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Short Abstract 

 

 

With their existential phenomenologies, Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty insisted 

upon a radical new conception of consciousness as embodied, in the world, and among other 

subjects. Their /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW and the Phénoménologie de la perception have made perhaps 

the most lasting impression of any modern intellectual tradition on theories of the body and the 

social world, in philosophy as in the human sciences, in France as elsewhere. They have proven 

uniquely valuable for critical theorists of race, gender, sexuality, disability, and illness looking 

WR�JLYH�DFFRXQWV�RI�WKH�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��,Q�WKHLU�ZLOO�WR�UHZRUN�)UHQFK�

existential phenomenology to take stock of othering, violence, and oppression, accounts of this 

kind point at once to its shortcomings and its promise as a framework for making sense of such 

experiences. This thesis seeks to explore the depth of those shortcomings, in the first place, and 

the scope of that promise, in the second. Opening with a discussion of µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�DQG�

a comparative appraisal of Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKHRULHV�RI�WKH�ERG\�DQG�autrui, it moves 

through to critique their engagements with othering and oppression, positing that those 

engagements are circumscribed by a normativity that operates at the most basic level of their 

thought to foreclose the realisation of the very ideals that they themselves place at the heart of 



 ii 

phenomenology. The thesis thus contends that existential phenomenology might yet illuminate 

the lived experienceV�RI�µRWKHUV¶��VKRXOG�LW�UHPDLQ�DOLYH�WR��DQG�UHIXVH�FRPSOLFLW\�ZLWK��LWV�RZQ�

normative biases. It closes by taking up that mantle, reading Sartre and Merleau-Ponty with 

and against one another to propose some elements of a critical SKHQRPHQRORJ\� RI� µERGLOy 

RWKHUQHVV¶��DQG�WR�stress the imperative of empathy as a philosophical and political practice.
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Long Abstract 

 

 

Philosophy, Maurice Merleau-Ponty tells us in the opening pages of his Phénoménologie de la 

perception��LV�DERXW�³UDSSUHQGUH�j�YRLU�OH�PRQGH´��³1RXV�DYLRQV�XQ�PrPH�GpVLU´��VD\V�Jean-

Paul Sartre, of his and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FRPLQJ�WRJHWKHU�LQ�D�VKDUHG�SKLORVRSKLFDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�

PRYHPHQW��LQ�H[LVWHQWLDOLVP��³VRUWLU�GX�WXQQHO��YRLU�FODLU´��$V�D�ZLOO�WR�VHH�WKH�ZRUOG�GLIIHUHQWO\��

and with clarity, French existential phenomenology refused absolute or objective pretensions 

to truth in favour of a view of truth, and meaning, as intersubjective, and human: to see and to 

know, for Sartre as for Merleau-Ponty, we must be in a body, in the world, and among other 

subjects. As a desire to overcome a perceived impasse in French philosophy, and to definitively 

transcend substance dualism, their phenomenologies articulated a radical new conception of 

consciousness as necessarily incarnate, worldly, and social: the body, herein, is both subject, 

and object, as much a moment in the structure of consciousness as a moment in the world. As 

a search for the conditions of a practical subject, one which might ground interrogations into 

moral and existential questions such as action, freedom, and responsibility, their /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�

néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception made space for thinking about the contingency 

and particularity of bodies, and of material, social, and historical situations, as well as the ways 
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in which they shape our engagements in the world. In its insistence, then, on a subject who is 

always and endlessly embodied, in the world, and among other subjects, and on a view of truth 

and meaning as contingent upon such a subject, French existential phenomenology, and notably 

its theories of the body, and autrui, might serve as a compelling framework for thinking about 

HPERGLPHQW��DQG�WKH�VRFLDO�ZRUOG��DQG�WKXV�IRU�IRUPXODWLQJ�DFFRXQWV�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶� 

Certainly, Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW�KDV�PDGH�D�GHHS�DQG�ODVWLQJ�LPSUHVVLon 

on conceptions of the body, and the social world, in philosophy as in the human sciences, both 

within France, and without. Acting at times as an inspiration, and at others as the negative term 

in the dialectical progression of thought, their philosophies, and most notably their conception 

of the subject as embodied, and in the world, prepared the ground for some of the ideas central 

to structuralism and post-structuralism. Perhaps their most profound impact has been on critical 

WKHRULHV�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��VXFK�DV�IHPLQLVW�WKHRU\��FULWLFDO�UDFH�WKHRU\��GHFRORQLDO�DQG�SRVW-

colonial theories, crip theory��TXHHU�WKHRU\��DQG�WKHRULHV�RI�LOOQHVV��6LPRQH�GH�%HDXYRLU¶V�Le 

Deuxième Sexe �������DQG�)UDQW]�)DQRQ¶V�Peau noire, masques blancs (1952) inaugurated a 

tradition of reworking French existential phenomenology to better account for the experiences 

RI�µRWKHUV¶��,Q�WKH�GHFDGHV�VLQFH��LW�KDV�EHHQ�WDNHQ�XS��FULWLFDOO\�RU�RWKHUZLVH��E\�IHPLQLVWV��WR�

VKHG�OLJKW�XSRQ�ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFHV��DQG�PLVRJ\QLVWLF�YLROHQFH� by Black philosophers, and 

philosophers of colour, to interrogate racism, and anti-Blackness; by women philosophers of 

colour, to grapple with existence at the crossroads of racialised and gendered violence; by queer 

and trans theorists, to take stock of queer and trans lives, and forms of embodiment and desire 

beyond cissexuality, and heterosexuality; by phenomenologists of illness, to make sense of the 

personal and political dimensions of health, and illness; and by crip theorists, to come to terms 

with lived experiences of disability, and the social realities of ableism. All of these studies turn, 

H[SOLFLWO\�RU�LPSOLFLWO\��XSRQ�WKUHH�EDVLF�FRQWHQWLRQV��ILUVW��WKDW�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�H[LVWV��DQG�
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must be accounted for; second, that Sartre and Merleau-Ponty fail to give any such account; 

and third, that their theories might none the less serve as a compelling framework for doing so. 

The present thesis addresses each of these contentions in turn, beginning with a study 

RI�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��:HVtern society, it contends, is underwritten by a series of 

norms that function as ideals of embodiment, prescribing imperatives of appearance, motility, 

desire, etc., and motivating unequal distributions of resources, and power, which favour those 

within the norm, and disadvantage those outside of it. Taking some norms as its principle axes 

of reflection ± whiteness, masculinity, heterosexuality, cissexuality, able-bodiedness, and good 

health ±, it posits that to deviate from any of these norms ± to be a person of colour, a woman, 

queer, trans, disabled, or ill ± LV�WR�EH�µRWKHU¶��DQG�WKXV�WR�EH�PDWHULDOO\��VRFLDOO\��DQG�SROLWLFDOO\�

disenfranchised. The existence of norms, and of unequal distributions of resources, and power, 

along normative lines, is, it suggests, predicated on a presumption of their normalcy, as given 

in and by nature. Here, it points to the fallacy at the heart of that presumption, revealing that 

WKH�FDWHJRULHV�RI�QRUP�DQG�µRWKHU¶��DQG�WKH�UHDOLVW�YLHZ�RI�ERGLHV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�DUH�JURXQGHG��

are not given in nature, but contingent upon certain cultural and historical formations, and thus 

social constructions. This gives onto two questions: why do norms exist, and how? Cautioning 

against the dangers of reductionalism, it responds to the first by advancing some functionalist 

accounts of norms, arguing that ± as vectors of exploitation, productivity, reproduction, social 

control, and extermination ± they have long contributed to the development and survival of 

Western capitalism. In response to the second, it locates four processes that operate in harmony 

and in symbiosis to sustain norms, and their material, social, and political effects: definition, 

normalisation, othering, and naturalisation. Together, in this view, these processes function not 

only to secure norms, but to make them appear given, thus obscuring their contingency, and 

artifice. Herein, it turns to face the dominant epistemic regime in Western society, outlining its 

role in justifying and reproducing norms, and inviting us to think critically about knowledge, 
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and ignorance. Taking up critical epistemologies and standpoint theories, it sets out to turn the 

Western epistemic regime on its head, tracing the limits of perspectives from within the norm, 

and the promise of those outside of it. It thus impresses the necessity and urgency of alternative 

HSLVWHPLF�DQG�UHIOH[LYH�SUDFWLFHV�IRU�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�DQG�WKURXJK�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶� 

In this light, the thesis moves through to a discussion of the philosophies at its bedrock, 

asking: what is existential phenomenology? Inviting us to read Sartre and Merleau-Ponty both 

with and against one another, it sets out with two principal concerns: to examine the material, 

intellectual, and socio-historical conditions of the emergence of French existential philosophy, 

in the first place, and to give an overview of Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSKLFDO�SURMHFWV��

and their theories of the body, and of autrui. Turning briefly to the debate over how far they 

