disposability—in fact, the very
non-disposable source of disposability—that works to disrupt the co-presence of the
subject with the other as Thou within Being. That means that, since Marcel’s project was
carried out under the auspices of Being and presence in order to realize the unification of
the subject with the other by way of their co-presence to one another within the common
space of Being, the fact of incarnation—the fact that I am my body—overflows Being and
is instead rooted in some fundamental difference. Instead of being able to use the body to
bring the self and other together in the substantial union of the I-Thou, perhaps the truth is
that Marcel had to dump the body because of its stubborn insistence at the level of
existence on the exteriority of the other as other. Instead of the personal body being the
“absolute or originary mediation of being” (Levinas 26), the body must be understood as
the absolute and originary mediation of difference. The path that Marcel’s thought takes
in Being and Having opens onto an interpretation of incarnation that repudiates Levinas’
claims that all Being is tied together into unity through human incarnation and that the
body connects us to the Being of the other and provides us with knowledge of the Being
of the other, knowledge that enables us to reduce the alterity of the other and to thereby
approach the other in terms of the same; instead, as we shall now see, Marcel’s discovery

of incarnation as an instance of absolute having, as a fundamental non-availability that he
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terms corporeity, forces one to conclude that the body is in fact that reality or existence

that inaugurates existence through difference.

4.3 Marcel’s Theory of Corporeity

What I was arguing in the previous section was that Levinas did not see that,
instead of facilitating Marcel’s ontological articulation of the I-Thou encounter in terms
of Being and presence, the body, during the course of his mediations in Being and
Having, had become a major obstacle to his ontological ambitions and that he needed to
re-focus his existential investigations in order to determine the I-Thou meeting as
ontological coherence and co-presence. As a result of his reading, Levinas was not able
to exhume the remains of the body that Marcel buried within his text and continued to
believe that the state of incarnation was the founding principle behind Marcel’s
development of the notions of ontological receptivity and hospitality as acts of opening
oneself or giving oneself to the other, acts through which one made room in oneself for
the other through the realization of the state of being-at-home. The pre-ordination or pre-
disposition towards the other that is at the heart of Marcel’s conception of the between-
ness of the I-Thou encounter and to which Levinas objects is erroneously attributed by
Levinas to the state of incarnation; as Levinas presents it, the ontological receptivity of
the subject towards the presence of the other is, according to Marcel, simply a modality of
the pre-disposition of the body to the world and to others as a being for the other-than-
itself, a pre-disposition that constitutes the existent as always already being for-the-other.

But, as we have seen, Marcel insists that disposability, or making oneself

available to the other, is only, at best, analogous to the pure existential receptivity of the
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body since, at the level of existence, there is no room in my sensations for the other. So
the primary problem with incarnate sensation in terms of the relation between the existent
and the other is the body’s fundamental unavailability. But to whom is the body proper
unavailable? Is the body unavailable to the other? If we recall Marcel’s contention that
ontological availability involves making room for the other in oneself and that there is no
room for the other at the level of existence because of the existent’s complete absorption
in its own sensations, then it becomes clear that the body proper is actually unavailable to
the existent. But why is the body indisposed in relation to the existent? The best way to
understand the non-disposability of the body in relation to the existent is to consider the
dominant characteristics of ontological receptivity, that action through which the subject
opens itself to, makes itself receptive to, the presence of the other as Thou. What the
existential receptivity of the body does not open onto is the possibility of active pre-
ordination or readiness that Marcel claims is at the heart of the ontological posture of
disposability or availability in which the I-Thou encounter is rooted. Ontological
disposability, in other words, is for Marcel an active state, an active state of readiness that
the subject adopts and maintains in a creative manner, as he explains in Creative Fidelity:
“T hold in principle, that reception, hence receptivity, can only be considered in
connection with a certain readiness or preordination. A person receives others in a room
in a house, if necessary, in a garden; not on unknown ground or in a forest. Here we
might supply further nuances of meaning and introduce in addition to the relation of
inherence, the rather subtle...relation embodied in the expression being-at-home”
(Creative Fidelity 89). Marcel comes to understand ontological receptivity as “a
gift,...even a gift of self, of the person who is involved in the act of hospitality. Actually

we are not concerned with filling up some empty space with an alien presence, but of
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having the other person participate in a certain reality, in a certain plenitude. To provide
hospitality is truly to communicate something of oneself to the other” (Creative Fidelity
91).

As I argued in the previous chapter, there seem to be three interwoven conceptions
around which the ontological availability of the subject is organized: the concepts of
activity and personal involvement or participation and the state of being-at-home. In
terms of the first two concepts, receptivity towards the other and fidelity towards the
presence of the other require that the subject adopt an attitude of continuous active
creativity; the subject must be personally involved in opening itself to and maintaining
the presence of the other as Thou. As I have mentioned, the other key concept that goes
together with receptivity is the state of being-at-home. One’s own house must be in order
before one can receive the other, or, more precisely, one must put one’s own house in
order in order to be in a position to be available to give oneself as a gift to the other. The
act of hospitality involves giving oneself as a gift to the other, making oneself available to
the other, in such a way that the other is able to participate as a presence within the
common space of one’s dwelling. Being-at-home involves preparing a space of Being in
which the subject and the other can participate in terms of co-presence and making it
available to the presence of the other should the other approach.

In light of my contention that, contrary to Levinas’ reading, Marcel eventually
discovers that, at its most basic, the experience of incarnation is something that must be
overcome instead of recuperated, one could look ahead and argue that the interposed body
undermines the tenets of activity, personalism, and being-at-home that ground Marcel’s
discourse of Being and presence around the interpersonal meeting. In fact, the concept of

corporeity that Marcel comes to substitute for the experience of incarnation in Being and
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Having is characterized by a fundamental passivity and impersonality that keeps the
existent from being able to give its body to the other as a gift or to make its body
available to the other. The problem with corporeity will be that, because the nature of
bodily reality is one of interposition, the existent is unable to make room for the other in
their own body and cannot pre-ordain or pre-dispose its own body in such a way as to
make it receptive to the other in terms of presence. Understood in contrast to ontological
availability, the non-disposability of the body in relation to the existent seems to be based
in a fundamental inability on the part of the existent to actively make room for the other
within its body, to make a gift of its body to the other, or to give its body to the other
unconditionally. Simply put, the body cannot be given as a gift.

As I have stressed, Marcel presents the I in the I-Thou relation as an active I and
contends that, in order to be faithful to the presence of the other, the subject must actively
make itself available to the other, actively open itself or prepare itself to receive the
presence of the other. And this ties into the inherently personal nature of the
interpersonal relation in Marcel since the subject must personally commit itself to the
other in order to receive the other as Thou. This insistence on the active personal nature
of ontological receptivity leads me to suspect that bodily reality begins to open, as Marcel
digs further into the experience of incarnation, onto an existential attitude of
unavailability that is inherently passive and impersonal. As a result of the kernal of non-
disposability that he uncovers at the heart of the existential experience of being incarnate,
Marcel begins to retreat from any attempt to ground ontological receptivity and
hospitality in incarnation. In other words, contrary to Levinas’ claim that the body is at

the heart of the I-Thou encounter and that it is through incarnation that the I and Thou
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come to participate together in a space of Being and presence, Marcel comes to see the

body as an obstacle to such a conception of intersubjectivity.

4.3.1 From Incarnation to Corporeity

The issue of disposability marks the point in Being and Having where Marcel
returns to the distinction between the relations of being and having. On March 11, 1931,
Marcel contrasts the charitable act—an act of generosity—with having and argues that,
while charity involves presence—in particular, the presence of the subject understood as
absolute disposability towards the other because “charity is presence in the sense of the
absolute gift of one’s-self, a gift which implies no impoverishment to the giver, far from
it” (Being and Having 69)—the reality of possession is one of non-disposability because
the self is tied up with or in its possessions to such an extent that a sense of
impoverishment is the result of giving away something that I possess. For Marcel, things
that one possesses get in the way of true relations with others because, in the realm of
having, one is not likely to respond to the presence of the other by way of a gift (whether
that gift is oneself or a possession) because of the sense of loss involved in any such act:
the self will either feel the loss of its possessions because the self is “affected, in the
strongest sense of the word, by their presence or absence” (Being and Having 69) or will
be too tied to its possessions, too invested in the objects at its disposal, to give itself to the
other. In fact, such non-disposability “is inseparable from a kind of self-adherence”
(Being and Having 69) in which the self is glued to itself in such a way that there is no
room within the self for the other; as Marcel states, there seems to be an essential

connection between “non-disposability—and consequently non-presence—and self-
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preoccupation” (Being and Having 72). In other words, as I have already argued, the
sphere of having is centred around the self, around the qui that possesses the quid. Thus
having is a form of self-adherence because, by way of its possessions, the self is occupied
with its possessions and, by extension, with itself. This self-adherence in the sphere of
having is similar to that which, at the level of existence, structures or determines the
being-for-the-other of the incarnate existent; you may recall that the problem with
existential receptivity is that the act of sensation is pre-occupied with the existent. But
states of ontological disposability or receptivity, such as charity, through which the
subject participates with the other as Thou in Being, involve the dissolution of the
boundary that separates the subject and the other; instead of being absorbed in itself or
completely occupied with itself or its own possessions, the subject places itself at the
disposal of the other, places everything in one’s possession at the disposal of the other,
including one’s self, and thereby opens itself to receive the presence of the other.

On March 27 of the same year, Marcel begins to explicitly draw out the
relationship between non-disposability and his earlier thoughts concerning ‘my body.’
The entry begins with some remarks on co-presence in relation to the presence of God in
one’s life. Marcel comments that, in order not to betray the presence of God, the subject
must not approach God as ‘someone who’ because this is a denial of co-presence. As is
the case with mystery, co-presence denotes the engagement of the subject with the other
in terms of presence, which means that such spatial coordinates as before and in front of
become meaningless. Co-presence is thercfore rooted in the presence of the subject to the
other that is realized by way of ontological disposability; consequently, approaching God,
or any other, as ‘someone who’ is rooted in an attitude of non-disposability, the attitude

that is at the root of objectivity. Then Marcel turns his attention to relating “the notion of
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non-disposability with [his] earlier remarks on ‘my body’...[and to] that property which
makes it impossible for me to picture a body as living except on condition of thinking of
it as the ‘body of...”,” a property that he comes to denote as corporeity (Being and
Having 82). This statement of intent seems to equate the body proper, my body, with
non-disposability and having, at least to the extent that any living body is always
someone’s body, thereby betraying the presence of that person and causing them to be
approached as a person, as a ‘someone who’ has various powers at their disposal, and not
as a presence.

From this point on in the text, one begins to witness a growing separation between
the levels of existence and Being around the issue of the disposability of the self towards
the other. What Marcel begins to find unsettling about the nature of bodily reality is the
fact that, because I am incarnate, I necessarily approach any other at the pre-reflective
level of existence as ‘someone who,” an approach that is based on the objectification of
the presence of that other to myself by way of my body and by way of the other’s
incarnation; my body and the body of the other necessarily, at the level of existence,
involve me in relations with other existents in which I come to reduce their presence to
that of a ‘someone who.” This structuring of interpersonal relations at the level of
existence is in marked contrast to the form that relations between the I and the other as
Thou take for Marcel. Ontological interpersonal relations involve participation in Being
by way of presence, and approaching the other by way of their presence involves not
reducing the other to a ‘someone who.” In other words, such mysterious relations involve
the dissolution of the boundaries between the subject and the other and result in an
inability to separate one’s self from the other; instead of reducing the presence of the

other to being a someone who stands before oneself or in front of oneself, ontological
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participation with the other as Thou involves making oneself available to receive the
presence of the other and to be with the other in Being in such a way that the distinction
between self and other is put out of play. Consequently, Marcel is left to conclude that
incarnation actually impedes participation with the other by way of co-presence;
ontological participation can in no way be a function of our existential state of incarnation
because the body proper necessarily works to reduce and objectify all others as ‘others
who.” Thus, the pre-reflective being-for-the-other that is a structural feature of
incarnation is a being-for that is not open to the presence of the other, that does not
approach the other as presence. With this in mind, it would be simply incorrect to argue
that the body proper ties us to Being and opens onto the presence of the other; since
incarnation necessarily works to reduce the presence of the other to a ‘someone who,’ the
body proper is a stumbling block to co-presence and ontological participation with the
other as Thou at the level of Being.

But a mystery resides at the heart of the body proper, namely a mysterious bond
between the existent and their own body, that is the very possibility of conceiving of a
body as the ‘body of...". The question then becomes how to conceive of the difference
between the existential participation of the existent with their own body and the
ontological mode of participation that structures the I-Thou relation. For Marcel, the
central difference between these modes of participation is a function of their relation to
the concept of disposability. My body, because of its fundamental rootedness in non-
disposability, necessarily approaches all others and establishes relations with other
existents within the sphere of having; because of the kernal of non-disposability that is at

the heart of the pre-reflective bodily being-for-the-other of the existent, all relations with
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other existents at the level of existence are relations with ‘others who,” relations in which
the presence of the other is betrayed and objectified by the body proper.

But true ontological participation with the other requires the possibility of making
oneself receptive to the presence of the other. So, the subject must be able to make a gift
of itself to the other, to place itself completely at the disposal of the other, in order to
participate with the other as Thou in Being; in other words, the only way to remain
faithful to the presence of the other is to actively place oneself at the disposal of the other,
to give oneself over to the presence of the other and to make oneself receptive to the
approach of their presence. Thus, the only option available for Marcel is to argue that
ontological participation must be fundamentally dis-incarnate since the body proper is
for-the-other in such a way that it betrays the presence of the other. And this is exactly
what Marcel states in his entry for March 27:

[c]orporeity to be regarded as the frontier district between being and having. All

having defines itself somehow in terms of niy body, i.e. in terms of something

which, being itself an ‘absolute having’ ceases in virtue of this fact to be a

‘possession’ in any sense of the word. ‘Having’ is being able to dispose of,

having a power over; it seems clear to me that this disposal or power always

implies the interposal of the organism, i.e. of something about which, for that very
reason, I cannot say that it is at my disposal. The metaphysical mystery of non-
disposability may essentially consist in the impossibility, for me, of really being
able to dispose of what gives me the disposal of things...But it is obvious that

[disposing of my body by killing myself] has as its immediate result the

impossibility of disposing of it...My body is something of which I can only

dispose, in the absolute sense of the term, by putting it in such a state that I shall
no longer have any power to dispose of it. This absolute disposal is therefore in

reality a putting out of use. (Being and Having 82)

The above entry is the first instance in which Marcel uses the term corporeity22 to

describe the nature of bodily reality, and it is specifically deployed in reference to the

2 Corporeity is a rather archaic word that refers to the state of having or being a body, to
the materiality of existence. In the context of the above quotation, Marcel uses the term
corporeity to denote the body interposed between the existent and the world that is at its
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rootedness of incarnation in non-disposability. Although the term is never picked up by
Marcel in any systematic manner in his later work, I feel it testifies to Marcel’s most
profound insights into the nature of the body proper, to his discovery of the kernal of non-
availability that structures the relationship that binds the existent to their own body and
that seems to be the non-relational relation at the heart of all relations, including
ontological relations with others.

Marcel now presents the body as being the frontier between being and having;:
although the body is a possession, something that I have, it is a possession in an absolute
sense in that it is absolutely mine. While being a possession (something that I have), my
body is also something that I am (something absolute), although Marcel does not want to
use the vocabulary of Being because he wants to reserve those terms for truly ontological
states that are determined according to the possibility of disposability. What this shift in
terminology signals is Marcel’s interest in distinguishing between the way in which
incarnation, as corporeity, places the world at my disposal (as something that I have at my
disposal) and the way in which, through such ontological acts as charity and hospitality,
the subject places itself at the disposal of the presence of the other. As an instance of
absolute having, corporeity refers to the organism disposed between myself and the world
that places the world at my disposal, that places me in a position of being able to... in

relation to the world. Through my corporeity, the world is charged with a potentiality that

disposal, the body that is felt to be my body and which, as a result, is not at my disposal
as an object; it refers to the body that I am and that makes any use of my body and objects
in the world possible by placing them at my disposal. Also, by the time of Being and
Having, Marcel is reluctant to use the phrase ‘I am my body’ to refer to the relation
between the existent and their own proper body; instead of characterizing the relation
using the verb ‘to be,” Marcel has recourse to the vocabulary of having and refers to the
relation between existent and their body as a case of absolute having and to the felt body
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enables me to make use of the world, that places that world at my disposal. However, as
Marecel states, that which places the world at my disposal is fundamentally non-
disposable, unavailable to be disposed of, because that which is the founding principle of
all disposability—including ontological disposability—must of necessity precede all
relations based in disposability (whether having objects at my disposal or placing myself
at the disposal of the other) as their very condition of possibility. Or, to put it another
way, the passive pre-reflective interposition of the body proper between the existent and
the world is the very possibility of action, of any having at one’s disposal. So, one cannot
state that the body that I am, my personal body, is at my disposal since, as interposed, it is
the very possibility of having something at one’s disposal. Thus, the passively—for lack
of a better word—interposed body is the very foundation for all activity, including the
creative activity through which the subject makes itself available to the other and
maintains the presence of the other through creative fidelity.

As a result, having power over something or someone—including power over
oneself so as to be able to make a gift of oneself to the other, so as to be able to prepare
oneself to receive the presence of the other—necessarily involves a relation of absolute
having, a relation based in non-disposability, that unites the existent with its own body.
In other words, states of being that are rooted in ontological disposability and are true
ways of being-with an other because they involve the subject opening itself to the
presence of the other and actively committing itself to the presence of the other as Thou,
are rooted, through incarnation, in a fundamenta! stance of non-disposability, namely the

non-disposability of the body to the existent. Thus, the absolute disposability of the

as an absolute possession. To further reinforce e distinction, he also refers to this bond
as a metaphysical mystery and not as an ontological one.
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subject to the other that is realized through the placing of oneself absolutely at the
disposal of the other is conditioned by the fundamental non-disposability of one’s body,
which is a result of the fact that one’s body proper is that which places things at my
disposal. Ontological disposability is rooted in existential non-disposability.
Approaching the other by way of presence through the active pre-disposition of oneself to
the presence of the other—by making oneself available to the other, by placing oneself at
the disposal of the other—at the level of Being is made possible by the fundamental non-
disposability of my body at the level of existence, and it is this reality of non-disposability
that frustrates any attempt at the level of existence to approach the other by way of their
presence.

But, since Levinas’ critique of Marcel is directed against the fact that the latter
reduces the alterity of the other through his reliance on the vocabulary of Being and
presence to articulate the interpersonal relation between the I and the Thou, would it not
perhaps have been more fruitful to look at how the existent approaches the other by way
of the non-disposability at the heart of corporeity? Since the interpersonal relation at the
level of Being is based in disposability, in the ability of the subject to place itself at the
absolute disposal of the other, and since ontological participation is understood as a being
faithful to the presence of the other, would it not be fruitful, if one was interested in
articulating the interpersonal relation otherwise than according to the vocabulary of Being

and presence, to investigate how the other is approached by way of corporeity?

4.3.2 Corporeity, Non-disposability and the Relation with the Other
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What the above exposition has demonstrated is that, far from being a simple
modality of the way in which the body is for the other-than-itself, the I that is co-present
in Being with the Thou is ontologically for-the-other in a way that is fundamentally
different from corporeity. While the I in the I-Thou relation is for the other in terms of
disposability, corporeity is a form of being-for-the-other that is based in non-
disposability, and, while ontological disposability opens onto Being and the presence of
the other by way of the active subject that places itself at the disposal of the other,
existential non-disposability seems to open the existent to the other as other, as ‘someone
who.” So, contrary to Levinas’ claim, Being is not smuggled into Marcel’s theory of the
interpersonal by way of the body since the body, understood as corporeity, does not
provide a mode of access to the presence of the other. But is it possible then, since
corporeity, rooted in non-disposability, does not open the existent to the presence of the
other, that corporeity is necessarily somehow involved with the alterity of the other, with
its otherness? Since the body proper is not at my disposal and since I am unable to
prepare my body to receive the other in terms of presence and within the field of Being,
does that mean that corporeity is necessarily implicated in the alterity of the other?

In response to the above questions, I am of the opinion that corporeity could prove
to be a useful term for pursuing interpersonal relations in which the alterity or otherness
of the other is respected and preserved. In other words, in light of this newly discovered
incompatibility between corporeity and Being, I would argue that perhaps the truth of
sociality understood as fidelity to the alterity of the other, to the approach of the other as
other, should be pursued by way of bodily reality understood as corporeity and not in
spite of it. In this respect, Levinas has, unwittingly, repeated the development of

Marcel’s thoughts on sociality step for step, except that he has remained sensitive to the
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vocabulary of Being and presence in order to articulate sociality otherwise. What is
interesting is that, from his critique, it is evident that both Marcel and Levinas pursue the
reality of sociality in spite of the body—Marcel because he comes to understand the body
in terms of corporeity and nondisposability, terms that denote the irreducibility of
relations between the embodied existent, the world, and others to the vocabulry of Being
and presence, and Levinas because he misinterprets the body proper as that medium by
way of which we communicate with Being and that thus puts us in touch with the
presence of the other instead of with its alterity and otherness. As a result, both
philosophers, despite their differences, come to locate true interpersonal relations in a
transcendent sphere that is placed over and against—or, more precisely, beyond—the
sphere of immanence and existence in which the existent is in contact with the world by
way of their incarnation. And by dumping the proper body, by disposing of the
nondisposable interposed body from their work, both theorists overlook the critical role
of corporeity in the realization of a relation to the other that ensures the alterity of the
other instead of unifying the other with the subject within Being, that is a function of the
exteriority or otherness of the other and not of its sameness, and that places the existent in

proximity to the other without reducing the other to its presence in Being.

4.3.2.1 Corporeity, Passivity, and the Impersonal

But what is it specifically about the body as corporeity that makes it unsuitable for
articulations of sociality according to the vocabulary of Being and presence? What makes
the body, and the relations it mediates at the levcl of existence between the existent, the
world, and the other, fundamentally non-ontologizable? In what is this non-disposability

of corporeity rooted? As I argued above, because the body is the very possibility of
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having things at one’s disposal, of having the power to dispose of things, the existent
cannot make a gift of itself to the other at the level of existence because its body proper is
fundamentally unavailable to itself. And because of this non-disposability of the body,
the existent always already approaches the other at the level of existence as other, as a
‘someone who,” instead of in terms of their presence as Thou. What Marcel contends is
that, because my body is not completely at my disposal—because it is the very possibility
of being able to dispose of something—I have no power over my body in order to give it
absolutely to the other and thereby approach the other in terms of presence; while the self-
conscious subject is able to give itself completely to the other, to make a gift of itself to
the other so that the other can make of it what it will, the pre-reflective existent is unable
to give itself completely to the other because its incarnate existence, which is rooted in
the bond between the existent and its own body, is unavailable for such absolute disposal.
As aresult, at the level of existence, the other only exists for-the-existent as other and the
existent is unable to open itself to the presence ¢ rhe other as Thou.

For Marcel, ontological interpersonal relations are based in conscious active
commitment and creative activity by way of second reflection on the part of the subject
with respect to the other, and this is exactly what is impossible for the existent in relation
to others at the level of existence because its corporeity is rooted in a fundamental non-
disposability. My body, as the very possibility o having things at my disposal and of
being able to dispose of things, as the very possihility of placing oneself at the disposal of
the other, is fundamentally not at my disposal. In other words, I am unable to dispose of
my body as I wish because, as corporeity, it remains outside of my grasp, because
something of my body always already remains i ! try to dispose of it and put it out of use

since any attempt to dispose of my body necess:ii!y requires my collaborating with the
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very body that I am trying to dispose of since it is that which places things at my disposal.
With respect to corporeity, with respect to that pre-reflective non-relational relation
between the existent and its own body that placcs all things in relation to the existent by
placing them at its disposal-—enabling one to usc them as one wishes, enabling one’s
being able to...—the existent is completely passive since that non-relational relation is
the condition for any action or activity. In relation to my corporeity, I am a passive
participant, but the term ‘passive’ must not be understood in relation to the active subject
that actualizes or realizes ontological disposability and opens itself to the presence of the
other. Instead, one must understand that this form of passivity occurs at the level of
existence and involves the relation between a pre-reflective existent, the world, and others
as it is mediated by the body proper and that co::'rasting this pre-reflective passivity with
the conscious activity of commitment of the sul>'~«t is not legitimate because the very
distinction between activity and passivity is itsc!’ rooted in this fundamental passivity that
the existent experiences in relation to their corporeity as the condition for its possibility.
Thus, pre-reflective passivity precedes as the nceessary condition for the dichotomy
between active and passive that Marcel uses in conjunction with other dichotomies, such
as between Being and having, presence and absc» e, observation and testimony or
bearing witness to..., to develop his philosophy «{ the interpersonal.

So, stated differently, this radical passivi!y at the heart of corporeity means that
my body is not mine to give. In relation to ontc!neical disposability, the problem is that
participation with the other as Thou within Bein¢. as Marcel has developed it, requires
making oneself available to the other and creati - fidelity towards the presence of that
other; because of the tension between the persor: | and Being that is at the heart of the

ontological, the subject must personally commit itself to the other, to the presence of the
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other. However, what Marcel discovers within incarnation is a fundamental non-
disposability of the body that makes all dispos:!:i!ity, including the ontological
disposability of the subject towards the other as ""hou, possible. And this
nondisposability is based in the inherent passivity—on the part of the existent—of the
body interposed between the existent, the world, and others, a passivity that makes the
nature of bodily reality as interposition highly impersonal. There is something at the
heart of incarnation—what Marcel calls corporcitv—that is not at my disposal, something
that I am unable to make mine and dispose of as ! sce fit, whether that means placing
myself at the disposal of the other or using an instrument at my disposal. Corporeity thus
refers to the impersonal non-disposability of the interposed body that Marcel uncovers at
the heart of the pre-reflective experience of inc:rnation. It is that aspect of bodily reality
that, as the very possibility of disposability, as (1 opening onto availability, is itself
unavailable to the existent. Corporeity is the impersonal pre-reflective and pre-objective
opening of the existent onto the world and to others, an opening onto that is inherently
non-disposable as the very possibility of having at one’s disposal, as the very possibility

of all activity. It is the inactive/passive incarnatc beginning of all activity.

4.3.2.2 The Distinction between My Body and /[y Life

Both of these characteristics of corporcity—passivity and impersonality—are
antithetical to Marcel’s determination of the I-” hou encounter according to ontological
disposability and his insistence on the relation being based in active and creative fidelity
and personal commitment to the presence of the other, acts that I would argue, following
Levinas, work to reduce the alterity of the other to presence and Being. But, keeping

Levinas’ critique in mind, the question remains as to how Being comes to find its way
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into the interpersonal relation in Marcel. If the body is not responsible for opening the I-
Thou encounter to Being and presence, how is it that Being comes to contaminate the
between-ness of the I-Thou in Marcel? This is where the category of my life that
Merleau-Ponty refers to in his review of Being and Having becomes important. As
Marcel explains on April 10, 1931, “I have only the absolute disposal of my life (we will
no longer say, of my body) if I put myself in such a condition that I never dispose of it
again” (Being and Having 87). As we have secn, the reason that the existent does not
have absolute disposal of its own body is that the reality of incarnation, at its root, is
opaque and non-disposable to the existent. Because of the existent’s absolute
involvement in, or bond with, its own body, the cxistent cannot wholly and absolutely put
its body out of use and place itself at the disposa! of the other. As a result, the existent’s
participation in existence by way of its corporcity does not grant it access to the presence
of another person because the non-disposability of the body works to reduce the presence
of the person to that of ‘someone who.” Thus, ©ur corporeity refers to an irrepressible
non-disposability at the heart of incarnate existcnce that Marcel terms the “irresistable
encroachment of my body upon me” (Being ar:d Tlaving 83), and it is because of the
irresistable encroachment of my body upon my cxistence, which places my existence
under the sign of non-disposability, that Marcc! is forced to transcend existence towards
Being and to introduce the category of my lifc in order to realize the truth of human being
as disposability or availability.

So, it is according to the category of my !ife, which is wholly and completely at
my disposal, that true interpersonal relations beccome possible for Marcel. The I-Thou
encounter becomes, therefore, a possibility rocted in the desire of the subject to give its

life to the other, to place its life absolutely at the «!isposal of the other. As a conscious
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subject, the I no longer needs to worry about corporeity because its life is completely at
its disposal. Marcel has discovered, beyond corporeity, an existential category that is
completely at my disposal and over which I have complete control: I can objectify my life
by approaching as an object, as something that I have but from which I am separate, as in
the sphere of having, or I can, through the conscious act of making myself receptive to the
presence of the other in my life, become my lifc and place myself at the disposal of the
other. In other words, I am able to place my li{> completely at the disposal of the other
and come to be for the other in Being. This is in marked contrast to the pure receptivity
of corporeity, which seems to exists for the other-than-itself passively, at least as it
concerns the conscious subject since, as I have argued, this pre-reflective being for the
other-than-itself that characterizes corporeity is irrecuperable by the subject because it is
the very possibility of recuperation in the first | ficc.

One way to understand the non-disposability of corporeity in relation to the
disposability of my life is in terms of the distinction that Marcel puts in place between the
acts of suicide and martyrdom. Both suicide and martyrdom are related to the question of
disposability: while suicide is rooted in an attitucc of non-disposability, martyrdom is
based in an attitude of disposability, where the murtyr has given his/her life to God so that
God can make of it what He wishes. As Marcc! contends on January 16, 1933, “[t]he
being who is absolutely disposable for others docs not allow himself the right to dispose
freely of himself. [It may prove useful to think @:hout the] link between suicide and non-
disposability” (Being and Having 124). Marcc! '"nks disposability to the subject’s
openness to the other, an availability that puts a1y power that the subject might have to
dispose of itself out of play; disposability means « pcning oneself to the potentialities of

the other and putting one’s own potentiality cornletely in the hands of the other. Marcel
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also views both acts as attempts to overcome or transcend relations of having towards the
realm of Being; however, only the act of martyr!om truly enables the subject to assert
transcendency over having. While suicide is an illusionary form of transcendence
doomed to failure because it involves disposing of something, namely the personal body,
that is not at one’s disposal, martyrdom is a true act of transcendency because it involves
the subject sacrificing its life for/to the other. While one cannot absolutely dispose of
one’s body, one can absolutely dispose of one’s 'ife, as the reality of sacrifice makes
evident: “But the reality of sacrifice is there somchow to prove to us in fact that being can
assert transcendency over having. There lies the deepest significance of martyrdom
considered as witness: it is the witness” (Being a1l Having 84). So, at the level of Being,
I am unable to dispose absolutely of my body because it is the very possibility of disposal
in the first place; however, I am able to be my 1i" and to dispose of it absolutely, as in the
case of martyrdom understood as being a witness. Thus, the gulf seems to widen between
incarnation and ontological disposability to such :n extent that, on March 31, 1931,
Marcel asks whether “our ‘absolute having’ of our bodies (which is, by the way, no
‘having’ at all) really a condition of a spiritual ‘having’ such as [in the case of martyrdom
understood as the absolute disposal of one’s-sel! * (Being and Having 85)? The eventual
answer, in light of his unearthing of corporeity, i+ no, and he comes to state two years
later in Being and Having that, “beyond corporc’ v, we must grasp my relation to my life”
(Being and Having 147).

This is another example of the divergence hetween corporeity and ontological
disposability that testifies to the rootedness of corporeity in passivity and impersonality, a
dissonance that forces Marcel to jettison the bo<!* from his work and introduce the

category of my life as the fulcrum of one’s exis!~ ce. What Marcel is slowly bringing to
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light is the rootedness of corporeity in non-disposability, an aspect of bodily reality over
which the subject has no power. While ontologicul disposability is based in the presence
to oneself of one’s life over which the subject has power and can dispose of at will, the
incarnate existent cannot dispose of their own bo¢!y because that very body is the
possibility of being able to dispose of.... As Marcel explains, the body that I am is “a
principle of disturbance, whose possibilities we cinnot fathom. The order which I have
set up within me depends on something over which, in the last analysis, I have no power”
(Being and Having 146). Ontologically, the subicct can absolutely dispose of its life but
is unable to dispose of its own body because cor; reity is the very possibility of having
power over something. In the case of the distinct »n between suicide and martyrdom, the
passivity of the self in relation to its own perso:~! body that it tries to sacrifice ensures
the failure of suicide as an act of transcendence !*~vond relations of having because the
self is unable to give its body absolutely and entrly to the other and is unable, as a
result, to open itself and make itself available (¢ "c presence of the other. In the case of
martyrdom, the disposability of the martyr rests '~ the martyr’s making his/her life
available to the other, whether to God or to his/i:~r persecutors, so that they can make of it
what they will. While the act of suicide rests o '".c mistaken assumption that my body
belongs to me, is at my disposal, martyrdom is 1 red in the realization that, while my
body does not belong to me, my life is at my di: ~sal: on September 27, 1931, Marcel
writes that “[m]y body belongs and does not b - ¢ to me; that is the root of the
difference between suicide and martyrdom” (B¢’ ¢ and Having 148). The body that I am
is both at my disposal, as in the case of the body '"at [ use as an instrument, as the body

that I have, and radically not at my disposal becse it is the very possibility of being able
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to dispose of...; the power over things that con:itutes all relations of having is rooted in
an existential powerlessness in relation to one’s body.