FDQ��RU�HYHQ�VKRXOG��EH�FRQVLGHUHG�³SKHQRPHQRORJLVWV´��LW�H[DPLQHV�WKH�DWWLWXGHV�WKDW�WKH\�HDFK�

take towards the works of Edmund Husserl, and Martin Heidegger. Establishing that they both 

depart from these works in significant ± albeit different ± ways, it dismisses critiques that would 

attribute such departures to a misreading of German phenomenology, arguing instead that they 

reflect a belief that it is too abstract to properly account for experience-as-lived, and, crucially, 

to ground an interrogation into moral and existential questions. Hence, it conceptualises French 

existential phenomenology as a reorientation of Husserl and Heidegger, away from the abstract, 

and toward the concrete. Having for the most part taken Sartre and Merleau-Ponty as bound up 

in a shared philosophical and political movement, in existentialism, the focus here shifts to the 

relationship between their philosophies, with a critical appraisal of the points of harmony and 

of discord between their theories of the body, and autrui. Taking each of these theories in turn, 

it interrogates the concordances and dissonances between them, through the prism of Merleau-

3RQW\¶V�FULWLTXHV�RI�6DUWUH¶V�ZRUN��DQG�RI�FULWLTXHV�RI�KLV�FULWLTXHV��ZLWK�D�YLHZ�WR�SDUVLQJ�WKH�

nature of their respective conceptions of embodiment, and the social world, and of existential 

philosophy more broadly. It closes with an examination of a central moment of harmony in 
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their thought, one which founds and structures their theories of the body, and autrui, namely, 

the belief that the phenomenological subject is universal insofar as it is singular, and vice versa, 

RU�µXQLYHUVDO-VLQJXODU¶��,Q�VR�GRLQJ��LW�RSHQV�XS�D�VSDFH�IRU�D�FULWLFDO�UHIOHFWLRQ�DERXW�WKH�H[WHQW�

to which such a subject does, and indeed can��IRUHJURXQG�DQ�DFFRXQW�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶� 

Moving into this space with a will to operate precisely such a reflection, the thesis then 

grapples with how far Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\�WDNH�VWRFN�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��LQ�/¶ÇWUH�HW�

le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception, and in later writings grounded in their 

existential phenomenologies. Starting with these writings, and notably those which explicitly 

HQJDJH�ZLWK�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�± principally, anti-semitism, and racism ± it conducts a critical 

assessment of those engagements, questioning how far the accounts of norms, normative socio-

HFRQRPLF�FRQVWHOODWLRQV��DQG�WKH�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶�WKDW�WKH\�SXW�IRUZDUG�DUH�DFFXUDWH��DQG�

insightful. It strikes out with optimism, pointing to moments where Sartre and Merleau-Ponty 

display a striking awareness of the nature of norms, and normative social structures, one that 

is proximate to and even anticipates claims made by critical theorists in the decades since. 

Shortly thereafter, however, it begins to pull apart their accounts, picking up on inconsistencies 

and ignorances that belie a true and truly discerning appraisal of the social and experiential 

UHDOLWLHV�RI�QRUPV��DQG�µRWKHUV¶��6XFK�LQFRQVLVWHQFLHV�DQG�LJQRUDQFHV��LW�VSHFXODWHV��VSULQJ�IURP�

two adjacent sources: the material and historical conditions of the emergence and evolution of 

Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�SURMHFWV��IRU�RQH��DQG�WKH�SDUWLFXODU�QDWXUH�RI�

those projects ± their aims, methods, motives ± for another. Recognising the formative role of 

their experiences of conflict and occupatioQ�LQ�VKDSLQJ�WKHLU�DSSUHFLDWLRQ�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��

it gestures toward some of the shortcomings of French existential phenomenology for accounts 

RI�QRUPV��DQG�µRWKHUV¶��FRQWHQGLQJ�WKDW�LWV�DSSDUHQWO\�JHQHUDO�VXEMHFW�LV�LQ�IDFW�D�QRUPDWLYH�RQH��

a cisgender, straight, white, European, able-bodied man, in good health. In this, the collapse of 

the universal-singular framework, it locates a normativity at the cornerstone of their 
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SKLORVRSKLHV��RQH�ZKLFK�SURVFULEHV�QRW�RQO\�D�SURSHU�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��EXW�WKH�

pursuit of their own phenomenological ideals, and which, at the same time, conceals itself and 

its effects behind those selfsame ideals. It is not, it concludes, simply that Sartre and Merleau-

3RQW\� IDLO� WR� DFFRXQW� IRU� QRUPV�� RU� IRU� µERGLO\ RWKHUQHVV¶�� EXW� WKDW� VXFK� DFFRXQWV� DUH�

inarticulable in the normative terms of their philosophy. Warning of the perils of misconstruing 

the depth of normativity therein, it ends with an appeal to critical phenomenologies, which, it 

emerges, are none other than existential phenomenology taken to its proper conclusions. 

The thesis finds itself, here, before an impasse: if Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�

WDNHV�VWRFN�RI�µRWKHUV¶�LV�QRW�LQFLGHQWDO��EXW�LQHYLWDEOH��RQ�DFFRXQW�RI�D�QRUPDWLYLW\�WKDW�RSHUDWHV�

at every level of their theories, how might we take up those theories to that very same end? Or, 

more urgently: is this even possible, or desirable? This, it ventures, is not so much an impasse, 

as an opportunity: the normative bind of French existential phenomenology lies not in its aims, 

or its methods, but in the ways in which they are put into practice by Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. 

,Q�WKLV�YLHZ��WKHLU�WKRXJKW�PLJKW�\HW�EH�UHZRUNHG�WR�LOOXPLQDWH�WKH�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶��

should we remain alive to ± and refuse complicity with ± normative biases: those that structure 

/¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW and the Phénoménologie de la perception, and our own. In this optic, it looks 

WR��SXW�IRUZDUG�VRPH�HOHPHQWV�RI�D�FULWLFDO�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��EXLOGLQJ�XSRQ�

Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQWV�RI�HPERGLPHQW��DQG�WKH�VRFLDO�ZRUOG��WR�PDNH�VHQVH�RI�

othering, and violence. Weaving WRJHWKHU� WHVWLPRQ\�DQG�FULWLFDO� UHIOHFWLRQV� IURP�µRWKHUV¶�� LW�

picks apart some of the normative threads running through those accounts, arguing that the 

presumption of the universality of certain moments therein ± of a being in the world in terms 

of comfort, freedom, and competence, in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FDVH��RI�DQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WKH�regard 

DV�LQIUHTXHQW��DQG�WUDQVLHQW��LQ�6DUWUH¶V�± radically delimits their scope, precluding a description 

of existence outside of the norm. Turning this schema on its head, it invites us to take seriously 

WKH�FKDOOHQJH�WKDW�µRWKHUV¶�EULQJ�WR�6DUWUH�DQG�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�WKHRULHV�RI�WKH�ERG\��DQG�autrui, 
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and to expand those theories in that light. Exploring what this might look like, it takes up those 

theories to interrogate experieQFHV�FRPPRQ�WR�µRWKHUV¶�± objectification, violence, fear ± and 

to consider the implications of these experiences for embodiment, and being in the world, both 

in the present, and over time. It concludes with an appeal to empathy, as a philosophical and 

political practice of listening, and speaking, to secure the fragile promise of French existential 

phenomenology. Empathy, it ventures, might foreground the pursuit of the philosophical ideals 

that Sartre and Merleau-Ponty set out, but ultimately abandon, and thus lay the foundations of 

D�FULWLFDO�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�LQ�DQG�RQ�WKHLU�WHUPV�
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Les circonstances souvent atroces de notre combat nous 
mettaient enfin à même de vivre, sans fard et sans voile, cette 
VLWXDWLRQ� GpFKLUpH�� LQVRXWHQDEOH� TX¶RQ� DSSHOOH� OD� FRQGLWLRQ�
humaine. >«@�$LQVL�OD�TXHVWLRQ�PrPH�GH�OD�OLEHUWp�pWDLW�SRVpH�HW�
nous étions au bord de la connaissance la plus profonde que 
O¶KRPPH peut avoir de lui-même. 
 
² Jean-Paul Sartre, La République du silence (1944) 
 

 
 
 

Notre seul recours est une lecture du présent aussi complète et 
DXVVL�ILGqOH�TXH�SRVVLEOH��TXL�Q¶HQ�SUpMXJH�SDV�OH�VHQV��TXL�PrPH�
reconnaisse le chaos et le non-sens là où ils se trouvent, mais qui 
ne refuse pas de discerner en lui une direction et une idée, là où 
elles se manifestent.  
 
² Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Pour la vérité (1945)
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Introduction 

 

From its very earliest articulations, French existential phenomenology has proven a productive 

framework for thinking about the body, other subjects, and µbodily otherness¶. With /¶Être et 

le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception, its principal exponents, Jean-Paul Sartre 

and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, laid the groundwork for much of the discussion of these themes 

in philosophy and the human sciences in the latter half of the twentieth century. Arguably, in 

fact, their existential phenomenologies have made the most profound and lasting impression of 

any modern intellectual tradition upon such discussions, both within and without France. In a 

sense, they acted as an inspiration for those who came after them. This is perhaps most true of 

Merleau-Ponty��ZKR�VRPH�UHJDUG�DV�³un passeur essentiel, entre la philosophie transcendantale 

du début de siècle et les décennies structuraliste et post-structuraliste´�1 Indeed, scholars have 

suggested that at least some of the major theories put forward by French thinkers such as Paul 

5LF°XU��3LHUUH�%RXUGLHX��DQG�0LFKHO�)RXFDXOW�VKRXOG�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�DQ�HIIHFWLYH�SURORQJDWLRQ�

of the Merleau-Pontian project.2 In another sense, however, their most significant contribution 

LV�WR�EH�IRXQG�LQ�H[LVWHQWLDOLVP¶V�HPHUgence as the negative term in the dialectical evolution of 

structuralist and post-structuralist thought. Put simply, the value of existential phenomenology 

resides as much in its refutation, as in its uptake, if not even more so, QRWDEO\�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�FDVH��

Many French philosophers ± those above, but also Jacques Derrida and Roland Barthes, among 

others ± followed parallel trajectories from an appreciation to a condemnation of existential 

phenomenology, turning away from and against Sartre and Merleau-Ponty in the constitution 

of their own thought. To make space for new philosophical movements, they committed what 

 
1 Etienne Bimbenet, Après Merleau-Ponty: Études sur la fécondité d'une pensée, (Paris: Librairie Philosophique 
J. Vrin, 2011), p. 19. 
2 )RU�GLVFXVVLRQV�RI�KLV�LQIOXHQFH��RQ�5LF°XU��VHH�Franoois Dosse, 3DXO�5LF°XU��/HV�VHQV�G¶XQH�YLH������-2005), 
(Paris: La Découverte, 2008), p. 13.; on Bourdieu, see Derek Robbins, 'La philosophie et les sciences sociales: 
Bourdieu, Merleau-Ponty et Husserl', Cités, 51 (2012), 28.; on Foucault, see Philippe Sabot, 'Foucault et Merleau-
Ponty: un dialogue impossible ?', Les Études philosophiques, (2013), 318-319. 
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&KULVWLQD�+RZHOOV�WHUPV��LQ�D�UHIOHFWLRQ�XSRQ�6DUWUH¶V�OHJDF\��D�³SDUULFLGH´�3 The lasting effect 

RI�WKLV�°GLSDO gesture was to obscure the debt owed by many later thinkers to their existential 

forebears. FDU�IURP�EHLQJ�GLVUHJDUGHG�RXWULJKW��PDQ\�RI�6DUWUH¶V�HDUOLHU�ZULWLQJV�³KDYH�ORQJ�

since been absorbed, at least selectively, into the current philosophical doxa, constituting, 

LQGHHG�� D� YLWDO� SDUW� RI� WKH� IRUPDWLRQ� RI� KLV� VWUXFWXUDOLVW� DQG� SRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVW� GHWUDFWRUV�´4 

Howells¶V�YLHZ�HFKRHV�-HDQ�+LSSRO\WH¶V�KRPDJH�WR�0HUOHDX-Ponty, delivered at a lecture in 

2[IRUG�VKRUWO\�DIWHU�KLV�GHDWK��³Ce que nous devons à Merleau-Ponty est bien plus considérable 

TXH�QRXV�QH�OH�FUR\RQV��6RQ�°XYUH�HVW�GHYHQXH�SRXU�QRXV�FRPPH�FHV�SD\VDJHV�IDPLOLHUV�TX¶RQ�

QH�YRLW�SOXV�SDUFH�TX¶LOV�VRQW�WRXMRXUV�GpMj�Oj�HW�FRPPH�LPSOLTXpV�GDQV�QRWUH�UHJDUG�´5 

 Perhaps one field more readily recognisant of Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FRQWULEXWLRQV�

on these matters are critical theories concerned with various forms of µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶, such 

as feminist theory, critical race theory, decolonial and post-colonial theories, crip theory, and 

queer theory. In effect, existential phenomenology has long served as a fertile resource for 

scholars working in these fields. 6LPRQH�GH�%HDXYRLU¶V�Le Deuxième Sexe (1949) inaugurated 

a tradition of critiquing and reworking Sartre and Merleau-Ponty to better DFFRXQW�IRU�ZRPHQ¶V�

experience. Situating her work squarely within the existentialist worldview ± ³La perspective 

TXH�QRXV�DGRSWRQV��F¶HVW�FHOOH�GH�OD�PRUDOH�H[LVWHQWLDOLVWH�´�± Beauvoir grounds her reflection 

in a series of clear critiques of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty.6 Not long after, Frantz Fanon gestured 

toward the possibilities for exploiting existential phenomenology to further decolonial and anti-

racist critiques with his Peau noire, masques blancs (1952), a work that, Jean Khalfa contends, 

³pourrait se lire comme une phénoménologie de la conscience colonisée�´7 Herein, he makes 

VHQVH�RI�WKH�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH�RI�%ODFN�SHRSOH�WKURXJK�6DUWUH¶V�être-pour-autrui, and Merleau-

 
3 Christina Howells, 'Conclusion: Sartre and the deconstruction of the subject', in The Cambridge Companion to 
Sartre, ed. by Christina Howells (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 318-352 (p. 326). 
4 Ibid., p. 326. 
5 Jean Hyppolite, Figures de la pensée philosophique, (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1971), p. 685. 
6 Simone de Beauvoir, Le Deuxième sexe: Les faits et les mythes. Tome I, (Paris: Gallimard, 1976), pp. 30, 34-35. 
7 Jean Khalfa, 'Fanon, Corps perdu', Les Temps Modernes, 635-636 (2006), 100. 
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3RQW\¶V�schéma corporel. Many scholars have since taken up where Beauvoir and Fanon left 

off. Feminist thinkers including Iris Marion Young, Sandra Lee Barky, Elizabeth Grosz, and 

*DLO�:HLVV� KDYH�PRELOLVHG� H[LVWHQWLDO� SKHQRPHQRORJ\� WR� LOOXPLQDWH�ZRPHQ¶V� H[SHULHQFHV��

Elsewhere, Black theorists such as Gordon K. Lewis and George Yancy have wielded Sartre 

and Merleau-Ponty to interrogate racism, anti-Blackness, and the lived experiences of people 

of colour more widely. Both critical traditions have been further enriched with interventions 

from women philosophers of colour, such as Linda Martín Alcoff, Alia Al-Saji and Emily Lee, 

whose thought grapples with various aspects of lived experience at the crossroads of racial and 

gender marginalisation, and violence. Another philosopher situated at this crossroads, Sara 

Ahmed, has proposed for her part D�³TXHHU�SKHQRPHQRORJ\´��+HUV�LV�RQH�RI�VHYHUDO�YRLFHV��

along with Gayle Salamon and Zoe Belinsky, attempting to rework Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�

thought to take stock of queer and trans lives. We also find phenomenological studies of illness, 

from philosophers including S. K. Toombs, Havi Carel and Richard Zaner, and of disability, 

such as those proposed by Robert McRuer, and Lisa Diedrich. All of these studies turn ipso 

facto upon three assumptions. First, that µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶ exists, and must be accounted for. 

Second, that no adequate account of this kind is given in Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�H[LVWHQWLDO�

phenomenologies. And third, that those phenomenologies constitute a generative framework 

for accounts of µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶, even if they themselves fall short in this regard. 

 This thesis will seek to address each of these contentions in turn. Hence, it will set out 

to establish: the nature of µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶, in the first place; the extent to which Sartre and 

Merleau-Ponty do ± and indeed can ± take stock of µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶ within their existential 

phenomenologies, in the second; and, finally, the extent to which we might do so, should we 

take up and rework those existential phenomenologies to that end, in the third. The structure 

of the thesis is for the most part dictated by the logical demands of these contentions, and the 

relations between them: the first grounds the second, which itself lays the foundations of the 
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third. Chapter One will therefore address the question implicit in the first contention, namely, 

what is µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶? Drawing on various academic disciplines and critical theories, it 

ZLOO�H[DPLQH�WKH�VRPDWLF�QRUPV�LQ�:HVWHUQ�VRFLHW\��WKHLU�µRWKHUV¶��DQG�WKH�XQHTXDO�GLVWUibutions 

of power and resources that they motivate. This, in turn, will foreground a discussion of critical 

epistemologies, pointing to some of the methodological and conceptual barriers to reflections 

upon µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶, and exploring some of the tools that feminist theorists have proposed 

to navigate those barriers. Chapter Two acts as conceptual bridge between the first and second 

contentions, tracing the emergence of existential phenomenology in France, and sketching out 

the broad strokes of Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW��5HDGLQJ�WKHP�LQ�FRQFHUW��ERWK�ZLWK�

and against one another, it will outline their accounts of the body, and of other subjects, as well 

as their pretensions to a truth that is universal insofar as it is singular, and vice versa. Chapter 

Three is then concerned with the second of the above contentions. First, it will examine how 

far Sartre and Merleau-Ponty do ± RU�GRQ¶W ± take stock of µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶ with /¶Être et le 

néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception respectively. Second, it will contemplate the 

extent to which this is inevitable within the conceptual frameworks that they themselves place 

at the foundation of those works. Building upon all of the preceding discussions, Chapter Four 

will address the third contention. It, too, will pursue two related lines of inquiry. For one, how 

might we rework Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�theories to account for µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶? For 

another, what might they make sense of, or shed light upon, if and when we do so? It will thus 

serve as a preliminary exploration of the concrete conditions and possibilities of an existential 

phenomenology of µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶, in and through the terms laid out by Sartre and Merleau-