This is in marked contrast to the ability of the subject to dispose of its life, to
place its life at the disposal of the other and to rcalize or actualize a relation of co-
presence with the other as Thou within Being that Marcel explains on January 16, 1933,
as follows: “The being who is absolutely dispc:ble for others does not allow himself the
right to dispose freely of himself” (Being and Il«ving 124). As Marcel has stressed in the
past, participation in Being occurs as a result ol the tension between the personal
commitment of the subject and the depths of Being, a tension that is actively realized and
maintained in Being by the subject that places *~If at the disposal of the other and
remains faithful to their presence. Therefore, ¢ poreity cannot be a passage to Being
since the participation of the existent with thc w~rld and with others that is a function of
corporeity’s being for the other-than-itself is not «ctive in the sense that Marcel gives to
the term; since corporeity is fundamentally radic:! non-disposability, the subject cannot
dispose of its body and give it to the other unc« 1 iitionally and absolutely, which is one of

the requirements for participation with the pre: ‘ce of the other.

4.3.2.3 Inter-corporeity

What Marcel is highlighting by way of the distinction between suicide and
martyrdom is the difference between two moc.~s »f being-with-others: suicide, which is a
relation based in having since it “depends upo: . *mething over which...I have no power”
(Being and Having 146) and involves disposing ¢! something that is external to the
subject, that is finally not fully one’s own, and martyrdom, which is a relation based in

Being because it depends upon something, no:e'y my life, over which I have absolute
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power since I can identify myself with it abso!::tc!y and dispose of it at will. So, what
comes to trouble Marcel about corporeity is t:.* i rcducible remainder that the conscious
subject is unable to incorporate into itself as its ¢'vn, as something at its disposal, because
that irreducible remainder is that which places such things as one’s life at one’s disposal
in the first place.

And this has a tremendous impact upo. interpersonal relations mediated by
corporeity and those mediated by the category < ~ne’s life. Since one’s corporeity is not
at one’s disposal and cannot be given to or placed at the disposal of the other, an act of
giving that, according to Marcel, is the necessary pre-condition for truly interpersonal
relations with the presence of the other as Theu, corporeity does not open the existent to
Being and to relations of co-presence. Corporc v, because of its rootedness in non-
disposability, does not open onto ontological av: ~“ability that is the condition for the
possibility of experiencing true sociality, of anroaching the other by way of their
presence and within Being; the non-disposability of my body prohibits me from realizing

or actualizing myself as one who does not bel::ng to oneself, as one who, through the act

of ontological availability, places oneself absc. ~ly at the disposal of the presence of the
other. Thus the non-disposability that charact~i”: s the way in which corporeity is for the
other-than-itself impacts enormously on how "~ cxistent, at the level of existence, exists

with others. The way in which the body prop« is with the world, the way in which it
structures the world in terms of potentiality be-use the world comes to exist for-me by
way of my body which enables me to act in th: ~ rld, is such that it determines all
existential interpersonal relations—existentia! -~ ' tions with others—as relations with
others as others. Thus, corporeity, because it ¢ :blishes relations between the existent

and the world based in power, in a power over, i1 a being able to..., places the existent in
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a relation of having with the world; co-existerce is, in other words, a relation based in
having. As such, my body “is a function of an order which carries with it references to
another qua another” (Being and Having 148-9). Marcel supplements this insight with a
footnote that reads as follows: “The connecting link is the fact that the distinction
between within and without implies effects of nerspective, which are only possible where
the distinction is drawn between the same and the other” (Being and Having 149). In this
way, at the level of existence, the other is alwuys already there; by way of corporeity and
its relation of non-disposability with the existent, the other is always already with the
existent, is always already implied in the existent.

Since all relations of having structural’y contain within themselves a reference to
others as others and since corporeity is a case ¢f ahsolute having, the other is necessarily
implicated with the existent, at the level of existcrce, as other. This is in contrast to the
way in which the subject is co-present with the o'lier as Thou within Being, since, “in the
order of being, the Other tends to melt away @ | be denied” (Being and Having 149).
Thus, an extremely pronounced difference be: ins to emerge between ontological
intersubjectivity and existential inter-corporeiry in Marcel’s thought. While the I-Thou
relation, based in Being, is a mysterious relatic:: v ith the presence of the other as Thou in
which the boundary between within and withc ¢ dissolves, existential relations with
others carry within them a reference to the ot r as other, are structured according to the
difference between the same and the other tha is rooted in the non-relational relation
between the existent and its non-disposed bodly 1*roper in which the other as other is
already there. What Marcel designates by the ' 1 corporeity is the fact that the body
proper carries within it references to the other v other, in terms of its difference and

alterity rather than according to its sameness o .l presence. And these references are
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carried precisely in the non-disposability of corporeity. In other words, all existential
relations between the existent and the world necessarily carry within them, because of the
fundamental non-disposability of the body proper to the existent, references to others as
other, are necessarily structured by the differencc between the same and the other that is
fundamental to the phenomenon of perspective, an important conclusion that we will re-
visit when we investigate the nature of perspec:'''c as presented by Merleau-Ponty in The
Structure of Behavior. In this way, Marcel’s discoveries concerning corporeity also open
onto a type of inter-corporeity, a way of being-for-the-other or of-the-other that is based
in the inauguration of the fundamental difference between the same and the other by way
of incarnation. And it is this difference at the h~:t of incarnation that I will designate as
corporeity in the remainder of the thesis and thar 'crleau-Ponty, Artaud, and Hejduk

attempt, in their own ways, to articulate.

4.4 Corporeity and Ex-appropriation: A Derr''ean Conclusion

To conclude my engagement with Marcc!™+ work and open onto the next portion
of the thesis, I want to draw on the work of French philosopher Jacques Derrida in order
to provide one possible way of thinking through relations with others as inter-corporeity,
even though the primary concern in his writing» i+ Inncuage. In general, I would argue
that Derrida writes against the ontologization ol |"neuage, against the
conceptualization—and simultaneous reduction—o! language according to such terms as
presence, self-presence, and fullness of meaning. Derrida’s initial deconstruction of the
(necessary) establishment of the hierarchy of spcech over writing within the philosophical

tradition is a case in point; Derrida reads the nc - 1y characterization within philosophy
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of writing as a bastardized version of speech as an sttempt to dissimulate the reality of
language as a system of absences by ontologizinc ‘:inguage as speech, thereby reducing it
to a system of self-present meanings. In fact, deconstruction illustrates how language
itself, despite the best intentions of its author, compromises the equation of language with
presence and instead reveals itself as a system of ahscnces, as a non-ontologizable trace-
structure that, because of its radical openness to t"c other, subverts all attempts at closure
and totalization. Derrida spent most of his early carcer deconstructing various attempts—
both philosophical and non-philosophical—to ontolozize language, to reduce the reality
of language to a chain of signifiers that are linked to Being, presence, and essence.

As I noted above, one particular chain of terms related to Being that Derrida
continually labours to bring to light in relation (¢ ‘anouage is the sequence proper,
property, and propriety, especially its role in strvc uring the opposition between the
figural and literal—or, proper—meaning of a tcxt. In Of Grammatology, Derrida
comments on the use of the terms related to the concept of the proper by Rousseau in his
Essay on the Origin of Languages:

Rousseau no doubt believed in the figuratve initiation of language, but he

believed no less...in the progress towarc 'l (proper) meaning. “Figurative

language was the first to be born,” he sa . « »!y to add, “proper meaning was
discovered last” (Essay). Itis this esch:. ' ' ¢f the proper (prope, proprius, self-
proximity, self-presence, property, own-ticss) that we ask the question of the

graphein. (Of Grammatology 107)

Rousseau believed in the eventual triumph of the literalness of language over its

figurative nature and in the establishment of pr- *r mcaning—that moment when all
meaning would be self-evident. Rousseau desp  -'v desired the propriety of language;
what Derrida demonstrates instead is that Rous 1 ¢ text works against his desire and

continually reveals its im-propriety and its evasion of any last word.

2006



Derrida continually highlights moments within the philosophical tradition that
testify to the desire to subsume or repress the t-uce-structure of language, its impropriety,
under such categories as proper meaning or the se'” ~resence of speech. In
Monolingualism of the Other; or, The Prosthesis of Origin, Derrida questions the
determination of a language as the property of a speaking subject and scrutinizes the
subject’s claim to a proper language, to a mother tongue that one can call one’s own, to
its feeling of dwelling or being-at-home in its cwn ‘nguage. He instead proposes that the
subject’s relation to language can be better under: ol according to the expression ‘I only
have one language; it is not mine’. This language, the French language for Derrida, is the
subject’s only possession, its most important possession, that outside of which one would
not be oneself: “I cannot challenge it except by testifving to its omnipresence in me. It
would always already have preceded me. Itis me... vould not be myself outside of it. It
constitutes me” (Monolingualism 1). However, "5 ianguage cannot be reduced to being
mine, to being my proper language, that language that I can call my own. This does not
mean that this language is a foreign language; instcad, it suggests that one can speak the
language that one has, the only one that one has, Lut ~nly on condition that that language
is not their own in any way, does not belong to ! - - 'hject as its own, is not appropriated,
seized or laid claim to by the subject as their ri;h'!+| property. As one of the interlocutors
in the text explains, “When I said that the only lancage I speak is not mine, I did not say
it was foreign to me. There is a difference. It is not entirely the same thing”
(Monolingualism 5). What Derrida is drawing att~ntion to is two different modes of
relatedness between a subject and a language: h: i+ a language, speaking in a language
that is not mine, and owning a language as mir~, s my own proper language to which I

belong and to which I am affiliated. And what he¢ ' -uestioning is the ontologization of
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this relationship between subject and language, its articulation or conceptualization
according to the vocabulary of ownership, the proper, and property. How can one
understand the relation between subject and languac~ otherwise? Is language a simple
possession of the subject? “But who exactly posscsses it? And whom does it possess? Is
language a possession, ever a possessing or posscsres possession? Possessed or
possessing in exclusive possession, like a piece of rersonal property? What of this being-
at-home in language toward which we never ceasc rcturning?” (Monolingualism 17).

What Derrida will return to throughout this text is the exclusivity of ownership
that is required by the ontological characterization of the relation between subject and
language, and he will argue against the desire to ¢:'-"“lish any form of mastery or
propriety over one’s language:

For contrary to what one is most often tempt~! to believe, the master is nothing.

And he does not have exclusive possessio ! anything. Because the master does
not possess exclusively, and naturally, wh:t he calls his language, because,

whatever he wants or does, he cannot mai':in any relations of property or
identity that are natural, national, congeniti. or ontological, with it...[and]
because language is not his natural pos:c: . he can, thanks to that very fact,
pretend historically, through the rape of a ¢ 11:ral usurpation, which means
always essentially colonial, to appropriate it i1 order to impose it as ‘his own.’
(Monolingualism 23)

Language is not our natural property, and, as such, we cannot maintain or sustain
relations of property or identity—as in the case o v own language—with what we call
our language. In terms of ontological relation., W' Derrida is arguing is that Being does
not reside or dwell in language, at least not the bei . I \Western metaphysics that is
delimited by way of the chain of signification that leuds to self-presence and identity.
Language does not support being understood in th~ «~nse of presence, and it cannot be

approached as one of my possessions that I ca’. m-  vn and which, because of my
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mastery over it, is at my disposal. Language, in ot' ©r words, is not at my disposal as my
own.

Instead, he argues that having a language, instcad of referring to the exclusive
assimilation of that language by the subject, actual'* oxposes the subject of the having to
the other and always already opens the subject to thc other in the space of relation that is
language: “[M]y ‘own’ language is, for me, a langn: ¢ that cannot be assimilated. My
language, the only one I hear myself speak and agrce ‘o speak, is the language of the
other” (Monolingualism 25). What Derrida is higlii. hting is the fact that language, my
language, is the scene of ex-appropriation, of the ¢:~ing of the self toward the other.
What Derrida exposes is the impossibility of conceriulizing the relation between subject
and language ontologically, as a relation that woul«! ' ¢ the site of a closing-in of the
subject upon itself within its own proper languagc; in-tcod, the language that a subject has
is the site of the “abiding alienation” (Monolinguai <1 25) of the subject from itself and
toward the other:

The language called maternal is never purc'v ratiral, nor proper, nor inhabitable.

To inhabit: this is a value that is quite disc - rting and equivocal; no one ever

inhabits what one is in the habit of calline © h"i*ing. There is no possible habitat

without the difference of this exile an:! th* ne " sia...[without] this a priori
universal truth of an essential alienation in v surce—which is always of the

other. (Monolingualism 58)

This essential alienation in language is not based i~ "~ loss of something that was

properly mine and which could, at some point in t"~ {tvre, be re-appropriated; instead, it
is an originary alienation in which I always al*»ac -1~ '~ a»d which cannot be fixed or

located at some specific point in my past. M fungue: ¢, *he language that T have, is not
properly mine because it is always already of the other; it is the milieu of my

expropriation towards the other, of my exile in the 'angi»ge of the other. Instead of the
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medium of my self-presence to myself, language is alvovs already to the other; instead of
enabling my closing in on myself, my taking un re-'dence ‘n proximity with myself,
language, as a movement of exile and expropriation, shipwrecks me on the shores of the
other.

The question of my language, of my expericnce of language as an essential
alienation, also brings into question the opposition hetwern the universal and the unique,
between the general and the particular, as it is negc ‘ia'ed i1 the language that I (cannot
but) speak. As a trace structure that deals in absence, lan¢ uage is (both/neither) universal
(and/or) unique. Just think of the pronoun ‘I, which, on the one hand, refers to the
unique subject that articulates itself as ‘I and cnters {27 uge and, on the other hand, is
simply an empty signifier that, because of its u:ivc-s:'it, is at cveryone’s disposal; only
through the universality of language is the articulat on of *he unique subject possible,

making uniqueness a mark that is only possible within t!:c context of the universal law

that is language. Language involves the “re-inscriptic ¢ " the structure of a universal law
upon the body of an irreplaceable singularity in orcr "+ : :ke it thus remarkable,” where
remarkable means both unique and open to being re-1wi °d or repeatedly marked,

reiterated (Monolingualism 26). And it is exactly t:is do e experience of language as

both unique and universal, as both something that I have »nd, but, yet) is not mine, that

makes articulation possible and necessary (Monolino- ./ s 27); the experience of
language as between universality and uniquencss, as ' ¢ " Hntier line between being and
having, that is the very possibility of articulation, of ¢ "¢ ~ing able to use language to

express oneself. It becomes a question of making the b of a singularity remarkable—

uniqueness is only possible through the universality ¢" ! cuage, through that which
dissimulates uniqueness through iterability and, thror 1 anonymous movement of ex-
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appropriation, opens onto the other and places the speu' r unequivocally and absolutely
at the disposal of the other. The iterability at the heart " innguage is based in a
uniqueness, a uniqueness that is the site of application, ' site of its inscription into the
field of the universal in which the articulation of one’s «'{ is possible and necessary
although always of the other. Language as the frontier ! - between the personal and the
impersonal.

Then, in a gesture to Merleau-Ponty, Derrida rel- ‘cs the experience of language to
the body, to “the body of language and writing, as wel' - (0] what makes them a thing of
the body” (Monolingualism 27). What makes languagc - 1he other also applies to the
body that, as we have seen, is the very possibility of art* = 'ation—the body is also of the
other. I cannot maintain any relations of property or ide ity that are natural (the body as
given, as pure in-itself) or ontological (as implied in thc “rase ‘I am my body’) with my
body, since my body is always of the other; I cannot as: lute my body as mine and
establish a relation of identity between myself and my | ' because it is always of the
other and to the other. And then Derrida, although brie! - and almost as an afterthought,
takes a stab at the body, at articulating the body, at re-m- king on the true nature of bodily
reality: "We therefore appeal to what is, so hastily, nam  the body proper, which
happens to be affected by the same ex-appropriation, t:  me 'alienation’ without
alienation, without any property that is forever lost or t¢  ever reappropriated”
(Monolingualism 27). The experience of the body is on { ex-appropriation, an
experience which makes possible all appropriation, all m:%ing mine, all ‘being able
to...”; it is the powerlessness at the heart of empowermc . the non-disposability that
places things at one’s disposal. The experience of the !, of my body, is one of

alienation, of a forced exile or separation but not from s, cthing or someone. There is
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no lost property or identity. Only abiding alienation becouse the body is always of the
other. Embodiment is a proximity to the other, to an oth- that is not one’s self and will
never be one’s self; embodiment is a scar or a wound, an cxposure or opening that was
never and can never be closed or healed. The experience of embodiment is one of
dispossession, of powerlessness, without the accompanyirg loss of property. It is a loss
of self but without there having ever been a self that one c»uld call one’s own or that
could, at some later date, be re-appropriated.

With the above in mind, I want to suggest that corporeity is of the other in the
above sense explained by Derrida. Corporeity, which is @!ways already inter-corporeity
is of the other in such a way that the existent cannot make its own body completely its
own and give it absolutely to the other; because of the fi that the other is always already
implied as other in my body, because my body always alrcady carries with it reference to
the other as other, my own body is not mine to give beca 'se of an irreducible difference
that puts out of play any attempt by me to complctely identify myself with my body. In
other words, the body that I am is never completely minc. To some degree, it is always
already other-than-me, always already irreducibly of the « ther to such an extent that the
being for the other-than-itself of corporeity is the condit’ 'n that enables all possible
relations with the other, whether they be relations of hav' g, in which the other is reduced
to a third person that is simply at my disposal, or relations of Being, in which I make
myself receptive to the presence of the other and reducce ~y encounter with the other to an
instance of co-presence within Being. The question ren 'ns, though, as to how exactly
corporeity is of the other, how it places the exis! ntin re’ tion to the other in such a way

as to enable all possible relations.
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TRANSITION: From Incarnation to Corporeity

While I opened the portion of the thesis that dealt with Marcel’s philosophical
project by categorizing it as a philosophy of incarnation, I ended by demonstrating how
Marcel’s thought opens onto the possibility of understanding the nature of bodily reality
according to the concept of corporeity. What I narrated in the first part of this thesis was
Marcel’s shift from conceptualizing the nature of bodily reality as incarnation, which
referred to the immediate presence of the body to the self as something that one is, a
relation based in unity and cohesion, to one of corporeity, a relation of absolute
possession and irreducible difference between the body that one is and one has. And, as a
result of this shift, the body was usurped from its function as the fulcrum of his thought.
The fundamental nature of bodily reality that Marcel uncovered in his excavations, what
he came to refer to as corporeity—the experience of one’s own body that is rooted in
difference, in the irreducible difference between the body that one is and the body that
one has—proved to be untenable with Marcel’s large philosophical project, with his
attempt to root ontological receptivity in the pure receptivity of the body. The true nature
of bodily reality as an experience of irreducible difference proved to be antithetical with
Marcel’s desire to theorize a space of intersubjective relation based in co-presence and
Being, and, once he uncovered the truth about the body, he was forced to re-centre his
philosophical project: instead of pursuing an ontology rooted in the experience of
incarnation, he began to work out an ontology organized around the reality of my life.

The second section of this thesis will look at the work of three thinkers whose
work is sustained, nourished, and driven by corporeity, the experience of irreducible

difference that is at the heart of how one experiences one’s own body. In each instance, I
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bring to light how the logic of their work is organized around the distinction between the
body that one is and the body that one has. I argue that, for Merleau-Ponty, Artaud, and
Hejduk, corporeity is a fundamental principle behind their speculations, that the
irreducible difference that resides in the true nature of bodily reality is the generative

principle behind their works.
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CHAPTER 5: Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy of Corporeity

5.1 Merleau-Ponty’s Review of Being and Having

The fact that Merleau-Ponty knew of Marcel’s thoughts concerning incarnation is
not at issue; although Marcel is rarely mentioned in Merleau-Ponty’s longer book-length
texts, such as The Structure of Behavior and Phenomenology of Perception23, he does
take up and engage with Marcel’s work, and existentialism in general, in numerous
articles. In 1936, Merleau-Ponty wrote a review of Being and Having that provides
interesting insights into his receptivity towards Marcel’s investigations into incarnation,
and, because the article precedes the publication of The Structure of Behavior by six
years, it can also be seen as setting the tone for much of Merleau-Ponty’s later thinking on
bodily reality. In particular, the book review highlights three aspects of Marcel’s
thoughts concerning incarnation that become integral to Merleau-Ponty’s own work on

the nature of embodiment: (1) Marcel’s critique of the objectivist representation of the

*One could argue that Merleau-Ponty takes up Marcel’s work in a much more implicit
manner in the book-length studies on embodiment. For instance, since The Structure of
Behavior specifically deals with how, in the sciences, certain ontological presuppositions
concerning the reality of bodies cause the data collected by researchers to be misinterpreted,
the text can be approached as a testament to Marcel’s claim in Metaphysical Journal that
“the notion of body is not at all univocal” (Metaphysical Journal 124); in the course of his
text, Merleau-Ponty investigates the ontological construction of the body, the way in which
the body itself is thought by science (Metaphysical Journal 125), and how that
interpretation is bound up with scientific conclusions concerning the relationship between
the existent and the world. The text ends with a re-configuration of the notion of body, of
the meaning of embodiment, and of the relation between the mind and the body that actually
supports, or is supported by, the results of the various experiments that Merleau-Ponty looks
at throughout The Structure of Behavior. Similarly, Phenomenology of Perception can be
read as a turning away from the personal body at the heart of Marcel’s thoughts on
incarnation that is motivated by Merleau-Ponty’s embracing of Husserlian phenomenology
and its quest for a new objectivity; consequently, Merleau-Ponty shifts the focus away from
my body and towards the body that I have, although he deploys having in an ontological
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reality of the body and its implied theory of perception, (2) Marcel’s development of a
model of incarnate human knowledge rooted in presence and intimacy that he presents as
presupposed by all claims to objective knowledge, and (3) Marcel’s use of the category of
Being in the expression ‘I am my body’ to establish incarnation as the very possibility of

my involvement in personal situations and in Being.

5.1.1 Introduction

For the most part, the article presents an overview of Marcel’s thought, especially
of how the theme of incarnation is interwoven with Marcel’s critique of objectivism and
idealism. Merleau-Ponty begins the article with a brief investigation into the model of
human knowledge as “a dialogue between a ‘subject’ and an ‘object’” (Texts 101) that
governs philosophy and common sense: “Philosophy as well as common sense has taken
our contemplation of inanimate objects and indifferent things as representing the model
and ideal of human knowledge” (Texts 101). He draws on two examples in the opening
paragraph to prove his case: Cartesian philosophy and nineteenth century psychology. In
the case of Descartes’ theory of perception, Merleau-Ponty argues that Descartes theory
of the cogito separates the perception of objects or other people into two distinct
elements: the indistinct and unclear data provided to me by my body (by way of the
senses) and the power of judgement that resides in my mind “through which I confer
upon these inert givens a living meaning” (Texts 101). Quoting directly from Descartes,

Merleau-Ponty emphasizes that, according to the Cartesian model of perception and

manner. But I shall draw out these connections in more detail throughout the chapter.
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knowledge, all understanding resides in the mind: “Thus I understand, by the sole power
of judgement that resides in my mind, what I thought I was seeing with my eyes” (Texts
101). The second example concerns the knowledge that one has of one’s own body as
depicted in the context of nineteenth century psychology and how that knowledge is also
rooted in a judgement that occurs within the mind. While my body is given to me as a
mass of privileged sensations that “is constantly given to me,” privileged to the extent
that they are qualitatively different from sensations of external objects, I can only acquire
knowledge of my body through “a judgement by which I circumscribe the limits of my
body” (Texts 101). What is common to both models is the way in which they represent
human understanding. As a result of this determination of the judging mind as the seat of
knowledge about the world, a very specific relationship between the world and the
existent is posited, one in which “we are used to setting out from a certain type of
knowledge considered normal: the contemplation of a set of qualities or characteristics
that are scattered, meaningless. Against these givens, this spectacle, a subject is posited,
who interprets and understands them and who is consequently no more than a ‘power of
judging,” a Cogito” (Texts 101). AsIhave already discussed, such a theory of knowledge
is rooted in a very specific representation of bodies as passive objects in the world that
function to receive messages from the external world. These disorganized messages that
impinge upon the body are received as senseless and meaningless data, and it is up to the
cogito as the active organizer of the world and giver of meaning to synthesize a
meaningful whole through its power of judgement.

The opening paragraph sets out two important related issues that will figure

prominently in Merleau-Ponty’s work. The first concerns the accepted model of human
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knowledge that is based in the power of judgement that resides solely in the mind;
according to this model, the mind is the sole proprietor of meaning since it is the mind,
through the power of judgement, that imbues the meaningless spectacle of the world with
meaning. The second issue is the meaninglessness of the givens upon which the mind
confers meaning. This model of knowledge contends that the set of characteristics and
qualities about the world or about others in the world that are constantly given to me
through perception and that the mind contemplates and ultimately judges are scattered
and meaningless in themselves. And it is in relation to these two issues that Merleau-
Ponty takes up Marcel’s work. What specifically interests Merleau-Ponty about Marcel’s
work is his attack against the theory of knowledge as a “dialogue between a ‘subject’ and

%

an ‘object’” promoted by the Cartesian representation of the reality of bodies as simple
objects of extension and his effort to unearth an alternative model of knowledge that does
not elide our situation as incarnate beings.

Merleau-Ponty opens his reading of Being and Having by recalling Marcel’s
earlier critique of Descartes and his development of the term ‘presence’ to refer to that
aspect or facet of objects and others that the stance of objectivity does not exhaust. As I
have already pointed out, the primary concern for Marcel in his early work was to
distinguish between two ways of knowing an object or of having knowledge of the world,
a distinction encapsulated in the title “Existence and Objectivity.” This early article is
essentially an attack against idealism and the theory of perception that underwrites it.
Against the objectivizing tendency of a philosophical tradition in which thinkers

99

“positioned themselves in the ‘spectator’s point of view’” (Texts 102) by disregarding our

incarnate presence in the world, Marcel develops a theory of sensation (what Merleau-
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Ponty refers to as ‘perception’ throughout the review) based on the presence to me of
objects that I encounter in the world by way of my body; Marcel, at this point in his
thought, is working to unearth a more intimate and incarnate relation with the world, a
relation that Descartes, by characterizing the knowledge of the world that the body gives
as unclear and indistinct, buried beneath the concept of the cogito. As Marcel argues,
Descartes’ theory of the cogito is based in an understanding of sensation as an objective
process through which the existent, by way of their body, receives a disorganized set of
characteristics and qualities that it then judges to be some object.

The example that Descartes uses to prove his theory is the situation in which one,
from behind a window, observes fully clothed people walking outside and is unsure as to
whether they are clothed phantoms and automatons or real people. According to
Merleau-Ponty, what Marcel objects to in this example is that “what has been taken as the
model of our perception of others [as a meaningless set of characteristics that the cogito
must synthesize into a coherent and understandable whole] is a distracted sort of
knowing, one in which it is in fact the case that I do not perceive human beings but rather
human shapes vaguely moving about” (Texts 102). In other words, the theory of the
cogito rests upon Descartes’ decision to take as a model of perception a situation of
distracted knowing in which the object of the subject’s perception can be reduced to
meaningless characteristics and qualities instead of an instance in which one encounters a
human being according to their (meaningful) presence before me: “a human being who is
present to me, the one to whom I address myself, who is truly a second person before me,
this you...[who] cannot be reduced to a set of characteristics I could coolly catalogue”

(Texts 102). In contrast to Descartes’ presentation of the intersubjective encounter,

219



Marcel puts forward a model that describes the interpersonal encounter by way of, or as a

function of, the presence of my body to myself; as Merleau-Ponty explains,
when I consider my body as it is given to me, it is clear that the knowledge that I
have of it cannot be assimilated to the supposedly normal type described above.
The striking fact that my body is precisely my body cannot be accounted for by
merely adding...judgement and an entire body of knowledge to a mass of visual and
tactile sensations. My body does not appear to me as an object, a set of qualities and
characteristics to be linked up with one another and thus understood. My relation to
it is not that of the Cogito to the cogitatum, the ‘epistemological subject’ to the
object. Tand it form a common cause, and in a sense I am my body. Between it and
me there cannot properly be said to be a relation, since this term designates the
behavior of one object in reference to another. Here it is more a question of
presence, adherence, and intimacy. But similarly, to the extent that I really believe
in objects and grasp their physiognomies rather than their ‘characteristics,’ their

presences rather than their essences, they become something like the extension of
my body. (Texts 102)

In contrast to the Cartesian model of knowledge that situates meaning at the level of the
cogito that judges the meaningless and inert givens of perception, Marcel argues that the
initial spectacle of the world in which the incarnate existent participates by way of sensation
is itself already meaningful. Unlike Descartes, Marcel insists that the obscure and
indeterminate experiences at the level of existence must be considered as a type of knowing
or understanding and that the model for this type of pre-reflective knowing is the bond of
intimacy that unites me with my body, a form of involvement and participation that

precludes the placing of my body before me as an object of contemplation.

As Merleau-Ponty points out, this model is in direct contrast to the model of human
knowledge based in our intellectual contemplation of inanimate objects and indifferent
things, and Marcel uses the vocabulary of presence and adherence to emphasize the
distinction between these two model of knowledge. But the central insight for Merleau-

Ponty is the contention that this model of knowing is intimately related to my incarnation, to
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my presence in and to the world by way of my body, and not on the cogito and the power of
judgement through which it confers meaning upon the spectacle of the world. And it is
exactly this type of embodied knowledge that is degraded or negated in the objectivist
model of understanding set forth by Descartes. In contrast to objective characteristics and
abstract essences, knowledge at the level of existence in Marcel is more qualitative, more
physiognomical, in that it deals with meanings generated by way of outward appearances,
and is based in co-existence, which means that objects are encountered as meaningful
within the context in which they appear, within their surrounding, and within the world (as
opposed to being encountered within the abstract and disembodied theatre of the mind).
And this type of knowledge is fundamentally rooted in the relationship that I have with my
body because it is in relation to my body, it is by extending my body, that the world comes

to exist for-me.

The other lesson to be learned from Marcel concerns the relation between the
representation of the reality of bodies and how the relation between the existent and its
surrounding world and others is conceptualized. By focusing on “my body as I experience
it,” Marcel opens an avenue for investigating “objects as understood by people who live
among them” (Texts 102). This is especially true of the vocabulary of existence and
sensation that Marcel develops for expressing the reality of the world that is centred around
my body, a reality that must be approached in terms of the human aspect of objects, of their
hold on us, and in terms of their physiognomies (Texts 102). In fact, Merleau-Ponty will, in
his own work, strain towards expressing this pre-objective and pre-reflective world that my
body opens onto and in which the objective world is rooted. As he explains in

Phenomenology of Perception, the task of his philosopical inquiry is
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to return to the world of actual experience which is prior to the objective world,
since it is in it that we shall be able to grasp the theoretical basis no less than the
limits of the objective world, restore to things their concrete physiognomy, to
organisms their individual way of dealing with the world, and to subjectivity its
inherence in history. Our task will be, moreover, to rediscover phenomena, the layer
of living experience through which other people and things are first given to us..., to
reawaken perception and foil its trick of allowing us to forget it as a fact and as
perception in the interest of the object which it presents to us and of the rational
tradition to which it gives rise. (Phenomenology of Perception 57)

Thus, phenomenology for Merleau-Ponty is simultaneously a philosophy of being-
in-the-world and a philosophy of intersubjectivity since phenomena contain within
themselves references to the ways in which things and others are given to the existent. In
the context of this chapter, I will demonstrate this dual nature of Merleau-Ponty’s thought
by investigating how the existent is implicated, by way of its own body, with the world
and with others at the level of pre-reflective and pre-objective existence by way of the
concepts of behaviour and perspective that Merleau-Ponty uses in The Structure of
Behavior to describe incarnate existence. At the same time, I will try to argue that the
way in which other people and things are given to us as—or, perhaps it would be more
precise to use the word within or the phrase implicated in—phenomena points to the way
in which the body proper, as corporeity, approaches the other as other, approaches the
exteriority of the other and encounters the other as exteriority. Also Merleau-Ponty’s
quest to rediscover “the layer of living experience through which other people and things
are first given to us” resonates with Marcel’s decision to enact his philosophy as an
operation of drilling and digging; from the above quotation, it is quite clear that Merleau-
Ponty works from Marcel’s contention that the objective world, the world approached as
a set of problems, is rooted in a pre-objective existential world of presences and

physiognomies at the centre of which one finds “the body’s consciouness, which may
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well underlie all affirmations of the existence of physical objects. ‘Embodiment, the
central given of metaphysics...is the given on the basis of which a fact is possible’” (Texts
102). The key for Merleau-Ponty is that Marcel’s unearthing of the distinction between
existence and objective brings to light a new type of knowledge, a type of incarnate
knowledge, that supports objectivity and “introduces us to a new world that contains the
physical world [in the objective and problematic sense] and is not contained by it” (Texts
105). And it is towards the world of existence, the world with which the existent co-

exists by way of the body proper, that Merleau-Ponty directs his philosophical gaze.

5.1.2 Marcel and Phenomenology

However, his own research into the pre-objective world does not simply recycle or
repeat Marcel’s terminology and, as a result, does not have the same style or affective
value. And, as I hope to demonstrate, the shift in terminology is very significant and
helps greatly to explicate the differences between how Merleau-Ponty and Marcel
approach the incarnate existent. But before dwelling on their differences, Merleau-Ponty
stresses Marcel’s indebtedness to the phenomenological method for opening up specific
avenues of research and for offering him a way of “drawing out and justifying what his
first reflections implied” (Texts 103). According to Merleau-Ponty, phenomenology, in
that it does not postulate a thing in-itself beneath or beyond the actual or virtual object, a
thing that would be irreducible to that object’s phenomenal presence to the subject,
enables Marcel to argue for a new form of knowledge that would not simply “add another

chapter to the psychology of knowledge” (Texts 103). Instead of simply being reduced to
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a distinction between two distinct contents of thought in which one’s sensations of one’s
body would be inferior (because indeterminate and indistinct) contents of thought as
opposed to such clear and distinct facts as mathematical formulae, phenomenology
enables Marcel to effectively argue that existence and objectivity are “two distinct regions
of being” (Texts 103).