Ponty. Lastly, the thesis will close with a gesture of hope, acknowledging some of the impasses 

that lie before anybody who might look to formulate such a phenomenology, and proposing 

empathy as a philosophical and political means of circumnavigating those impasses. 
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  In light of the questions at the heart of the present reflection, our relation to Sartre and 

Merleau-Ponty will for the most part be one of critique. This should not, however, be mistaken 

for an ambivalence. Nor is our position one of antagonism. Far from it: much of that critique 

stems from a conviction that they deviate from their own principles, and a concomitant desire 

to pursue those principles to their logical end, and, in so doing, provide a thorough account of 

µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶. In a word, this is not a rebuttal of their thought, but an investment therein, 

or, perhaps, a continuation thereof. Indeed, there are many commonalities between the present 

thesis and those by Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. Some of these are personal. Others relate to a 

broader socio-political and historical context. French existential phenomenology emerged out 

of global instability and crisis, namely, the Second World War. It articulated the disorientation 

of a French society reeling from the horrors of conflict, and Nazi occupation, and desperate for 

DQVZHUV��³La cruauté PrPH�GH�O¶HQQHPL�QRXV�SRXVVDLW�MXVTX¶DX[�H[WUpPLWpV�GH�QRWUH�FRQGLWLRQ�

HQ�QRXV�FRQWUDLJQDQW�j�QRXV�SRVHU�FHV�TXHVWLRQV�TX¶RQ�pOXGH�GDQV�OD�SDL[�«´8/¶Être et le néant 

and the Phénoménologie de la perception were written, at least in part, under these conditions. 

Here, we find a serendipitous point of harmony with the present thesis: it, too, was produced 

in Paris, under curfew. It, too, was composed at the École Normale Supérieure, where Sartre 

and Merleau-Ponty met, studied, and, later, gave lectures. It, too, materialised out of a global 

crisis marked by death, debilitation, and loss, one which might have been avoided or mitigated 

should those in power have put human interests before capital ones. And so, it, too, has emerged 

at the threshold of widespread existential crisis: like Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, and the post-

war generation, many of us have been led to reconsider our values, and to search for meaning 

in a world that feels increasingly meaningless. The pandemic has shone a light upon a lot that 

was formerly hidden from view, at least for many people in the global north. As a vector of 

social murder, in the sense put forward by Friedrich Engels��QDPHO\�� ³ZKHQ�VRFLHW\�SODFHV�

 
8 Jean-Paul Sartre, Situations, III: Lendemains de guerre, (Paris: Gallimard, 1976), p. 12.  
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hundreds of proletarians in such a position that they inevitably meet a too early and an unnatural 

death´��it has forced us to think about the cost of life, and to recognise that some lives are worth 

more than others in our society.9 As a mass disabling event, it has put paid to a great many of 

the myths that shape our response to illness, and disability: that they are avoidable; that those 

who fall ill, or become disabled, deserve it; and that if, in spite of this, we do fall ill, or become 

GLVDEOHG��GRFWRUV�ZLOO�FXUH�XV��7KH�LOO��'UHZ�/HGHU�ZULWHV��³>UHFDOO�XV@�WR�WKH�DFXWH�YXOQHUDELOLW\�

RI�HPERGLHG�OLIH�DQG�WKH�LQHYLWDELOLW\�RI�RXU�GHDWK´�10 ³,W�LV�´�WKHQ��³QDWXUDO�to wish to escape 

IURP�VLFNQHVV�´11 And yet, the pandemic has brought us irresistibly face to face with the reality 

of illness, and disability, a reality that many of us had for so long ignored. It has stripped us of 

our blinkers, pushing DQ\�³HVFDSH�IURP�VLFNQHVV´�EH\RQG�RXU�UHDFK��FRPSHOOLQJ�XV�LQVWHDG�WR�

confront the vertiginous knowledge of our own human vulnerability, and mortality. 

Nor have we been able to escape from a number of other abhorrent social realities that 

many of us likely dismissed prior to the pandemic. The preferential distribution of vaccines to 

the global north, for one, has laid bare extreme inequalities in wealth and resources across the 

world. The murder of George Floyd brought police violence against people of colour, and state-

sponsored anti-Blackness, sharply into focus. In France, the assault by police of another Black 

man, Michel Zecler, sparked outrage at the mundanity of institutional and interpersonal racism, 

and anti-Blackness. In the UK, another murder at the hands of law enforcement, Sarah Everard, 

and the aggressive response to peaceful protests in her name, drew attention to the ubiquity of 

misogynistic violence. The murders of several women of colour, the disdain shown for those 

women, as where policemen took selfies with the bodies of Nicole Smallman and Bibaa Henry, 

and the relative paucity of attention they received compared to Sarah Everard, as with Sabina 

Nessa, another woman killed by a man while walking home, have stressed the role of race in 

 
9 Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working-Class in England in 1844: With Preface Written in 1892, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 95-96. 
10 'UHZ�/HGHU��
,OOQHVV�DQG�([LOH��6RSKRFOHV¶�3KLORFWHWHV
��Lit Med, 9 (1990), 6. 
11 Ibid. 
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misogynistic violence, and in collective responses to such violence. In the U.S., the deaths of 

many Black and Latina transgender women, and of trans men of colour, has paid further tragic 

testament to gendered and racialised marginalisation as a vector of violence.12 Meanwhile, in 

France, the recent trial of the men charged with the murder of Vanesa Campos, a trans woman 

of colour, sex worker, and undocumented migrant, has shone a light upon the prevalence of 

misogynistic, racist, and transphobic violence in the country, in particular for people subject to 

more than one of these forms of hate. In the UK, homophobic hate crimes have tripled over the 

past six years: transphobic hate crimes have quadrupled in that time.13 These figures have found 

concrete expression in a number of violent attacks on gay men in the past year, such as those 

that led to protests in Liverpool last summer. Once again, the murder of Ranjith µRoy¶ 

Kankanamalage, and its relative obscurity in the media, at least set against the aforementioned 

attacks, has revealed the double bind of queer people of colour, at the intersection of racism 

and queerphobia. These acts of queerphobic violence must be situated in the context of a sharp 

rise in anti-trans sentiment, one grounded in the spread of a transphobia rendered palatable by 

a purported ± if entirely fallacious ± concern for women. Setting up a false dichotomy between 

ZRPHQ¶V�VDIHW\�DQG�WUDQV�ULJKWV��LWV�³JHQGHU�FULWLFDO´�SURSRQHQWV�DQG�WKHLU�DOOLHV�RQ�WKH�SROLWLFDO�

far right have not only fought attempts to improve the material and medical conditions of trans 

existence, and transition, but have sought to degrade the already unstable and dangerous ones 

in which so many trans people are currently trying to survive. Not all of us do. 

 What does global vaccine inequality have to do with police violence against Black men 

in the US or France, and that, in turn, with legal battles over access to hormones in the UK? At 

first glance, perhaps, little of note. And yet, as the historical backdrop of French existentialism 

 
12 For information about the epidemic of violence against trans people of colour in the US, and a list of some of 
the trans people killed in 2021, see: Human Rights Campaign, 'An Epidemic of Violence 2021: Fatal Violence 
Against Transgender and Gender Non-Confirming People in the United States in 2021', (2021). 
13 %HQ�+XQWH�� 
µ'RQ¶W�3XQLVK�0H�)RU�:KR�,�$P¶��+XJH�-XPS�LQ�$QWL-LGBTQ Hate Crime Reports in UK', in 
VICE World News, (VICE, 2021). 
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attests, events that appear disparate in the present can, with hindsight, or critical distance, come 

to figure as so many moments in a broader phenomenon. What did the vandalisation of Magnus 

+LUVFKIHOG¶V�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�6H[XDO�6FLences in 1933 have to do with the Nuremburg Laws passed 

in 1935, criminalising relationships between Jewish and non-Jewish people, and stripping 

Jewish people of German citizenship? Or with the extension of those laws to Roma and Black 

people shortly thereafter? It is likely far easier to parse the relation between those events in 

retrospect than it would have been for people living through them. How might anybody 

conceive of them as forming a pattern of discrimination against minorities tracing the rise of 

fascism through to the Holocaust, if the latter is yet to occur? We might, at this juncture, be 

struck by a claim made by -XGLWK�%XWOHU�RI�³JHQGHU�FULWLFDO´�WUDQVSKRELa in a recent interview: 

³7KH�DQWL-gender ideology is one of the dominant strains of fasFLVP�LQ�RXU�WLPHV�´14 ,W�³ZLOO�QRW�

EH�SDUW�RI�WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�VWUXJJOH�DJDLQVW�IDVFLVP´��EHFDXVH�WKDW�VWUXJJOH�ERWK�³UHTXLUHV�D�

FRDOLWLRQ�JXLGHG�E\�VWUXJJOHV�DJDLQVW�UDFLVP��QDWLRQDOLVP��[HQRSKRELD�DQG�FDUFHUDO�YLROHQFH´��

DQG��FULWLFDOO\��³LV�PLQGIXO�RI�Whe high rates of femicide throughout the world, which include 

KLJK�UDWHV�RI�DWWDFNV�RQ�WUDQV�DQG�JHQGHUTXHHU�SHRSOH�´15 Crucially, they locate the proximity 

between transphobia and fascism in anti-intellectualism, which turns out to be both a symptom 

and a YHFWRU�RI�WKH�QRUPDOLVDWLRQ�RI�³QHR-IDVFLVP´�16 ,W�IROORZV��WKHQ��WKDW�ZH�PLJKW�MRLQ�³WKH�

FRQWHPSRUDU\�VWUXJJOH�DJDLQVW�IDVFLVP´�E\�GRLQJ�WKH�NLQGV�RI�LQWHOOHFWXDO�ZRUN�DQWLWKHWLFDO�WR�

³QHR-IDVFLVP´��:KDW�PLJKW�WKDW�ZRUN�ORRN�OLNH"�7KH�DQVZHU�WR�WKDW�TXHVtion is as yet unclear. 