Consequently, this new type of knowledge that Marcel brings to light cannot
simply be marked off from the regions of the physical world and the scientific universe
with the eventual hope that it may some day be overtaken and annexed by way of
scientific understanding; instead, because phenomenology confers undeniable value upon
such distinctions as those between existence and objectivity by way of the fact that it
refuses to put forward the illusion of “fhings that might bear any resemblance to [the
actual or virtual object of our thoughts]” (Texts 103) and thereby present a common
foundation or real behind the simple phenomenal appearance of objects, this new type of
knowledge is itself a specific way of being-in-the-world. While Descartes would have us
believe that the body presents the subject with knowledge that is inadequate in relation to
the distinct ideas presented by the mind, a model of perception that hinges on perception
as providing an impoverished form of knowledge that is indistinct and incomplete until it
has been subjected to the judgements of the cogito, Merleau-Ponty argues that Marcel, by
way of phenomenology, was able to present existence and objectivity as two distinct
regions of Being, each with its own specific form of knowledge. What Marcel had
discovered in the region of my body was a new type of knowledge, a new way of being-
in-the-world.

And what distinguishes these various regions of Being—such as my body and the
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encounter with the other as Thou—is the manner in which the existent intends the object
towards which it, because of the intentional structure of its consciousness, is directed; as
Merleau-Ponty states, “the phenomenological method...binds the subject closely to being
by defining the former as a tension or an intention oriented toward an end point” (Texts
103). The primary concern for Marcel is how the existent intends the object towards
which it is oriented, the end point towards which it is oriented. In the case of existence,
the knowledge that the existent has of the world is based in how the existent intends the
world as a function of their own body proper; as we witnessed in the earlier chapters,
existence is characterized by the link between the world and my body, by the way in
which things in the world take the existent into account and come to exist for-me. In
terms of intersubjectivity, knowledge of the other depends on how the subject intends the
other. If the subject intends the other objectively, then the subject will encounter the
other as a ‘someone who’; if, however, the subject intends the other in terms of
ontological disposability and places itself at the disposal of the other, then the subject will
encounter the other according to its presence and will truly experience being-with the
other as a co-presence. For example, the presence of a deceased friend in one’s life
depends entirely on how one intends that person in the act of remembrance; although that
friend no longer exists, they could be present to me in a more meaningful way than
someone who is alive but whom I dislike. In this way, the intentionality that orients the
act has a direct impact, is directly involved in, the determination of how the thing or
individual being acted upon comes to be known or experienced.

The problem that Merleau-Ponty sees with Marcel’s appropriation of the

phenomenological method is that Marcel uses it to enlarge the scope of his philosophical
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enterprise and to shift its centre of perspective away from my body and towards all the
involvements of the soul. Beyond the involvement of the incarnate existent in the world
by way of the body proper, Marcel extends the scope of his excavation by way of the
concept of intentionality to
all the ‘involvements’ of the soul...With Being and Having, Marcel’s philosophy
has been enlarged, so to speak. It tends to become an understanding of life, of the
entire set of situations lived through by human beings, each with its own
atmosphere. To an increasing degree the center of the perspective shifts from the
body to the soul. If my body is indeed more than an object that I own, it is equally
true that it is not me; it is ‘at the border of what I am and what I have,’ at the line
of demarcation between being and having. The central fact of metaphysics is
clearly no longer thought of, as stated a moment ago, as the presence and the
remoteness of my body: it is rather, in Marcel’s new book, the presence and
remoteness of my life, the adherence of my life to myself, and at the same time my
power to sacrifice it, my refusal to become indistinguishable from it. (Texts 103)
According to Merleau-Ponty, the theme of incarnation recedes into the background quite
noticeably when Marcel works out such distinctions as problem and mystery, having and
being, and observation and testimony. It is at this point that Merleau-Ponty’s reading of
Marcel diverges most dramatically from that presented by Levinas. As I explained in the
previous chapter, Levinas situates the body proper at the heart of the interpersonal
relation that the I has with the other taken as Thou. However, what Merleau-Ponty
realizes in this review is that Marcel’s investigations of the interpersonal is carried out
from the perspective of my life, from the point of view of my own presence and
remoteness to my life; as Marcel begins to focus more and more on the nature of the
interpersonal relation with the other in Being by way of co-presence, the centre of the
perspective of his work—of which incarnation was, initially, the central given—shifts

from my body to my life. And it is exactly this shift in perspective that Merleau-Ponty

tries to correct in The Structure of Behavior as he works to develop the idea of
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perspective from the point of view of the body, from the position of its embeddedness in
the reality of corporeity.

But why turn away from the body and towards the involvements of the soul?
Why shift perspectives from the presence and remoteness of my body to the presence and
remoteness of my life? Although Merleau-Ponty does not explicitly try to explain the
shift, he does highlight for the reader those aspects of my life that are the centre of the
theory of the interpersonal that Marcel develops in Being and Having—namely, the
simultaneous adherence of my life to myself and my power to sacrifice it and my refusal
to identify myself with my life so as to be indistinguishable from it. Interestingly enough,
Merleau-Ponty singles out exactly those aspects of my life that rendered it more suitable
than the category of my body because of the latter’s rootedness in non-disposability.
First, as we saw, I am unable to sacrifice my body to the other because my corporeity is
fundamentally not at my disposal; while I can sacrifice my life to the other, I am unable to
make a gift of my body because, in order to give my body absolutely to the other, to place
it absolutely at the disposal of the other, means making use of my body in order to do so
since my body is the very possibility of having power over something. And this brings us
to the second aspect, which involves the fact that, while I have the choice to either refuse
to identify myself with my life, to be my life, or to embrace my life and identify myself
with it completely, I cannot become indistinguishable from my body since it is both
something I have and something that I am. By being able to identify myself with my life,
I am able to absolutely give myself, by way of my life, to the other; as a martyr, I am able
to give my life to the other absolutely so that they can make of my life what they will.

But my body, which is located at the frontier between being and having, is both
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something I am and something I have, so I cannot identify myself absolutely with it; as a
result, I am not able to give my body to the other absolutely because my body, as
corporeity, is fundamentally non-disposable.

Since Marcel is interested in unearthing that which we truly are—remember that
the question that motivates Marcel’s inquiries is ‘What am 1?’—he is forced to proceed
beyond the body proper because, even though my body is more than an object that I own,
it is equally not me. The existent is always more than their body because their body
exists as both object (something one has) and subject (something that one is); as James
Collins explains in The Existentialists: A Critical Study, “one’s body is a focal point not
only for significant acts of existing but also for objects and possessions. This convergence
of being and object in ‘my body’ obtains not only in respect to other things but also in
respect to myself. There is an ultimate blending of being and having in the case of one’s
body. Corporeality or one’s bodily life is simultaneously something that one has and
something that one is” (Collins 157). And, because of the irreducible possessive nature
of the bond between the existent and its personal body, Marcel is forced to shift the
perspective of his work to the category of my life since, as we saw in the previous
chapter, the existent, as a result of the objective and instrumental facet of the body, is
“exposed either to the misuses of one’s own freedom or to the assault of others. One’s
being is vulnerable precisely at the point where it is prolonged in its possessions” (Collins
156). My body, as both me and not me, cannot therefore be reduced to my most essential
trait or to my true essence, as is the case with my life. Corporeity, instead of leading to
Being, always already exposes the existent to the world of having; the personal body, as

absolute possession, is an originating wound in the existent that exposes the existent to
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the dangers of the world but which cannot be healed in an effort to transcend having
towards Being. As a result, Marcel is forced to shift his focus from incarnation to the
situation of one’s life in order to reveal our participation with the presence of the other in
Being.

The central concern for Merleau-Ponty at this point in the review becomes how to
conceptualize existence, how to investigate a region of being in which the observer
necessarily participates. In light of Marcel’s work on incarnation, the question becomes
how to understand the sensible knowledge of the world by way of which things are given
to us carnally and in the flesh, a type of knowledge in which the perceiver is necessarily
engaged; as a cited quotation from Being and Having explains, the question becomes how
to “‘[bring] to the discursive level of thought an act that is entirely different’” (Texts 104).
How does one go about proving, or showing, the existence of this sensible knowledge of
the world? But what Merleau-Ponty discovers as Marcel’s thought on incarnation
evolves is a rejection of objectivity, of any criteria for confirming the validity of one’s
insights and intuitions, in favour of an overarching personalism at the level of the
ontological. As Merleau-Ponty explains in relation to the ontological commitment to
bear witness, “there is only one way to confirm that witness: to show that, by essence, it is
more valid than any confirmation” (Texts 105). For Marcel, the personal commitment of
the subject is enough to confirm the validity of their bearing witness; as long as the
subject is sufficient available or accessible to the presence of the other, the subject will
bear witness truthfully for the other, will be faithful to the presence of the other. What
disturbs Merleau-Ponty about the personal tone of Marcel’s ontological investigations is

its freedom from any sort of criteria for establishing the validity of one recounting from
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another. As Merleau-Ponty explains, “[o]nce we have reached that point, if ‘T saw’ is an
argument beyond further questioning, does that philosophy not authorize to an equal
extent any pseudo-intuition whatever? How do we distinguish between an authentic
intuition and an illusion? That is the question that the author brushes aside, because we
are asking for a criterion for something that, not being of the order of the ‘it,” cannot have
a criterion” (Texts 106). What Merleau-Ponty is objecting to is the personalism that
comes to dominate Marcel’s investigations into other regions of being and his failure to
develop criteria for evaluating the validity of various insights or knowledge gained in
those regions.

In particular, what Merleau-Ponty objects to is the lack of binding force in
Marcel’s philosophy in the sense that there is nothing in Marcel’s thought that ties the
subject to reality, that obliges the subject to engage with the structures of reality and
proceed from inadequate knowledge to more adequate knowledge: “The objection that
comes to mind in the presence of such a philosophy is that it somehow lacks binding
force. ‘There is something called living, and something else called existing: I have
chosen to exist.” That is a choice, and it cannot be otherwise. But we must ask ourselves
whether reflection cannot monitor that option more closely” (Texts 106). The problem is
not that Marcel has chosen to exist; the problem is more that the choice to exist is simply
based on personal intuition, on a sort of pseudo-intuition that Marcel feels no need to
verify or validate for the reader. How is one to judge Marcel’s claim concerning
existence and sensation? How is one to judge the validity of his insights into incarnate
existence and co-existence with the world? In the context of his life, Marcel certainly

feels that he has made the decision to exist; his philosophical enterprise—namely his
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subjection of his most intensely lived personal experiences to the scrutiny of second
reflection—is completely taken up with an investigation of his own existence. But, as
Merleau-Ponty states, Marcel’s philosophy lacks any binding force that would extend his
insights into existence to others; beyond his attempt to evoke the same intense lived
personal experience, such as incarnation in his readers, Marcel is uninterested in proving
or reasonably persuading his reader as to the validity of his insights. Marcel’s philosophy
reads as a series of personal intuitions into existence, which would be fine if he did not, at
the same time, present his own life as a model for good living.

One must keep in mind that Marcel’s philosophy is, in the final analysis, an ethics,
a prescription for leading a better life, for transcending the reality of functionalised life in
contemporary society and attempting to achieve co-presence with the other as Thou
within Being. In other‘words, there is nothing holding Marcel’s corpus together. There is
no coherent reasoning that binds his thoughts together and structures them as a cohesive
mass. Instead, Marcel’s thoughts seem to meander along unrestrained and unrestricted.
As aresult, the reader has no way of ascertaining whether or not Marcel’s thought truly
leads to a truer picture of reality. How is one to validate Marcel’s version of existence, a
version based in personal intuitions and pseudo-intuitions? In other words, Merleau-
Ponty is responding to the inherent personalism of Marcel’s philosophy, a personalism
that the former feels detracts from the latter’s truly revolutionary insights into incarnate
existence. What Merleau-Ponty realizes is that any philosophical enterprise that promises
to investigate existence must adopt a posture of objectivity and divest itself of
unmitigated personalism in order to be taken seriously. What is needed now is an

objective, scientific approach to that most obscure and ambiguous realm of pre-objective
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or pre-reflective existence in which we co-exist with the world and with each other and
which provides the ground for all scientific discovery.

What Merleau-Ponty is interested in is developing a new form of objectivity that
would enable the reflective subject to investigate the structures of existence that lead us
from our own imperfect intuitions towards more reality, towards a truer understanding of
the nature of our existence in the world. Earlier in the article, Merleau-Ponty
characterizes the phenomenological method that guides Marcel’s earlier work on
incarnation also using the terminology of binding: “The phenomenological method—at
the same time that it brings being closer to the subject, for the simple reason that the only
being we can discuss is the one we know, albeit inadequately—binds the subject closely
to being by defining the former as a tension or an intention oriented toward an end point”
(Texts 103, emphasis added). For Merleau-Ponty, the tension between having and being
defines the human condition, and his concern is with focusing reflection upon the sphere
of immanence, the sphere of having and living, in order to gain some understanding of the
structure of the existences that one comes to know at that level. What concerns Merleau-
Ponty is the way in which the real has been disqualified by Marcel from any involvement
in the domain of Being, from participating in those personal experiences through which
the existent ascends, in the context of my world, towards the truth of Being: “If all
intuition were sufficient in itself, if there were no path, no dialectic leading from
inadequate knowledge, how would each being, locked up in his or her own imperfect
intuitions, feel the need to go further, to move toward more reality? Do not the existences
we come to know have a certain structure, and do they not present partial aspects that are

felt to be just that—facets, each of which is an invitation to go farther?” (Texts 106).
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What Merleau-Ponty senses in Marcel’s style of existential philosophy is a
dangerous subjectivism that could undermine Marcel’s pioneering work on the body
proper, and it is for this reason that Merleau-Ponty takes up Husserlian phenomenology,
especially Husserl’s interest in re-objectifying philosophical inquiry. As Kerry H.
Whiteside explains in Merleau-Ponty and The Foundation of an Existential Politics, “one
of the great strengths of [Merleau-Ponty’s] philosophy...stems from his awareness of and
response to [the threat of subjectivism in existential theory]. He knows that if his theory
is to have any credibility vis-a-vis the dominant scientific understandings of man...he
must explain how it accounts for the public character of knowledge. He formulates a new
concept of ‘objectivity,” one that is internal to phenomenal experience” (Whiteside 54).
And Whiteside also argues that Merleau-Ponty’s interest in objectivity is a direct
challenge to Marcel’s choice to exist rather than live, that it was a result of Merleau-
Ponty finding Marcel’s “procedure too private, too intuitive: ‘it lacks an obligatory force.’

Merleau-Ponty maintains that in phenomenal experience, existing things have ‘a certain
structure’; they present ‘partial aspects that are sensed as such; each side is an invitation
to go further.” A multiplicity of views supports rather than undermines our impression of
coherent objects because perspectives are mutually confirming” (Whiteside 54—5)24. The
necessarily partial nature of perceptual experience opens the existent to the possibility of
other perspectives and to the other existents inhabiting those perspectives, and, instead of

undermining the integrity of the perception, this multiplicity is the necessary condition for

* It is also interesting to note that Whiteside reads ‘obligatory’ where Micheal B. Smith,
the translator of Merleau-Ponty’s review of Being and Having, reads ‘binding.” While
the term binding suggests the situatedness of the existent in the world, obligatory suggests
some form of interpersonal or intersubjective relation between the existent and some
other or group of others.
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its coherence and actuality. Reality is necessarily multiple, and this multiplicity, and the
relation with others that it implies, is a fundament structure of all perceptual experiencezs.
And Merleau-Ponty’s decision to work towards articulating the multiplicity of the real, it
structural polyvalence, and the way that this multiplicity or structural openness binds the
existent to the world and obliges the sensible existent to go further towards more reality is
in marked contrast to the direction of Marcel’s thought away from the multiplicity
implied in having—*"“having is in fact multiplicity”—and transcending it towards the unity

of Being—towards a “being wholly simple, that is, entirely one” (Being and Having 86).

5.2 Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy of Corporeity

The Structure of Behavior is quite literally a reaction against the shift in the centre of
perspective in Marcel’s thought from my body to my life. What Merleau-Ponty refers to as
the enlargement of Marcel’s philosophy to include all involvements of the soul is a direct
result of the shift in his concrete existential philosophy from an investigation into our being
in the world and with others from the perspective of incarnation towards an ontology that
focuses primarily on our relation with others from the perspective of my life, an
enlargement that, as I argued in the fourth chapter, was the direct result of Marcel’s
uncovering of the embeddedness of bodily reality in non-disposability—what he termed his

discovery of corporeity. What I wish to argue in this chapter is that Merleau-Ponty, in The

= Filming techniques provides an excellent example of the multiple perspectives through
which the world is presented to us if one considers the number of cameras used to film a
typical sitcom for television; one could argue that the multiple camera angles that are
edited together into the final show provide the program with an aura of reality that would
be lost if only one camera was used.
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Structure of Behavior, actually sets out to re-capitulate Marcel’s findings concerning
incarnation as a function of corporeity, to return the body to the centre of the philosophical
investigation into existence. But not only does the body come to function as the focal point
for Merleau-Ponty’s investigations into the structure of existence, as the centre of his
perspective on the way in which one is in the world and with others. More dramatically,
Merleau-Ponty also re-centres the existent’s perspective on the world in the body quite
literally by contending that human being-in-the-world is necessarily perspectival, that all
relations between the existent, its own body, the world, and others are necessarily
perspectival in nature—partial and incomplete but, as such, inviting and inexhaustible.
What I will work to demonstrate is that perspective is the way in which Merleau-
Ponty re-tools, in light of corporeity, Marcel’s determination of the nature of bodily reality
as being one of interposition. In The Structure of Behavior, Merleau-Ponty develops an
argument for understanding the nature of bodily reality in terms of perspective, where
perspective is developed as a function of the main features of corporeity—namely,
impersonality, an interpefsonal relation with the other based in difference, and passivity.
All of these features figure as important aspects of the structure of perspective as presented
by Merleau-Ponty. Firstly, since corporeity is the line of demarcation between being and
having, perspective has one foot in the personal subjective body that I am and another in the
objective useful body that I have at my disposal: both aspects of corporeity, namely its
personal nature and its irreducible aspect as possession, structure the phenomenon of
perspective. And this irreducible duality or difference—or, as he states later in The Visible
and the Invisible, reversibility—that structures perspective is not a difference that undoes a

prior unity or that can eventually be overcome or transcended. Instead, this difference
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inaugurates perception as perspectival, as necessarily so, because perception is always
already perspectival. For Merleau-Ponty, there is no prior unity that one can restore by
healing the wound at the heart of corporeity, just as there is no possibility for every attaining
a totalising transcendent and perspectiveless knowledge of the world. Existence is always
already structured according to the difference, and the accompanying tension, between
being and having, between the personal and the impersonal, between the same and the
other.

But what is truly revolutionary about Merleau-Ponty’s account of perspective is his
contention that it is the objective body—the body that I have at my disposal and which is
one object among others in the world—that places the existent in relation with others within
a common sphere of existence, within a common reality that is the basis for intersubjective
understanding and participation or engagement; thus, since it is by way of the body that I
have at my disposal that I encounter the other at the level of existence by way of the
necessarily perspectival character of all perception, then my relation with the other at the
level of existence is structured as a relation of having and is determined by the tension
between the self and the other as other. In other words, Merleau-Ponty develops a theory of
inter-corporeity through the concept of perspective that implicates the existent with the
other as other within a field of co-existence according to the non-disposability of the body,
according to its refusal to become indistinguishable from the existent.

And this leads to the third aspect of perspective that is a function of corporeity,
passivity. In The Structure of Behavior, Merleau-Ponty argues against understanding
perspective as an accidental feature of phenomena that, once overcome by the subject, will

lead to a complete knowledge of reality, to a description of reality from some transcendent
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position outside of one’s bodily involvement or participation in the world. Perspective is
not the result of a flaw in perception; instead it is the very possibility of perception and is
that aspect of perception that ensures the inexhaustibility of the world. Perspective, while it
will not lead to complete knowledge, does open onto more knowledge. And what ensures
the incompleteness of our knowledge of the world, its necessarily perspectival character, is
the hiddenness of my own position in the world. My corporeity, as non-disposable, is
fundamentally invisible to me. As the blind spot that makes—necessarily perspectival—
perception possible, my corporeity is not available to me to observe or to bring to my
attention. This blind spot, in other words, is the very possibility of bringing anything to my
attention, of perceiving anything, but is itself indisposed with regards to the perceiving
existent.

As an entry into The Structure of Behavior, the following chapter will show the
rootedness of the text in Marcel’s intuitions concerning the reality of bodily existence but
will then demonstrate how Merleau-Ponty works towards proving that the aspects of bodily
existence that Marcel unearthed by way of the concept of corporeity are embedded within
the very structure of our pre-reflective experience of existence. The first section will
highlight the ontological dimensions of The Structure of Behavior and the role of
phenomenology in the text in relation to Marcel’s statement in his Metaphysical Journal
that “the notion of the body is not at all univocal,” an insight that leads Marcel to suggest
that “the notion that the mind can form of the relations...[between the existent and its] body
must be in function of the movement by which the notion of the body is constructed”
(Metaphysical Journal 124-5). In The Structure of Behavior, Merleau-Ponty focuses on

how the relationship between the existent and its body is thought or articulated in the
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sciences—in the behavioural sciences, in particular. As I will demonstrate, Merleau-Ponty
applies this insight to the behavioural sciences and argues that the idea that the scientist can
form of behaviour—which is the term used in the sciences for the relations that exist
between the body and the mind—*“must be in function of the movements by which the
notion of the body is constructed.” More specifically, Merleau-Ponty works to prove, by
showing that the observations themselves, looked at in isolation from the ontological
assumptions of the observers, do not support the conclusions drawn, that the conclusions
reached by the behavioural sciences concerning the structure of behaviour are incorrect
because of the ontological assumptions concerning the nature of the body and of bodily
reality that the scientists bring to bear on their results. In this way, Merleau-Ponty lays the
groundwork for the philosophical enterprise that is the focus of the last two sections of the
text—namely, articulating the true nature of bodily reality in terms of perspective.

I will also demonstrate how Merleau-Ponty manages to deduce, from the very
structure of pre-reflective experience that he brings to light by way of his investigation into
the experiments conducted in the behavioural sciences, the various aspects of existence,
such as co-existence and the manifestation of the world to the existent, that Marcel intuited
in his own work. But one of the main differences between their projects that will begin to
emerge at the end of The Structure of Behavior is the anonymous aspect or atmosphere that
Merleau-Ponty uncovers within pre-reflective experience—it is this anonymous aspect that
Whitehead refers to as the new concept of objectivity—and it is this divergence that has led
me to characterize Merleau-Ponty’s work as a philosophy of corporeity. While the question
of incarnation is, in Marcel’s case, always a question of my incarnation, of my own personal

and unique being in the world, corporeity points towards the tension between the personal
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and the impersonal26 that is at the heart of bodily reality understood in terms of perspective.

5.2.1 Merleau-Ponty’s Opening Moves

The project outlined in The Structure of Behavior owes a great deal to Marcel’s
insight concerning the fact that the body is not at all univocal, that the various theories
developed about the relationship between the mind and body “must be in function of the
movement by which the notion of the body is constructed” (Metaphysical Journal 124-5).
In fact, the last section of the text is entitled “The Relations of the Soul and the Body and
the Problem of Perceptual Consciousness,” and this last chapter opens onto the question of
perceptual experience that becomes the central focus of his next major work, the
Phenomenology of Perception. The movement of Merleau-Ponty’s thought towards the
question of perception is an uncanny repetition of the development of Marcel’s thinking
once he decided to investigate existence from the point of view of its incarnation. As you
may recall, Marcel’s argues that the Cartesian conceptualization of the relation between the
mind and the body in which the body is simply determined as a mechanical complexus,
which he presents as being a direct cause of the functionalization and objectification of
contemporary existence, is based on a misreading or misinterpretation of the true reality of
the body; consequently, he ends the first part of the Metaphysical Journal with the
realization that “the problem of the reality of the body is shown to be the central problem
and upon its solution everything else depends” (Metaphysical Journal 126). This statement

sets the stage for the second part of the journal in which Marcel eventual turns his attention

% Or the voluntary and the involuntary, to use Ricoeur’s terms
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to excavating his own experiences in order to unearth the true reality of the body as my
body, as the body that I am. Marcel is then led to reconceptualize the relation between the
mind and the body based on what he sees as the true representation of the reality of the body
and to re-evaluate, based on the fact that ‘Il am my body,” the idealist and realist theories of
perceptual experience.

Merleau-Ponty seems to retrace Marcel’s progress in his early work, at least as
Marcel’s conclusions relate to science in general and the behavioural sciences in particular.
The Structure of Behavior begins with the presupposition that the nature of lived bodily
reality as understood by science is not at all univocal, a challenge that Merleau-Ponty levels
against the sciences in light of their inability to draw coherent conclusions from data
collected from various experiments aimed at studying behaviour. What Merleau-Ponty
argues is that the ability of scientists to draw coherent conclusions from the data that they
have collected, conclusions that are supported by the results of their experiments, is a direct
result of the ontological presuppositions that the scientists have concerning the nature of
bodily reality; the problem lies in the fact that either a realist or idealist model of
embodiment that the scientists apply to the organisms in their experiments and that they use
to conceptualize the behavioural relation between the organism and an external stimuli do
not accurately depict the true nature of embodied existence. In other words, the scientists
are being bad philosophers. In response, Merleau-Ponty introduces the terms structure and
form in an attempt to describe how an embodied organism interacts with its surroundings in
a dialectical manner. And then, after demonstrating the structural nature of embodied
behaviour in general, the issue of human behaviour becomes explicit by the end of the text

as Merleau-Ponty tries to explain the specific perspectival structure of human perception,

240



where perception—or sensation—is understood to underwrite all human behaviour.
Merleau-Ponty opens the text with a demonstration of how the ontological
assumptions concerning the nature of the body and of lived existence that science brings to
its experiments lead to conclusions that the very facts of the experiments themselves
contradict. As Alphonse De Waelhens notes in his foreword to the second French edition of
The Structure of Behavior,
Merleau-Ponty unstintingly collates and examines the facts given us by scientific
experimentation or psychiatry...with the single aim of making the ontological frames
of reference—generally implicit—in which they are presented literally fly to
pieces...[This process] simply signifies that for this philosophy, the scientist—as any
man—spontaneously thinks in terms of ontology—and that, in the present
circumstances, this ontology—which seems self-evident because of a long
habitation—is in radical opposition to the views which natural and ingenuous
experience—in which all scientific experience is rooted—seems to impose when we
undertake to understand it without prejudice. (De Waelhens xxvii)
Instead of attempting to refute the findings of science, De Waelhens argues that Merleau-
Ponty aims at demonstrating the inconsistency between the facts that psychiatry and various
scientific investigations into natural and ingenuous experience bring to light and the
ontological presuppositions in which science and the scientific attitude are rooted; the major
problem with science concerns the contradiction between the facts it uncovers about the
nature of embodied experiences in the world and the scientist’s implicit assumptions
concerning the nature of embodied existence. What Merleau-Ponty is attempting to
highlight in The Structure of Behavior is the contradiction between the implicit ontological
assumptions concerning the nature of embodied existence that inform all scientific

experiencing of the world and the information about embodied existence that is revealed

. L . . 27
through experimentation into natural and ingenuous experience” .

27 .
In many ways, Merleau-Ponty's oeuvre can be understood as a sustained search for an
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alternative framework for describing the nature of existence than according to the concepts
of consciousness and intentionality that Husserl developed in his early phenomenological
writings and which formed the basis for Jean-Paul Sartre’s explication of the nature of the
relationship between the for-itself and the in-itself in Being and Nothingness. In his text,
Sartre carries the phenomenology outlined by Husserl in the Cartesian Meditations to its
logical conclusion. Sartre radicalizes the Cartesian split between the subject and the object,
between consciousness and the world, and makes it the cornerstone of his philosophical
enterprise. According to Sartrean existentialism, existence is primarily structured by a
separation between the being-for-itself and the being-in-itself and any relationship between
these terms is considered to be a modality of consciousness; thus, Being and Nothingness
reduces existence to the categories of consciousness , which is structured, following
Husserl, as intentionality. As Jean-Frangois Lyotard explains in Phenomenology,

in the investigation of the immediate data prior to all scientific thematization, and

the justification of such, phenomenology lays bare the fundamental manner, or

essence, of the consciousness of this data, which is intentionality. In place of the
traditional consciousness which ‘digests,’ or at least ingests, the external world (as
in Condillac, for example), phenomenology reveals a consciousness which ‘bursts
outward’ (Sartre)—a consciousness, in sum, which is nothing if not a relation to the
world...[Consequently it will] prove necessary at least to begin [any investigation of
the nature of existence] by laying out and making clear the diverse modes according

to which consciousness is ‘interwoven with the world.” (Lyotard 33-4)

As Sartre would say, consciousness is always consciousness of something; that is,
consciousness is directed outwards towards the world as the object of its intentions.
Consequently, all consciousness is motivated consciousness, directed towards the
transcendent object in the external world and the original relationship between the for-itself
and the in-itself is brought about according to the intentional nature of consciousness. Since
consciousness is the structure in human beings that directs us outside of ourselves and
towards the transcendent world, all original relations with the world are determined by
consciousness; therefore, according to Sartre's ontology, all relationships with the external
world are structured as modes of consciousness and that the only relation one can have with
the world is as consciousness of that world. In other words, the fundamental structure of
our relationship with the world that is prior to all scientific thematization is a result of the
intentional nature of consciousness.

However, as Merleau-Ponty argues in Phenomenology of Perception, our
intentional relation with the world, as a structure of consciousness, reduces the
“ontological world...which we find at the core of the subject...[to] the world...as idea” and
not as lived or experienced by a corporeal consciousness (Phenomenology of Perception
408). In other words, Merleau-Ponty works to undermine the priority given to
consciousness in philosophical descriptions of pre-reflective being-in-the-world, a
priority that works to determine our pre-reflective relationship with the world as a
function of intelligibility. One of the consequences of placing the transcendental subject
understood as consciousness at the centre of one’s philosophical systems is that one
reduces our primordial relationship with Being and the world to a matter of intelligibility.

Consequently, the pre-reflective relationship between the cogito and the world in Sartre
is structured as a form of knowing and ontology is reduced absolutely to the abstract
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In particular, De Waelhens argues that Merleau-Ponty is specifically interested in his
first major work in proving that scientific experience,
that is, the ensemble of facts which, brought to light by scientific investigation,
constitutes behaviour, is not comprehensible within the ontological perspectives
which science spontaneously adopts...[and that one] succeeds in obtaining a
coherent view of behaviour only if it is interpreted with the help of a conception
which places no more credit in the hypothesis of a behaviour-as-thing than that of
behaviour-as-manifestation of a pure mind. (De Waelhens Xxv-xxvi)
The two characterizations of behaviour that Merleau-Ponty is contesting in this text—the
conceptualization of “behaviour-as-thing” and “behaviour-as-manifestation of a pure
mind”—are themselves descriptions of human behaviour that are underwritten by certain
metaphysical assumptions, particularly assumptions concerning the nature of human
corporeality and embodiment. For Merleau-Ponty, what is at issue in this text is the

incompatibility of the facts concerning human behaviour brought to light by scientific

investigation and the ontological framework according to which scientists attempt to

sphere of ideas and concepts. Living in the world is, therefore, simply a modality of
knowing the world; scientific thematization is, in other words, based upon an earlier
impersonal and egoless thematization of the world as an object of knowledge. Hence,
both the ontic and ontological domains of being are simple modes of knowing and our
relationship with Being and beings is a simple a matter of knowledge. What Merleau-
Ponty questions about the transcendental subject, such as it appears in Sartre, is the
already constituted, and unquestioned, separation between the for-itself and the in-itself,
that distance across which consciousness acts. How was this separation constituted?
What was the source of this differentiation? How is the space between for-itself and in-
itself into which consciousness bursts realized and actualized in the world? In an article
entitled “Perception and Structure in Merleau-Ponty,” philosopher Bernhard Waldenfels
argues that Merleau-Ponty, in an attempt to answer these questions, spent his life
“searching for a third dimension this side of subject and object,” a milieu which Merleau-
Ponty characterizes as “common to philosophy and the positive sciences, and...[where]
something like a third dimension opens up, this side of the pure subject and the pure
object, where our activity and our passivity, our autonomy and dependence no longer
contradict one another” (Waldenfels 21). He argues that Merleau-Ponty’s work attempts
a radical revision of phenomenology and our understanding of our being-in-the-world by
moving away from the idea of “consciousness as a fundamental fact” (Waldenfels 26) and
towards an understanding of existence in relation to the fundamental fact that we are our
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understand these facts. Since the various scientific accounts of the experiences of the living
body in the world do not coincide with the ontological perspectives concerning the nature of
human existence in which the scientific interpretation of these experiences are rooted, then
one must conclude that either the facts themselves are false or that the ontological
presuppositions are incorrect. For Merleau-Ponty, the problem lies with the ontological
presuppositions; consequently, he does not try to debunk the scientific methods of
investigation but instead is interested in re-vising the ontological assumptions in which
scientific interpretations are rooted, assumptions that contend that existence is primarily
structured according to the separation between the for-itself and the in-itself. In the case of
“behaviour-as-thing,” scientists interpret behaviour as a conditioned physiological response
to a particular stimulus in which consciousness is not involved at all; in other words, this
interpretation follows the empirical and realist conceptualization of existence in which the
structure of the external world—in this case, the structure of the stimulus—determines
absolutely the actions of the subject. In the case of “behaviour-as-manifestation of a pure
mind,” a subject’s behaviour is interpreted as being absolutely determined by internal
processes, an interpretation rooted in the intellectualist and idealist philosophical tradition
that contends that all actions are absolutely determined and structured internally by the
subject through consciousness.