Indeed, answering it is likely a part of that work itself. It will surely mean addressing the dual 

crises precipitated by the global pandemic: existential, on the one hand, socio-political, on the 

other. And so, it might look a lot like that being done by Sartre and Merleau-Ponty in the wake 

of the war: a reorientation of a search for truth, meaning, and the conditions of human existence 

 
14 -XGLWK�%XWOHU�DQG�-XOHV�-RDQQH�*OHHVRQ��
µ:H�QHHG�WR�UHWKLQN�WKH�FDWHJRU\�RI�ZRPDQ¶��,QWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�-XGLWK�
Butler', (Ill Will, 2021).  
15 Ibid. [my italics]  
16 Ibid. 
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towards an account of the experiential, material, social, and political dimensions of hatred and 

violence directed at marginalised groups. The extent of the commonalities between their work 

and the present thesis remains to be seen. What is sure, however, is that they strike out from a 

shared desire to make sense of the apparently senseless, and with the same urgency of the need 

to exploit the insight of philosophical inquiry to moral, human, and practical ends.
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Chapter I: What is µbodily otherness¶? 

 

Before any exploration of Sartre or Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSK\��ZH�PXVW�EHJLQ�E\�DGGUHVVLQJ�

the first of the above contentions. What, then, is µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶? Critical theories of various 

kinds ± race, gender, sexuality, illness and disability, among others ± tend to take for granted 

WKDW�:HVWHUQ�VRFLHW\�LV�VXEWHQGHG�E\�D�V\VWHP�RI�FRUSRUHDO�QRUPV��ZKHUHLQ�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�

is ascribed to those bodies, desires and acts that are outside of any such norm. Corporeal norms 

are both grounded in and dictate WKH�NLQGV�RI�ERGLHV�DQG�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�WKDW�DUH�VHHQ�DV�µQRUPDO¶�

in a given society. In Western society, health, able-bodiedness, masculinity, heterosexuality, 

cissexuality, and whiteness figure as some central norms.1 Their apparent normalcy is derived 

frRP� WZR� GLVWLQFW� EXW� FRPSOHPHQWDU\� XQGHUVWDQGLQJV� RI� WKH� ZRUG� µQRUPDO¶ that Georges 

&DQJXLOKHP�SRLQWV�WR��UHIHUHQFLQJ�$QGUp�/DODQGH¶V�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�WHUP�LQ�KLV�Vocabulaire 

technique et critique de la philosophie��³«�HVW�QRUPDO�FH�TXL�HVW�WHO�TX¶LO�GRLW�être : est normal, 

DX� VHQV� OH� SOXV� XVXHO� GX� PRW�� FH� TXL� VH� UHQFRQWUH� GDQV� OD� PDMRULWp� GHV� FDV� G¶XQH� HVSqFH�

GpWHUPLQpH�«´2 In everyday use, as theorist Michael Warner argues, these distinct definitions, 

ZKLFK�KH�WHUPV�µHYDOXDWLYH¶�DQG�µVWDWLVWLFDO¶��DUH�RIWHQ�FRQIXVHG��RU�VHHQ�DV�LQGLVWLQJXLVKDEOH�

from one another.3 On the one hand, corporeal norms are taken as such because they reflect a 

VWDWLVWLFDO�QRUP��LW�LV�µQRUPDO¶�WR�EH�KHDOWK\�RU�DEOH-bodied in Western Europe because these 

groups are in the majority, as opposed to sick or disabled people. On the other, their supposed 

normalcy is sometimes derived from an evaluative noUP�� ZKLFK� :DUQHU� GHVFULEHV� DV� ³D�

 
1 The term cissexuality refers here to the norm of identifying with the gender assigned at birth, being cisgender, 
as well as the identity formations and experiences that configure around this norm. It is situated in a conceptual 
oppositionality with transsexuality, being transgender or transsexual: the identity formations and experiences of 
people who do not identify with the gender assigned at birth. The use of the terms transgender, transsexual and 
trans remains a hotly-contested semantic and political ground within queer communities. Transgender and trans 
are most commonly used, by both trans and cis people, but a large number of trans people describe themselves as 
transsexual, a term some trans people are strongly opposed to. Here, the terms transgender, trans, and transsexual 
will be used interchangeably to refer to people who do not identify with the gender they were assigned at birth. 
2 Georges Canguilhem, Le normal et le pathologique, 12th edn (Paris: PUF, 2013), p. 101. 
3 Michael Warner, The Trouble with Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life, (Cambridge, MA.: 
Harvard University Press, 2000), p. 56. 
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VWDQGDUG��D�FULWHULRQ�RI�YDOXH´�4 In this sense, corporeal norms reflect judgements about how 

bodies should be, many of which relate to a natural state or order of things. The normativity of 

cissexuality, for example, reflects a belief that it is more natural to identify as the gender one 

has been assigned at birth than not to do so, just as that of heterosexuality is justified by the 

DVVXPSWLRQ��EDVHG�RQ�D�WHOHRORJ\�RI�SURFUHDWLRQ��WKDW�LW�LV�µQDWXUDO¶�IRU�D�PDQ�WR�GHVLUH�a woman, 

and vice versa��,QGHHG��IROORZLQJ�-RQDWKDQ�.DW]��KHWHURVH[XDOLW\¶V�VWDWXV�DV�³DQ�LPPXWDEOH�IDFW�

of nature²D�QDWXUDOO\�JLYHQ�QRUP´�LV�MXVWLILHG�E\�WKH�FRPPRQO\-held belief that humans share 

D�EDVLF�³SURFUHDWH-or-SHULVK�LPSHUDWLYH´�5 Similarly, norms of gender and race are rooted in a 

presumed natural order: the normativity of masculinity and of whiteness hinge upon hierarchies 

of natural difference between gendered and raced bodies. In some cases, as with the norms of 

health, heterosexuality and whiteness, the statistical and evaluative understandings of normalcy 

overlap; in others, such as masculinity, they do not, but, as noted by Warner, are presumed to.  

Further, and concomitantly, corporeal norms function as paradigms: implicit in their 

conceptLRQ�DV�µQRUPDO¶�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ��IURP�ERWK�WKH�VWDWLVWLFDO�RU�HYDOXDWLYH�VWDQGSRLQW��LV�D�

prescription of ideals of corporeality, embodiment, and desire. Here, as feminist scholar of 

disability Susan Wendell remarks, the valorisation of bodies that fall within a given norm 

SUHVXSSRVHV�WKH�GHSUHFLDWLRQ�RI�WKRVH�RXWVLGH�RI�LW��³,PSOLHG�LQ�DQ\�LGHDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERG\�LV�

WKH�UHMHFWLRQ�RI�VRPH�NLQGV�RI�ERGLHV�RU�VRPH�DVSHFWV�RI�ERGLO\�OLIH�´6 Measured against the 

VWDQGDUG�RI�FRUSRUHDO�QRUPV�� WKHVH� IRUPV�RI� µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�DUH� WDNHQ� WR�EH� DEQRUPDO or 

unnatural, or both: illness and disability come to figure as physical aberrances, queerness and 

transsexuality as unnatural ± even sometimes contre-nature ± or forms of deviance, and people 

of colour are viewed as a minority in Western Europe. The normalcy and ideality of corporeal 

norms, along with the ancillary abnormality and un-LGHDOLW\�RI�FRUSRUHDO�µRWKHUV¶��ERWK�IRXQGV�

 
4 Ibid. 
5 Jonathan Katz, The Invention of Heterosexuality, (New York: Dutton, 1995), pp. 29, 13.  
6 Susan Wendell, The Rejected Body: Feminist Philosophical Reflections on Disability, (New York; London: 
Routledge, 1996), p. 85. 
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and justifies a hierarchy of value that yields socio-economic and political effects. Bodies and 

ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�VHHQ�DV�µQRUPDO¶�DUH�YDOXHG�DQG�HQFRXUDJHG��ZKLOH�WKRVH�VHHQ�DV�DEQRUPDO�RU�

aberrant are devalued, discouraged, and even penalised. Following another feminist scholar of 

disability, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson��³&RUSRUHDO�GHSDUWXUHV�IURP�GRminant expectations 

QHYHU�JR�XQLQWHUSUHWHG�RU�XQSXQLVKHG��DQG�FRQIRUPLWLHV�DUH�DOPRVW�DOZD\V�UHZDUGHG�´7 On the 

one hand, those within the norm benefit from certain privileges, as cultural anthropologist 