The problem for Merleau-Ponty in The Structure of Behavior is that scientific
investigations into behaviour have revealed facts that cannot be explained in terms of the
dualism between the pure object that determines the subject’s response and the pure subject

that absolutely determines its own behaviour. Instead, the odd structure of behaviour points

embodiment (Phenomenology of Perception 206).
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towards the existence of a middle dimension on this side of the subject and object
dichotomy; as Merleau-Ponty explains, he is interested in exploring the concept of
behaviour since “it is neutral with respect to the classical distinction between the ‘mental’
and the ‘physiological’ and thus gives us the opportunity of defining them anew” (The
Structure of Behavior 4). In other words, behaviour, as a concept, holds open for Merleau-
Ponty the possibility of understanding the relationship between the subject and its
environment in ways other than as “a series of blind reactions to external ‘stimuli,” [or as]
the projection of acts which are motivated by the pure ideas of a disembodied, worldless
mind” (Wild xiv). Moreover, the concept of behaviour will enable him to envision the
relationship between organism and environment not as “exclusively subjective nor
exclusively objective, but as a dialectical interchange between man and the world which

cannot be adequately expressed in traditional causal terms” (Wild xiv).

5.2.2 The Concept of Behaviour

In his article entitled “Perception and Structure in Merleau-Ponty,” Bernhard
Waldenfels focuses on the concepts of structure and form that Merleau-Ponty develops in
relations to behaviour to describe the experiential third dimension that underlies the
splitting of the world into the in-itself and the for-itself. In particular, Waldenfels focuses
on what he refers to as the “structures of behaviour” and investigates Merleau-Ponty’s use
of the concepts of structure and form in characterizing “the behaviour of an organism
towards its environment, that of a human being to [its] world” as it unfolds in “a third

dimension which lies on this side of the split into pure nature and pure consciousness, pure

245



externality and pure internality” (Waldenfels 22-3). He explains that, in The Structure of
Behavior,
[s]tructure and form belong to a middle dimension, they are neither ‘things’, i.e.
pure existents, complexions of externally connected data, nor ‘ideas’, i.e. products
of an intellectual synthesis [but are rather] the result of a process of self-organization
of experiential, actional and linguistic fields, which is not governed by pre-existent
principles and yet itself is prior to any possible disintegration into disparate elements
and individual events. Husserl’s goal of a ‘Logos of the aesthetic world’ begins to
assume a concrete form here, and the transcendental dimension is here shifted into a
pre-egological region. (Waldenfels 23)
In other words, the pre-egological middle region of behaviour is that realm of existence that
is prior to the disintegration of the world into the poles of subject and object and to the
disintegration of the situation into separate, individuated parts. More specifically, in this
middle dimension, not only can the individual not be reduced to a knowing consciousness
but the stimulus itself cannot be reduced to a simple set of real parts. Instead, “since the
decomposition into real parts can never be completed, it is never as an individual physical
reality that the stimulus becomes reflexogenic; it is always as a structure” (The Structure of
Behavior 103). Structure is the concept that Merleau-Ponty uses to characterize the
dimension of experience that is characterized by “certain givens of [an organism’s]
experience” (The Structure of Behavior 102) and certain givens of the external environment
that ensure that “the real world is constituted in its specificity” (The Structure of Behavior
220). This shift in terminology is part of the larger project of placing the stimulus into the
larger context of the situation in which the behaviour unfolded; as a result, the reaction of
the organism to a stimulus is seen as being partly dependent upon the structure of the
situation in which the organism is acting and partly on the structure of the organism itself.

The middle dimension unearthed by Merleau-Ponty should sound quite familiar by

now since it has a similar physiognomy to the category of existence brought to light by
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Marcel. Just as Marcel was reacting to the objectivization and functionalization of the
human being by contemporary culture, Merleau-Ponty is reacting to the scientific
objectification of living behaviour as simple reflex. But Merleau-Ponty’s attack on the
objectivity that governs reflexology is only the opening by way of which he extends his
critique to encompass all the sciences. What troubles Merleau-Ponty about the scientific
project in general is its attempt “to construct the image of [a self-enclosed] absolute physical
world, of a physical reality...[that] should be only a point of departure..., a provisional
intermediary between us and the ensemble of laws; and these laws—explaining by their
combined interplay the appearance of such and such a state of the world—should thus close
the circle and stand independently” (The Structure of Behavior 144-5). In particular,
reflexology, by way of its attempt to establish a one-to-one correspondence in organisms
between actions and physical stimuli, works to solidify the illusion of a self-enclosed,
independent physical reality that exists objectively apart from the organism as subject and
thereby “revealing forms of life or even of mind as already in a physical world in-itself (en-
sot)” (The Structure of Behavior 145). But, through the category of behaviour, Merleau-
Ponty works to surpass the alternative of subject and object, pour-soi and en-soi, in order to
demonstrate the interrelation, interdependence, or correlation, between the organism and the
world that “opens up at the place where behavior appears” (The Structure of Behavior 125).
In fact, Merleau-Ponty even adopts the term existence in order to designate the reality that
he is trying to articulate, that pre-reflective participation or inherence of the living organism
in the world which has actually become, because of certain privileged perceptual structures,
the basis for the scientific image of the world as an absolute given reality:

The gestures of behavior, the intentions which it traces in the space around the
animal, are not directed to the true world or pure being, but to being-for-the-animal,
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that is, to a certain milieu characteristic of the species; they do not allow the

showing through of a consciousness, that is, a being whose whole essence is to

know, but rather a certain manner of treating the world, of ‘being-in-the-world’ or of

‘existing.” A consciousness, according to Hegel’s expression, is a ‘penetration in

being,” and here we have nothing yet but an opening up...There is, then, no

behavior which certifies a pure consciousness behind it...In fact I am aware of
perceiving the world as well as behavior which, caught in it, intends numerically

one and the same world, which is to say that, in the experience of behavior, I

effectively surpass the alternative of the for-itself (pour-soi) and the in-itself (en-

soi)...The structure of behavior as it presents itself to perceptual experience is
neither a thing nor consciousness; and it is this which renders it opaque to the mind.

(The Structure of Behavior 125-7)

The importance of the concept of behaviour for Merleau-Ponty concerns the
relationship between the existent and its surroundings that it brings to light, a relationship
that precedes the separation between the for-itself and the in-itself that, for example,
organizes Sartre’s ontological description of human existence. Behaviour points towards
the pre-scientific life world in which the existent finds itself involved in a pre-reflective
manner and in which the existent encounters the world as presence and in a meaningful
manner. What Merleau-Ponty denotes with the term behaviour is the complex of the
organism and its surroundings as expressed by way of the gestures of behaviour. As
Merleau-Ponty deploys the term, behaviour does not allow for the atomization of the act
into a distinct external stimuli that solicits, as a cause, a reflexive response from the
organism. Instead, behaviour is essentially structural, in that the stimulus cannot be
thought apart from its place within the larger structure of the situation and surroundings
and its meaningfulness therein and the response cannot be thought apart the internal laws
that structure the organism and ensure that the response is global instead of local. As
Merleau-Ponty explains,

we cannot treat reactions to the structure of the situation as derived or give a

privilege of objectivity to those which depend on elementary excitations. For
instance, the excitations received on the sensory terminations and the movements
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executed by the effector muscles are integrated into structures which play a

regulating role in their regard. These structural processes...establish a relation of

meaning between the situation and the response...In other words, the real parts of

the stimulus are not necessarily the real parts of the situation. The efficacy of a

partial stimulus is not tied solely to its objective presence. It must make itself

recognized as it were by the organism in the...constellation in which it appears.

There is a reason for distinguishing the presence of the stimulus in-itself and its

presence ‘for the organism’ which reacts...Since the decomposition into real parts

can never be completed, it is never as an individual physical reality that the
stimulus becomes reflexogenic; it is always as a structure. (The Structure of

Behavior 102-3)

Therefore, Merleau-Ponty argues that behaviour is meaningful—a term that, as we saw
earlier, Marcel also uses to overcome the separation between the subject and the object
that structures the realm of objectivity. More specifically, he presents behaviour as a
relation of meaning that coordinates the situation and the response; in other words, both
the situation and the response are part of a structural whole that is behaviour. As
Merleau-Ponty explains, “situation and reaction are linked internally by their common
participation in a structure in which the mode of activity proper to the organism is
expressed” (The Structure of Behavior 130). And that structure is behaviour.

In what follows in Chapter II of The Structure of Behavior, Merleau-Ponty
suggests three categories of behaviour—what he refers to as the syncretic, amovable, and
symbolic forms—for articulating three possible relationships between the organism and
its surroundings and for the accompanying meaning of space and time at each of these
levels. At each level, Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that behaviour is structural, that it can
no longer be situated at either the level of the in-itself or the for-itself but must be
understood to unfold in a middle dimension that is neither simply objective space nor the

space of intentional consciousness; more specifically, behaviour must be understood as

“the projection outside of the organism of a possibility”—a possibility that results from
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the transformation by the organism of both a singular situation of an experience into a
typical situation by making it stand out as a ‘now’ in relation to a series of ‘nows’ and its
reaction into an aptitude—*“which is internal to it” (The Structure of Behavior 125).
Under these conditions, stimuli are not the cause of reactions but are instead their
occasion:
Hence, between the variables upon which conduct actually depends and this
conduct itself there appears a relation of meaning, an intrinsic relation. One
cannot assign a moment in which the world acts upon the organism, since the very
effect of this ‘action’ expresses the internal law of the organism. The mutual
exteriority of the organism and the milieu is surmounted along with the mutual
exteriority of the stimuli. Thus, two correlatives must be substituted for these two
terms defined in isolation: the ‘milieu’ and the ‘aptitude,” which are like two poles
of behavior and participate in the same structure. (The Structure of Behavior 161)
Thus, behaviour can only be understood as a sort of dialectic between the
organism and its surroundings, an “embodied dialectic which radiates over a milieu
immanent to it” (SB 161), a circuit of exchange between the surroundings and the various
aptitudes of the organism that establishes the world for the organism, where aptitudes are
defined as “the general power of responding to situations of a certain type by means of
varied reactions” (The Structure of Behavior 130). Instead of being already given, instead
of being an objective and self-enclosed stage upon which behaviour is enacted, the world,
according to Merleau-Ponty, is a function of the possibilities for behaviour of the
organism, of its aptitudes; in other words, “the world, inasmuch as it harbors living
beings,...opens up at the place where being appears” (The Structure of Behavior 125).
The world only appears in relation to the possible behaviours established within the
organism, aptitudes that, as structures, are a direct result of a communication or exchange

between the structure that is the organism and the structure that is its surroundings; the

world is that milieu that is contained within the organism’s gestures of behaviour, that is
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intended—not in a conscious manner, however—by its behaviour. And these
possibilities or aptitudes are all part of the organism’s unique “manner of treating the
world, of ‘being-in-the-world,” or of ‘existing.” A consciousness, according to Hegel’s
expression, is a ‘penetration in being,” and here we have nothing yet but an opening up”
(The Structure of Behavior 125-6). So the central issue now becomes the opening onto
the world that is the organism, the “manner of elaborating the stimuli which is proper to
it; thus the organism has a distinct reality which is not substantial but structural” (The
Structure of Behavior 129). As we are seeing, the concept of structure comes to refer for
Merleau-Ponty to the way in which the organism comes to live the situation for itself, to
the way in which the organism responds or receives stimuli “according to what they
signify and what they are worth for the typical activity of the species considered” (The
Structure of Behavior 130) and not simply according to the physical nature of the stimuli
as it is in itself. The structural aspect of behaviour concerns the way in which the
organism opens up, to, or onto its surroundings, to the way in which the organism makes
itself present to receive the world and receive any stimuli with respect to its value and
significance and with respect to the meaningful behaviour that the organism is trying to
accomplish or realize. And it is exactly this opening up that is pre-reflective life.

In conclusion, behaviour, as the internal relationship between the environment and
the organism, is itself a structure. As Merleau-Ponty discovers in his investigation,
behaviour, as the bond between the organism’s specific way of dealing with the world and
the physiognomy of the thing, is not a simple fact; instead, his “objective description of
behaviour uncovers in it a more or less articulated structure, a more or less rich interior

signification and reference to ‘situations’ which are sometimes individual, sometimes
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abstract and sometimes essential” (The Structure of Behavior 109-10). Behaviour is
therefore a segmented and jointed structure in which the interior significance of the world
for the organism and the structure of the external situation are organized into a coherent and
meaningful whole. Or, as Waldenfels would have it, behaviour is a structure which appears
within the middle dimension between subject and object, in that interval which for Merleau-
Ponty is not yet space: through his investigation of behaviour, “the retinal image and the
object [come to be understood as] two phenomena that resemble and correspond to each
other in a magical way across an interval which is not yet space” (The Structure of Behavior
219). Across this interval, the world comes to correspond to its appearance as a retinal
image while the retinal image comes to correspond to the structure of the world; as
Merleau-Ponty would later comment in Phenomenology of Perception, it is across this
interval that T come to understand the world and the world comes to understand me
(Phenomenology of Perception 408). As John O'Neill explains in Perception, Expression,
and History: The Social Phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the logic of behaviour
“is a ‘living cohesion’ in which I belong to myself while belonging to the world” (O'Neill
18). In The Structure of Behavior, therefore, behaviour is the concept through which
Merleau-Ponty attempts to develop the “complementary relationship between ‘the
omnipresence of consciousness and its involvement in a field of presence’” that
characterizes the middle dimension of existence (O'Neill 19).

In part, The Structure of Behavior is a reaction to the atomist theory of stimulus-
response that separates the stimulus from the situation in which the response occurs and is
instead suggesting that the stimulus cannot be thought apart from the larger structure of the

situation and its meaning for the organism (The Structure of Behavior 102). As O'Neill
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explains, Merleau-Ponty is arguing that the results of scientific experimentation
demonstrate that “the sensible configuration of an object is not a datum of immediate
experience; what is immediate is the meaning or structure of the object correlative with the
‘articulation and melodic unity of my behaviour’” (O'Neill 4). As a correlative relation, the
meaning of an object cannot be thought apart from the structure of the subject’s behaviour
towards that object. According to this model of behaviour, the meaning of the object is
implied, or actualized, in the behaviour of the subject while the structure of behaviour is
implied, or actualized, in the meaning that the object has for the subject. As a result, one
cannot investigate the meaning of the object without investigating the structure of the
behaviour of the subject towards that object; and, likewise, one cannot investigate the
structure of behaviour without also investigating the meaning of the object as articulated in
the subject’s behaviour. Consequently, both the structure of the environment and the
structure of what Merleau-Ponty refers to as an organism’s “specific capacity to respond”
(The Structure of Behavior 154) to the environment are involved in determining the
structure of the organism’s behaviour in a certain setting. As Merleau-Ponty states, the facts
revealed by scientific experimentation lead one to conclude that,
in describing the physical or organic individual and its milieu,...their relations [are]
not mechanical, but dialectical. A mechanical action...is one in which the cause and
the effect are decomposable into real elements which have a one-to-one
correspondence. In elementary actions, the dependence is uni-directional; the cause
is the necessary and sufficient condition of the effect considered in its existence and
nature...On the contrary,...physical stimuli act upon the organism only by eliciting a
global response which will vary qualitatively when the stimuli vary
qualitatively;...the reaction depends upon their vital significance rather than on the
material properties of the stimuli. Hence, between the variables upon which
conduct actually depends and this conduct itself there appears a relation of meaning,
an intrinsic relation. One cannot assign a moment in which the world acts on the

organism, since the very effect of this ‘action’ expresses the internal law of the
organism. (The Structure of Behavior 160-1)
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In terms of the response of an organic individual to stimuli, the mechanical model is
inapplicable because the stimuli does not completely condition the response, understood as
the effect which the stimuli has on the organism; in other words, the structure of the stimuli
is not a sufficient condition for understanding the nature of the organism’s response.
Instead, one must understand the effect of the stimuli, its action on the organism, in terms of
the behaviour of the organism as a structure determined by the structure of the stimuli and
the internal law of the organism that Merleau-Ponty refers to as “the organism's manner of
modifying the physical world and of bringing about the appearance in the world of a milieu

in its own image” (The Structure of Behavior 154).