*D\OH�5XELQ�VWDWHV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�VH[XDOLW\��³,QGLYiduals whose behaviour stands high in this 

hierarchy are rewarded with certified mental health, respectability, legality, social and physical 

PRELOLW\��LQVWLWXWLRQDO�VXSSRUW��DQG�PDWHULDO�EHQHILWV�´8 On the other, those outside of the norm 

are not only denied such privileges, but are at a socio-economic and political detriment. In a 

GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�GLVDELOLW\�WKDW�ZH�PLJKW�H[SDQG�WR�GLYHUVH�IRUPV�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��:HQGHOO�

outlines some socio-HFRQRPLF�GLVDGYDQWDJHV��ZKLFK� LQFOXGH� ³YHUEDO��PHGLFDO�� DQG�SKysical 

DEXVH´��³VH[XDO�DEXVH�DQG�H[SORLWDWLRQ´��³HQIRUFHG�SRYHUW\´��³MRE�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ´��DQG�³VRFLDO�

LVRODWLRQ´�9 Similarly, in a reflection on race, political philosopher Charles W. Mills argues that 

QRUPV�� LQ� WKLV� FDVH�ZKLWHQHVV�� HVWDEOLVK� ³D�SROLWLFDO system, a particular power structure of 

IRUPDO�RU�LQIRUPDO�UXOH��VRFLRHFRQRPLF�SULYLOHJH´�ZKLFK�IRXQGV�³WKH�GLIIHUHQWLDO�GLVWULEXWLRQ�

RI�PDWHULDO�ZHDOWK�DQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��EHQHILWV�DQG�EXUGHQV��ULJKWV�DQG�GXWLHV�´10 The legitimacy 

of such differential distribution rests upon a presumed statistical or evaluative justification: 

socio-economic disparities tend to be taken for granted because they are seen to reflect either 

the interests of the majority or the natural order of things, or both. The relative lack of people 

of colour or transgender people in positions of power in Western society, for example, might 

be regarded as a logical derivative of their numerical inferiority, while the exclusion, implicit 

 
7 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: figuring physical disability in American culture and 
literature, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), p. 7. 
8 Gayle S. Rubin, 'Thinking sex: Notes for a radical theory of the politics of sexuality', in Culture, Society and 
Sexuality: A Reader, ed. by Richard and Aggleton Parker, Peter (Oxford: Routledge, 2007), pp. 150-187 (p. 158). 
9 Wendell, pp. 31-32. 
10 Charles W. Mills, The Racial Contract, (Ithaca, NY; London: Cornell University Press, 1997), p. 3. 
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or otherwise, of some women and disabled people from certain professions will often be seen 

as a reasonable reflection of perceived natural capacities or incapacities given in their bodies. 

Corporeal norms are not limited to whiteness, health, able-bodiedness, masculinity, 

heterosexuality, or cissexuality. None the less, these figure as some of the primary vectors of 

normativity and otherness in Western society, and ground the fields of thought ± feminist, crip, 

critical race and queer theories, among others ± that form many of the conceptual frameworks 

guiding the present thesis. Accordingly, these norms will serve here as the principal axes in a 

VWXG\�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��7R�GUDZ�SDUDOOHOV�EHWZHHQ�WKHVH�SKHQRPHQD�LV�QRW�WR�SRVLW�WKHLU�

identity, or interchangeability: there are crucial differences between each of these norms that 

reflect the singularities of their historical formations, as well as the value systems and socio-

economic constellations that these generate. Some such differences have already come into 

view: those between statistical and evaluative claims to normalcy, for example, and those 

between appeals to a natural ideal, as with health, and appeals to a natural hierarchy, as with 

masculinity. Rather, it speaks to a desire to locate moments of affinity and communication 

beyond and between these singularities, and in so doing to highlight structural similarities 

between diverse normative systems. Such an approach also acknowledges the limitations of 

ZKDW�SKLORVRSKHU�.LPEHUOp�&UHQVKDZ�WHUPV�³VLQJOH-D[LV´�DQDO\VLV�LQ�DFFRXQWLQJ�IRU�QRUPV�DQG�

the social hierarchies they sustain.11 :RUNLQJ�IURP�WKH�RXWORRN�RI�%ODFN�ZRPDQKRRG��DV�µRWKHU¶�

in relation to the norms of both masculinity and ZKLWHQHVV��&UHQVKDZ�FULWLTXHV�³WKH�WHQGHQF\�

to treat race and gender as mutually exclusive categories of experienFH�DQG�DQDO\VLV´�DQG�LQ�VR�

GRLQJ� ³>GLVWRUW@� WKH�PXOWLGLPHQVLRQDOLW\� RI� %ODFN� ZRPHQ¶V� H[SHULHQFHV´�12 For Crenshaw, 

LGHQWLWLHV�DQG�H[SHULHQFHV�DUH�³LQWHUVHFWLRQDO´��D�SHUVRQ¶V�SRVLWLRQV�ZLWKLQ�FHUWDLQ�QRUPV��DQG�

 
11 Kimberlé Crenshaw, 'Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics', The University of Chicago Legal Forum, 
140 (1989), 139. 
12 Ibid. 
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without others, speak to and shape one another.13 Against a view of norms as discrete, wherein 

WKH� PXOWLSOLFLW\� RI� WKHVH� SRVLWLRQV� LV� XQGHUVWRRG� WR� EH� ³DGGLWLYH´�� &UHQVKDZ� DIILUPV� WKH�

³IXQGDPHQWDOO\� UHFRQVWLWXWLYH´� QDWXUH� RI� LGHQWLWLHV� DQG� H[SHULHQFHV� DW� DQG� WKURXJK� WKH�

intersection of various normative and non-normative positions.14 To conceive of Black 

ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH�DV�WKH�VXP�RI�EHLQJ�%ODFN�DQG�EHLQJ�D�ZRPDQ�LV�WR�PLVUHFRJQLVH�WKH�ZD\V�

LQ�ZKLFK�WKHVH�IRUPV�RI�µRWKHUQHVV¶�DUH�PXWXDOO\�FRQVWLWXWLYH��,QWHUVHFWLRQDOLW\� OD\V�EDUH�WKH�

shortcomings of single-D[LV� DQDO\VLV��ZKLFK� WHQGV� WR� ³>OLPLW@� LQTXLU\� WR� WKH� H[SHULHQFHV� RI�

otherwise-SULYLOHJHG�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�JURXS´��DQG�³>REVFXUH@�FODLPV�WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�

DV�UHVXOWLQJ�IURP�GLVFUHWH�VRXUFHV�RI�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ´��DGYRFDWLQJ�LQVWHDG�IRU�D�KROLVWLF�Yiew of 

norms and otherness that accounts for the ways in which they shape and inform one another.15  

Such a view does not seek to disregard the diversity of norms, nor of the value systems 

and socio-economic differentiations that they motivate, but to recognise their imbrication and 

PXWXDO�FRQVWLWXWLRQ��,W�DOVR�LQYLWHV�XV�WR�DSSURDFK�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�E\�VHHNLQJ�

WR�SLQSRLQW�SDUDOOHOV�EHWZHHQ�RVWHQVLEO\�GLVWLQFW�UHJLVWHUV�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��DQG�LQ�VR�GRLQJ�

reveal social, political and experiential commonalities between diverse phenomena. We have 

already highlighted some such commonalities: the basic claim to normalcy, and to ideality, that 

underpins every norm, as well as the socio-economic hierarchies that hinge upon these claims. 

Further, all of these norms articulate a realist view of bodies, one grounded in Western science, 

wherein features such as race, health, and gender are taken to be objective corporeal facts 

whose categories and meanings are given in and by nature. Health and illness, just like able-

bodiedness and disability, are seen as fixed in the body, and thus locatable and quantifiable in 

anatomical or pathological terms. Norms of gender and sexuality all rest upon binary biological 

sex, taken as an immutable feature of human bodies, which we might locate in chromosomes, 

 
13 Ibid., p. 166. 
14 .LPEHUOp�&UHQVKDZ�� 
,QWHUVHFWLRQDOLW\� LV� QRW� DGGLWLYH�� ,W¶V� IXQGDPHQWDOO\� UHFRnstitutive. Pass it on.', ed. by 
@sandylocks (Twitter, 2020).  
15 &UHQVKDZ��µ'HPDUJLQDOL]LQJ�WKH�,QWHUVHFWLRQ�RI�5DFH�DQG�6H[¶��S������ 
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KRUPRQH�OHYHOV��RU�JHQLWDOV��FODLPV�WR�QDWXUDO�VXSHULRULW\��DV�ZLWK�PDVFXOLQLW\��DQG�WR�µQDWXUDO¶�

ways of being and desiring, as with heterosexuality and cissexuality, depend upon sexual 

dimorphism. Queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick asserts the interdependency of these 

QRUPV��DUJXLQJ�WKDW�VH[XDOLW\�³may seem to be of a piece with µchromosomal sex¶´��DQG�WKDW�

³ZLWKRXW� D� FRQFHSW� RI� JHQGHU� WKHUH� FRXOG� EH�� TXLWH� VLPSO\�� QR� FRQFHSW� RI� KRPR- or 

KHWHURVH[XDOLW\�´16 Similarly, whiteness and the racial hierarchies it sustains are based in a tacit 

belief that race or ethnicity are objective realities, expressed in genetics and phenotypes. Bodies 

are thus seen to fall into discrete, binary categories ± healthy and unhealthy, male and female, 

white and non-white, etc. ± wherein one term, the norm, is coded positively, on account of its 

QRUPDOF\�RU�LGHDOLW\��DQG�WKH�µRWKHU¶�QHJDWLYHO\��+HQFH�LOOQHVV�DQG�GLVDELOLW\�DUH�UHJDUGHG�DV�

unfortunate, undesirable somatic aberrations, and queerness is properly queer, an unnatural 

GHYLDWLRQ�RU�SHUYHUVLRQ�� DV� WUDQV�FRPPXQLVW�;DQGUD�0HWFDOIH�H[SODLQV��³«� WKH� WUDQVJHQGHU�

subject is seen as an aberration from the cissexual subject, a swerve from an otherwise straight 

OLQH�´17 Herein, whiteness functions as a yardstick of good and bad forms of embodiment: ideals 

of beauty, physicality and temperament constellate around those features most often associated 

with white bodies, while those associated with non-white bodies are degraded and demonised. 

,QVRIDU�DV�DOO�QRUPV�DUH�VHW�XS�LQ�D�0DQLFKHDQ�RSSRVLWLRQDOLW\�WR�µRWKHUV¶��WKHQ�� WKH\�

reciprocally inform and confirm one another: their shared figuring as facets of the standard or 

ideal body establishes a basic complementarity between them. In some cases, as with the norms 

of masculinity, heterosexuality and cissexuality, such complementarity is already evident. The 

writer James Baldwin, himself Black and gay, couches homophobia in terms of the division 

EHWZHHQ�PHQ� DQG�ZRPHQ�� ³7KH�SUREOHP�RI� WKH�Komosexual, so vociferously involved with 

good and evil, the unnatural as opposed to the natural, has its roots in the nature of man and 

 
16 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, (Berkeley; Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1990), pp. 29, 31.  
17 XandUD�0HWFDOIH��
µ:K\�$UH�:H�/LNH�7KLV"¶��7KH�3ULPDF\�RI�7UDQVVH[XDOLW\
��LQ�Transgender Marxism, ed. by 
-XOHV�-RDQQH�*OHHVRQ�DQG�(OOH�2¶5RXUNH��/RQGRQ��3OXWR�3UHVV���������SS�����-229 (p. 219). 
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ZRPDQ�DQG�WKHLU�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�RQH�DQRWKHU�´18 Elsewhere, gay communist Mario Mieli argues 

that the norms of gender and VH[XDOLW\�DUH�LQH[WULFDEOH��³7KH�1RUP�PDLQWDLQHG�E\�D�UHSUHVVLYH�

VRFLHW\�PDUNHG�E\�PDOH�VXSUHPDF\�FDQQRW�EXW�EH�KHWHURVH[XDO�´19 Health and able-bodiedness, 

too, share a set of ideals: of capacity for action or work, of freedom from pain or limitation, 

etc. Health is of particular interest in any reflection on the complementarity of norms because 

it acts not only as a gauge of somatic normalcy or ideality, but also as a vector of morality. In 

HIIHFW�� 5REHUW� &UDZIRUG� SRVLWV� WKDW� ³WKH� µKHDOWK\¶� VHOI´� FRPSULVHV� ³DQ� LQWHUUHODWHG� VHW� RI�

RSSRVLWLRQV´��ERWK�³D�ELRORJLFDOO\�KHDOWK\�VHOI�FRQFHLYHG�LQ�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�GLVHDVH�DQG�GHDWK´��

DQG�³D�PHWDSKRULFDOO\�KHDOWK\�VHOI�[«] RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�TXDOLWLHV�RI�µXQKHDOWK\¶�SHUVRQV´�20 In 

practice, these map onto one another, as social psychologist Hélène Joffe remarks: ³©�ÇWUH�HQ�

bonne santé », et le fait de paraître tel, est devenu une métaphore pour « être un citoyen bon et 

responsable ».´21 In short, the binaries that subtend norms DQG�µRWKHUV¶�± normal/abnormal, 

natural/unnatural, good/bad ± also speak to a healthy/unhealthy dichotomy. Further still, certain 

norms that initially appear unrelated turn out to be in fact constructed and sustained through 

similarly interdependent procesVHV�� )RU�0DVRQ� 6WRNHV� KHWHURVH[XDOLW\� LV� ³WKH� FKLHI� DOO\� LQ�

ZKLWHQHVV¶V� QRUPDOL]LQJ� PLVVLRQ´�� ZKLOH� 5LFKDUG� '\HU� IRFXVHV� XSRQ� WKH� FRQMXQFWLRQ� RI�

ZKLWHQHVV�� KHWHURVH[XDOLW\�� DQG�PDVFXOLQLW\�� ³5DFH� DQG� JHQGHU� DUH� LQHOXFWDEO\� LQWHUWZLQHG��

through the primacy RI�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\�LQ�UHSURGXFLQJ�WKH�IRUPHU�DQG�GHILQLQJ�WKH�ODWWHU�´22 

5RGHULFN�$��)HUJXVRQ�GHVFULEHV�³D�WHFKQRORJ\�RI�UDFH´�ZKHUHLQ�³KHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\´� LV�RI�D�

SLHFH�ZLWK�ZKLWHQHVV��DQG�³QRQKHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\´�ZLWK�QRQ-white people, desires and sexual 

 
18 James Baldwin, 'Preservation of Innocence', in James Baldwin: Collected Essays, ed. by Toni Morrison (New 
York: Library of America, 1998), pp. 594-600 (p. 594). 
19 Mario Mieli, Towards a Gay Communism: Elements of a Homosexual Critique, (London: Pluto Press, 2018), 
p. 15. 
20 Robert Crawford, 'The boundaries of the self and the unhealthy other: Reflections on health, culture and AIDS', 
Social Science & Medicine, 38 (1994), 1348. 
21 +pOqQH�-RIIH��
³/¶$XWUH´�HW�OD�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�LGHQWLWDLUH��HQWUH�G\QDPLTXHV�SV\FKLTXHV�HW dynamiques sociales', in 
L'autre: regards psychosociaux, ed. by Margarita Sanchez-Mazas and Laurent Licata (Grenoble: Presses 
universitaires de Grenoble, 2005), pp. 95-116 (p. 100). 
22 Mason Stokes, The Color of Sex: Whiteness, Heterosexuality, and the Fictions of White Supremacy, (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2001), p. 14.; Robert Dyer, White, (London, New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 30. 
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acts.23 Similarly, crip theorist Robert McRuer claims that heterosexuality, itself shaped by what 

KH�WHUPV�³GRPLQDQW�LGHRORJLHV�RI�JHQGHU�DQG�UDFH´��LV�LQKHUHQWO\�DEOH-bodied.24  

 

The nature of the normal 

 

What is needed, then, is a view of norms as simultaneously singular and interdependent, one 

which posits their mutual implication in a Manichean value system without effacing their 

particularities. Herein, we might begin to question some of the basic assumptions that structure 

norms and the socio-economic hierarchies that they establish. Scholars in a range of fields have 

demonstrated that rather than being given or coherent, norms rest upon a series of tensions and 

paradoxes. The first of these might be found in their conception as both what is normal and 

what is ideal. In effect, if something is natural, it should be given; if something is an ideal, it is 

precisely not given, but rather must be aimed at or worked toward. Hence philosopher Georges 

&DQJXLOKHP�SRLQWV� WR�³XQH�FRQIXVLRQ´� LQ�PHGLFDO� XQGHUVWDQGLQJV�RI�KHDOWK��ZKHUHLQ�³O¶pWDW�

QRUPDO�GpVLJQH�j�OD�IRLV�O¶pWDW�KDELWXHO�GHV�RUJDQHV�HW�OHXU�pWDW�LGHDO´�25 Moreover, when we 

WDNH�VWRFN�RI�WKH�FRPSOHPHQWDULW\�RI�QRUPV��WKH�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�µQRUPDO¶�DQG�µLGHDO¶�LV�IXUWKHU�

strained: therein, the ideal body in the Western world is that of a healthy, able-bodied, white, 

cisgender, and heterosexual man ± possessing also a range of normative features outside of the 

scope of this thesis ± and therefore far from typical. Sociologist Erving Goffman sheds light 

on this SKHQRPHQRQ��³«�HYHQ�ZKHUH�ZLGHO\�DWWDLQHG�QRUPV�DUH�LQYROYHG��WKHLU�PXOWLSOLFLW\�KDV�

WKH�HIIHFW�RI�GLVTXDOLI\LQJ�PDQ\�SHUVRQV�´26 The normative ideal, Garland-Thomson claims, is 

thus revealed WR�EH�³DQ�LPDJH�WKDW�GRPLQDWHV�ZLWKRXW�PDWHULDO�VXEVWDQFH��D�SKDQWRP�µPDMRULW\¶�

 
23 Roderick A. Ferguson, Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique, (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2004), p. 14. 
24 Robert McRuer, Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability, (New York: New York University 
Press, 2006), pp. 1, 6. 
25 Canguilhem, p. 101. 
26 Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, (Penguin, 1979), p. 153. 
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RSSRVHG�WR�DQ�RYHUZKHOPLQJ�DQG�HTXDOO\�LOOXVRU\�µPLQRULW\�¶´27 Indeed, for Warner, this ideal 

LV�QRW�VLPSO\�LPSUREDEOH��EXW�LQH[LVWHQW��³0RUHRYHU��WR�EH�IXOO\�QRUPDO�LV��VWULFWO\�VSHDNLQJ��

impossible. Everyone deviates from the norm in somH�ZD\�´28 Insofar as the norm functions as 

an ideal, the statistical grounds of its normalcy thus fall away: the vast majority of people, if 

not everyone, are excluded from an absolute normativity. Concomitantly, the tension between 

the normal and the ideal also undermines evaluative understandings of normalcy. In effect, 

where health functions as an ideal bodily state, absolute health is statistically and evaluatively 

abnormal: periods of sickness, pain and limitation are a ubiquitous feature of human existence. 