5.2.3 The Phenomenal Body

But exactly how is one to understand the concept of an internal law according to
which the organism modifies the physical world? What is the source of the internal law that
enables “the organism itself to measure the action of things upon it and itself delimit its
milieu” (The Structure of Behavior 148)? Where does the internal law originate and how is
its expressed by the organism? How does the internal law modify the physical world for the
organism? Where does this milieu that interposes itself between the organism and the
world originate? I deliberately smuggled in the concept of interposition to forewarn the
reader about the direction in which the argument is heading. Merleau-Ponty deliberately
separates behaviour into two parts: geographiéal behaviour, which is “the sum of the
movements actually executed by the animal in their objective relation with the physical

world,” and behaviour proper, which are those “movements considered in their internal
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articulation and as a kinetic melody gifted with meaning” (The Structure of Behavior 130).
The actual behaviour that the organism realizes and which can be related to the physical
world in which the action is actualised is the geographical aspect of behaviour; this is the
objective component of behaviour that science studies. But, underlying this behaviour as its
enabling condition, behaviour proper refers to that structural aspect of behaviour in which
the situation and the reaction are internally linked or related as a meaningful whole, as an
articulated—by way of meaning—structure. And it is behaviour proper that occurs in the
milieu proper to the organism, in that not-yet-space in which the internal structure of the
organism and the structural features of its surroundings participate with one another:
“Behaviour, it is said, has its roots and ultimate effects in the geographical environment
even though, as has been seen, it is related to it only by the intermediary of the environment
proper to each species and to each organism” (The Structure of Behavior 133). So, the
question at this point is how this middle sphere, the milieu, is constituted and interposed
between the organism and the geographical world. What is at the heart of the milieu?

Up to this point, Merleau-Ponty has argued that the internal law of the organism is
one of the central structures that determines the structure of an organism’s behaviour—the
actions according to which it conducts itself in a certain milieu. In other words, the internal
law of the organism is related to its capacity for action, to the possible set of actions which
the organism is able to perform at any given time; as Merleau-Ponty states, in order to
properly understand an organism’s behaviour, one is required to “accept the fact that the
organism itself modifies its milieu according to the internal norms of its activity” (The
Structure of Behavior 154). Hence, the organism is able to delimit its milieu according to

the internal laws that determine all possible activity for the organism. In the case of human
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beings, this means that our behaviour is largely determined by the structure of our bodies;
since “the particularities of an individual organism are more and more closely connected
with its capacity for action...[, it is only reasonable to argue that] the structure of the body in
man is the expression of character” (The Structure of Behavior 155). But, the body can only
be understood as the potential for activity in relation to the environment in which it
establishes itself; one must remember that, outside of any environment, the body only exists
as the potential for activity and that, similarly, apart from the body, an object only exists as
the potential for meaning. This notwithstanding, the question still remains as to how the
structure of the organism actually functions to modify its milieu. And, in a similar vein,
how does the structure of the environment act upon the organism?

As the source of potential activity, the body delimits the physical world by
structuring it according to the potential actions that the body can perform; consequently, by
superimposing its internal norms of activity over the world, the organism is able to modify
the physical world and bring into appearance a milieu, organized according to its own
image, in which the organism can function. But this milieu is also a function of the
structure of the physical world to which the organism, as body, must respond. In order to
take this into account, Merleau-Ponty argues that the unity of the milieu, as the correlation
between organism and environment, must be understood as a unity of signification and not
one of correlation, as is the case in physical systems in which cause and effect are separable
and exist in a one-to-one correspondence (The Structure of Behavior 155-6). Behaviour is
therefore a structure of signification, and meaning is the material out of which behaviour, as
a structure constituted by the structure of the environment and the structure of the organism,

is constituted. In other words, the structure of the world and the internal norms of the
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organism are related to one another in behaviour through signification. As O'Neill explains,
“the meaning of an object is revealed as a possibility which is only actualized as being-in-
the-world when inserted into a certain conduct which distributes functional values
according to the demands of the total configuration” (O'Neill 4). The structure of the object
is a possible set of meanings which is then actualized when, through the internal law of the
organism, it is placed in the context of a certain behavioural structure; the action of the
object on the organism is a possibility which the organism, as a potentiality for activity,
actualizes as a meaning through behaviour. The effect of the stimuli, the behaviour of the
organism, is the result of the structure of the stimuli made meaningful in relation to the
internal law of the organism. Consequently, the concept of behaviour enables Merleau-
Ponty to point towards the middle dimension of signification in which the subject and
object are as yet indistinguishable; behaviour is as much a structure of the world as it is of
the internal law of the organism. But how exactly is one to understand the role of the
body in behaviour? Since the internal norms of activity for an organism seem to refer
only to the structural particularities of that type of organism, it seems quite reasonable to
suggest that the body, as the totality involved in behaviour, is not equivalent to the
internal law of the organism. Then how is one to understand the body—that totality of
functional values into which the object is inserted—involved in behaviour?

One possibly is as the result of the dialectic between the organic individual and
the physical world. In fact, one outcome of Merleau-Ponty's investigation into the
structure of behaviour is the introduction of the concept of the phenomenal body to
explain the structure of the body. In The Structure of Behavior, the phenomenal body

denotes “the perception of the living body” (The Structure of Behavior 156), those
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structures through which the organism, as a potentiality for activity in the world, modifies
the physical world. In other words, the concept refers to the structure of the body, to its
internal law, as that body is lived by the organism. And, as a lived body, Merleau-Ponty
contends that the phenomenal body must have “a proper structure, an immanent
signification; from the beginning the phenomenal body must be a centre for actions which
radiate over a ‘milieu’; it must be a certain silhouette in the physical and the moral sense;
it must be a certain type of behavior” (The Structure of Behavior 157). Through the
phenomenal body, that body through which the organism meets the world as a lived
experience, the organism brings an immanent signification into contact with the physical
world and, as such, will function as the centre for all activity. In other words, the
phenomenal body is the seat of behaviour; as O'Neill explains, “the organism is a
phenomenal body in the Kantian sense of a unity of signification in which the
environment and response are polarities in the same structure of behaviour” (O'Neill 12).

29

As “the centre for actions which radiate over a ‘milieu’”, the phenomenal body must be
understood as the structural and significant correlation between the physical world and
the internal law of the organism, as the constituted interrelation between interior and
exterior that is the very possibility of the idealist separation between the for-itself and the
in-itself:
The phenomenal body is the matrix of human existence. It is the centre around
which the world is given as a correlate of its activities. Through the phenomenal
body we are open to a world of objects as polarities of bodily action. The
phenomenal body is a modality of being-in-the-world which is privileged because
it is the archimedean point of action and neither a passive agency of sensory
perception nor an obstacle to idealist knowledge. (O'Neill 13)

Instead of arguing for the priority of consciousness, Merleau-Ponty situates the

phenomenal body as that which gives origin to human existence, as the source of the
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milieu in which the world of objects is opened as the implied goal of bodily actions.

For Merleau-Ponty, the phenomenal body resides at the heart of an organism’s
behavioural field or environment, organizes the milieu in which the organism lives, and is
the point where behaviour begins and the world appears for the organism. Merleau-
Ponty’s investigations into behaviour have, up to this point, been aimed at establishing
the incompatibility of the results of scientific studies on behaviour and the conclusions
drawn by the scientists concerning those results, an incompatibility that Merleau-Ponty
attributes to the ontological presuppositions brought to bear by the scientists on their
results. In addition, Merleau-Ponty has also been trying to give a more accurate
description of behaviour and the way in which (and the milieu in which) behaviour
unfolds—primarily, he has been concerned with showing that behaviour can only be
properly understood if one surpasses the distinction between the for-itself and the in-
itself, between pure consciousness and the absolute objective self-enclosed world.

What he has uncovered is that behaviour unfolds as a dialectic between the
organism and its surroundings that occurs below the level of consciousness and within a
milieu proper to the organism and delimited according to the internal norm of that
organism. But such an understanding of behaviour as pre-reflective and as occurring in a
region between the for-itself and the in-itself demands a radically different representation
of the reality of bodily existence, of the role of embodiment in one’s existence in the
world. Instead of simply being a matter of extension, it is by way of what Merleau-Ponty
comes to refer to as the phenomenal body that the organism establishes the intermediary
of the environment proper to itself through which it is able to ultimately effect the

geographical environment (The Structure of Behavior 133); it is by way of the
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phenomenal body that an organism is able to execute “a work beyond its proper limits
and constitute a proper milieu for itself” (The Structure of Behavior 146). The
phenomenal body, in other words, is the expression of the internal norm of the organism
within the world, of that organism’s general attitude toward the world, which means that
“the organism itself measures the action of things upon itself and delimits its milieu by a
circular process” (The Structure of Behavior 148). In this way, living organic beings can
be said to have behaviour, “which is to say that their actions are not comprehensible as
functions of the physical milieu and that, on the contrary, the parts of the world to which
they react are delimited for them by an internal norm” (The Structure of Behavior 159).
Consequently, it is by way of this internal norm—this way of being-in-the-world, this
initial manner of treating and modifying the physical world—that the organism is capable
of “bringing about the appearance in the world of a milieu in its own image” (The
Structure of Behavior 154).

And it is the phenomenal body that one discovers dwelling at the heart of this
milieu, and it is in terms of the phenomenal body that one must come to understand an
organism’s reactions within the world, “not as muscular contractions which unfold in the
body, but as acts which are addressed to a certain milieu, present or virtual” (The
Structure of Behavior 151). Or again, as Merleau-Ponty explains, “the gestures and the
attitudes of the phenomenal body must have therefore a proper structure, an immanent
signification; from the beginning the phenomenal body must be a center of actions which
radiate over a ‘milieu’; it must be a certain silhouette in the physical and the moral sense;
it must be a certain type of behavior” (The Structure of Behavior 158). It is in terms of the

phenomenal body that the organism comes to express itself in the world, comes to
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comport itself in the world, according to a “characteristic rhythm, a general attitude

toward certain categories of objects” (The Structure of Behavior 158).

5.2.4 The Human Order and the Phenomenon of Perception

Merleau-Ponty introduces the concept of the phenomenal body in relation to
behaviour in the third chapter entitled “The Physical Order; The Vital Order; The Human
Order.” In the chapter, he labours to distinguish physical systems, vital systems and the
human order from the point of view of their differing structuration. Initially, the task that
Merleau-Ponty sets for himself at this point is to demonstrate the essential difference
between the structure of physical systems, which is governed by cause and effect, and the
way in which living organisms interact with their surroundings, which is inherently
acausal; then, he tries to further distinguish between the vital structures that govern the
behaviour of organisms and that type of behaviour that can be called properly human.

By drawing on his previous investigations in the text, he begins the chapter by
explicitly articulating the fact that the behaviour of organisms in relation to stimuli from
their external environments is fundamentally different from the behaviour of a physical
system in response to changing external conditions. As Merleau-Ponty stresses,
“[r]eactions are not therefore a sequence of events; they carry within themselves an
immanent intelligibility. Situation and reaction are linked internally by their common
participation in a structure in which the mode of activity proper to the organism is
expressed. Hence they cannot be placed one after the other as cause and effect; they are

two moments of a circular process” (The Structure of Behavior 130). In physical systems,
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there is no internal link or relation between the cause and the effect; there is no immanent
meaning in the response of a physical system to an external force. All the physical
system is interested in realizing is a state of equilibrium with respect to the real and
present conditions or external forces to which it is being subjected. But, when dealing
with vital structures, “equilibrium is obtained, not with respect to real and present
conditions, but with respect to conditions which are only virtual and which the system
itself brings into existence; when the structure, instead of procuring a release from the
forces with which it is penetrated through the pressure of external ones, executes a work
beyond its limits and constitutes a proper milieu for itself” (The Structure of Behavior
145-6). And the organism is able to constitute a milieu for itself through a meaning
relationship that it establishes between its own internal structure and its surroundings:
while “the unity of physical systems is a unity of correlation, that of organisms is a unity
of signification. Correlation by laws, as the mode of thinking in physics practices it,
leaves a residue in the phenomena of life which is accessible to another kind of
coordination: coordination by meaning” (The Structure of Behavior 155-6).

While cause and effect exist in a one-to-one correlation in physical system, the
situation and the response of the organism are coordinated in a meaningful way, in terms
of the value and significance of the action for the organism as a whole. And this leads
Merleau-Ponty to assert that the relationship between an organism and its milieu is not
mechanical in nature but dialectical: “A mechanical action...is one in which the cause
and the effect are decomposable into real elements which have a one-to-one
correspondence...On the contrary,...physical stimuli act upon the organism only by

eliciting a global response...; with respect to the organism they play the role of occasions
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rather than of causes; the reaction depends upon their vital significance rather than on the
material properties of the stimuli” (The Structure of Behavior 160-61). And the
significance of the stimuli for the organism is determined in light of the possible actions
of the organism and on the present and possible structure of its environment. In short, the
vital significance of the stimuli is a function of their participation or involvement in the
proper milieu of the organism, in the vital significance of the overall situation of which
they are a part. And the action of the organism, actualized through the interposition of
the milieu by its phenomenal body between itself and its surroundings, must be
approached as an “internal unity of signification which distinguishes a gesture from a sum
of movements” (The Structure of Behavior 162). And this discovery of an internal unity
of signification leads Merleau-Ponty to state, in general, that the “phenomenon of life
appeared therefore at the moment when a piece of extension, by the disposition of its
movements and by the allusion that each movement makes to all the others, turned back
upon itself and began to express something, to manifest an interior being externally” (The
Structure of Behavior 162).

The structure of physical systems and the vital structure of the behaviour of
organisms in relation to their milieu are two dialectics, two degrees of coordination or
relation between internal and external structures; while the first is governed by the one-to-
one correlation between cause and effect, the second is a unity between the organism and
its environment governed by signification. What differentiates the phenomenon of life
from that of a physical system is the degree to which the interior and the exterior
intertwine or fold into one another; as Merleau-Ponty explains, “while a physical system

equilibrates itself with respect to the given forces of the milieu,” the behaviour of an
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animal organism, as “the manifestation of an interior in the exterior,” is governed by its
ability to “construct a stable milieu for itself corresponding to the monotonous a prioris
of need and instinct” (The Structure of Behavior 162). And this brings us to the third
dialectic, which is referred to as the human order and is inaugurated by human work, that
between man and the physico-chemical stimuli, projects ‘use-objects’ —clothing,
tables, gardens—and ‘cultural objects’—books, musical instruments, language—
which constitute the proper milieu of man and bring about the emergence of new
cycles of behavior. Just as it seemed to us to be impossible to reduce the pair:
vital situation-instinctive reaction, to the pair: stimulus-reflex, just so it will
doubtless be necessary to recognize the originality of the pair: perceived situation-

work. (The Structure of Behavior 162)

Merleau-Ponty explains that he deliberately chooses the term work to characterize
the ensemble of possible activities or actions by which the human being “transforms
physical and living nature” (The Structure of Behavior 162) in order to clearly distinguish
between the vital and instinctual actions of organisms and properly human actions. What
is essential at this point is to demonstrate that “the word ‘life’ does not have the same
meaning in animality and humanity” (The Structure of Behavior 174), and Merleau-Ponty
pursues this distinction by attempting to articulate the difference between human action
as work and the simple vital action “by which the organism maintains itself in existence”
(The Structure of Behavior 163). The major difference concerns the type of milieu in
which the action is carried out. If one considers the pairing vital situation-instinctive
reaction to the pairing perceived situation-work, the most striking difference is between
the milieus in which the accompanying actions are carried out; while the instinctive
reaction is actualized within a vital situation—a milieu structured by the vital concerns of

the organism, its aim to maintain its existence—human work is actualized in a perceived

situation, in what Merleau-Ponty refers to as “the zone of our possible action” that is
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marked out in detail by our perception and that is not a function of our vital instinctual
need to maintain our life (The Structure of Behavior 162). And it is at this point that the
problem of perception moves to the foreground in his work. In other words, the proper
structure of the human order, the structure of the human zone of action, is mapped out or
structured by way of perception. The question now becomes how perception structures
the properly human milieu of action. As Merleau-Ponty puts it, “the problem is still to
understand how the objects of nature are constituted for us...and...whether or not it is to
objects [determined in the sense of vital interests] that human action and perception are
first addressed” (The Structure of Behavior 165).

The whole point of the discussion in the section on the human order is to come to
understand how perception structures the milieu in which human actions are actualized or
realized and to account for the descriptive characteristics of perceptual experience (The
Structure of Behavior 166). In fact, Merleau-Ponty comes to refer to the perceived
situation constituted by way of the primitive life of consciousness under the rubric of
nascent perception, which he characterizes as having “the double character of being
directed toward human intentions rather than towards objects of nature or the pure
qualities (hot, cold, white, black) of which they are the supports, and of grasping them as
experienced realities rather than as true objects” (The Structure of Behavior 166). The
importance of this double determination of nascent perception is the way in which the
perceiving subject is intertwined with others within nascent perception since it is the
intention of others that the subject perceives instead of objects as such and the fact that
nascent perception, instead of opening the subject to the truth of an object, opens it to its

reality. The field of nascent perception, the proper milieu of human action, is thus
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constituted by the various human intentionalities that haunt t