&DQJXLOKHP�DGRSWV�WKLV�YLHZ��³(Q�XQ�VHQV�RQ�GLUD�TX¶XQH�VDQWp�SDUIDLWH�FRQWLQXHOOH�HVW�XQ�IDLW�

DQRUPDO�´29 Other evaluative justifications of normalcy also turn out to be underwritten by 

logical fallacy. Many rest upon the claim that certain bodies or ways of being are natural, and 

others unnatural, or even contre-nature��%XW�DQ�µXQQDWXUDO�ERG\¶�LV�D�FRQWUDGLFtion in terms. 

Following Geoffroy Saint-+LODLUH��DV�VXPPDULVHG�E\�&DQJXLOKHP��³«�GDQV�OD�QDWXUH��WRXWHV�

les espèces VRQW�FH�TX¶HOOHV�GRLYHQW�rWUH��SUpVHQWDQW�pJDOHPHQW�OD�YDULpWp�GDQV�O¶XQLWp�HW�O¶XQLWp�

GDQV�OD�YDULpWp�´30 %H\RQG�WKH�LQFRKHUHQFH�RI�µQDWXUDO¶�DQG�µXQQDWXUDO¶�ERGLHV��DSSHDOV�WR�QDWXUH�

as an arbiter of normalcy are further undermined by their presumption of an equivalence 

EHWZHHQ�ZKDW�LV�µQDWXUDO¶�DQG�ZKDW�LV�µJRRG¶�RU�µLGHDO¶��$QG�\HW��DV�SKLORVRSKHU�-XOLDQ�%DJJLQL�

has argued, this equivalencH�LV�IDU�IURP�JLYHQ��³7KHUH�LV�QR�IDFWXDO�UHDVRQ�WR�VXSSRVH�WKDW�ZKDW�

LV�QDWXUDO�LV�JRRG��RU�DW�OHDVW�EHWWHU��DQG�ZKDW�LV�XQQDWXUDO�LV�EDG��RU�DW�OHDVW�ZRUVH��´31 

These inconsistencies expose a basic equivocation at the heart of appeals to nature as a 

IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�QRUPV��5DWKHU�WKDQ�DQ�REMHFWLYH�RU�DKLVWRULFDO�WUXWK��ZKDW�LV�µQDWXUDO¶�WXUQV�RXW�

to be a particular interpretation of variations in bodies. The success of appeals to nature lies in 

 
27 Garland-Thomson, p. 32. 
28 Warner, p. 54. 
29 Canguilhem, p. 113. 
30 Ibid., pp. 108-109. 
31 Julian Baggini, Making Sense: Philosophy Behind the Headlines, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 
151-152.  
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a tacit acceptance of a realist view, wherein, as seen above, certain qualities ± such as sex and 

race ± are regarded as immutable facts of the body whose objective truth might be substantiated 

and quantified in scientific terms. In reality, a closer look at those apparently immutable facts, 

and the discrete categorisations they motivate, reveals the realist view to be a reductive one. 

Neither sexual dimorphism nor ethnicity are objective truths given in human bodies. Biologist 

Anne Fausto-6WHUOLQJ�VXPPDULVHV�WKH�UHDOLVW�YLHZ�RI�VH[��³,Q�WKH�LGHDOL]HG��3ODWRQLF��ELRORJLFDO�

ZRUOG�� KXPDQ� EHLQJV� DUH� GLYLGHG� LQWR� WZR� NLQGV�� D� SHUIHFWO\� GLPRUSKLF� VSHFLHV�´32 This 

³LGHDOL]HG�VWRU\´��VKH�DUJXHV��³SDSHUV�RYHU�PDQ\�REYLRXV�FDYHDWV´��³«�Rn close inspection, 

DEVROXWH�GLPRUSKLVP�GLVLQWHJUDWHV�DW�HYHQ�WKH�OHYHO�RI�EDVLF�ELRORJ\�´33 Even those features so 

often regarded as absolute or infallible arbiters of binary biological sex turn out to frustrate the 

binary division of all bodies into male DQG�IHPDOH��³&KURPRVRPHV��hormones, the internal sex 

structures, the gonads and the external genitalia all vary more than most people realize.´34 And 

scholars of race have affirmed that neither race nor ethnicity are biological realities. Following 

historLDQ�3DS�1GLD\H��³«�LO�HVW�ELHQ�FODLU�TXH��G¶XQ�SRLQW�GH�YXH�ELRORJLTXH��OHV�UDFHV�Q¶H[LVWHQW�

pas�´35 Certainly, for 6DUDK�0D]RX]��³Il n¶y a pas de hiérarchie entre les groupes humains, qui 

pourrait être fondée en nature et reposerait sur une origine manifestée notamment par des 

diffprences phpnotypiques.´36 In both of these cases, as well as with illness and disability, the 

realist view imposes discrete categorisations on variations which might be more accurately 

regarded as a continuum, or even a constellation, of attributes or states. This is particularly 

salient in the case of race, where clear distinctions between racial or ethnic groups, or between 

µZKLWH¶� DQG� µQRQZKLWH¶�� DUH� PDQLIHVWO\� DUWLILFLDO�� DQG� VH[�� ZKHUH� D� ELPRGDO� GLVWULEXWLRQ� RI�

primary and secondary sexual characteristics is flattened into a dimorphism. The imposition of 

 
32 Anne Fausto-Sterling, 'The five sexes, revisited', Sciences (New York), 40 (2000), 19-20. 
33 Fausto-Sterling, p. 20. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Pap Ndiaye, La condition noire: Essai sur une minorité française, (Paris: Gallimard, 2009), p. 35. 
36 Sarah Mazouz, Race, (Paris: editions Anamosa, 2020), p. 24. 
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discrete groupings that distort corporeal realities is equally evident in the case of sexuality, 

where a hetero/queer dichotomy obscures a range of desires, acts and identifications that cannot 

be neatly fitted into either box: if a heterosexual man enjoys being penetrated by the women 

he sleeps with, where do we place him? Health and able-bodiedness further reveal the artifice 

RI�VXFK�FDWHJRULVDWLRQV��7KH�QRWLRQV�RI�µIDOOLQJ LOO¶�DQG�µJHWWLQJ�EHWWHU¶�WKZDUW�DQ\�YLHZ�DV�KHDOWK�

and illness as dichotomous states. Further, both illness and disability regroup a range of bodies 

and experiences that vary greatly ± in nature, temporality, severity, etc. ± wherein their 

respective categorisations as discrete entities belies a material and experiential heterogeneity. 

What is more, the line between illness and disability is not an easy one to draw: the example 

of certain chronic conditions that are both illnesses and disabilities bears testament to this. 

Against the realist view, scholars of illness and disability have asserted that health and 

able-ERGLHGQHVV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKHLU�µRWKHUV¶��DUH�FRQWLQJHQW�DQG�UHODWLYH�WR�SDUWLFXODU�VRFLR-cultural 

and environmental contexts. In his study of the normal and the pathological, Canguilhem puts 

forward a view RI�VRPDWLF�QRUPDOF\�DV�QHFHVVDULO\�UHODWLRQDO��³Le vivant et le milieu ne sont 

SDV�QRUPDX[�SULV�VpSDUpPHQW��PDLV�F¶HVW�OHXU�UHODWLRQ�TXL�OHV�UHQG�WHOV�O¶XQ�HW�O¶DXWUH�´37 In his 

YLHZ��SDWKRORJ\�LV�HTXDOO\�UHODWLRQDO��³,O�Q¶\�D�SDV�GH�WURXEOH�SDWKRORJLTXH�HQ�VRL��O¶DQRUPDO�QH�

peut être apprécié que dans une relation�´38 Crucially, he affirms that what is normal in one 

setting may well be pathological in another, thus positing the relativity of health and illness: 

³Ce qui est normal, pour être normatif dans des conditions données, peut devenir pathologique 

GDQV�XQH�DXWUH�VLWXDWLRQ��V¶LO�VH�PDLQWLHQW�LGHQWLTXH�j�VRL�´39 Wendell makes an analogous claim 

RI�GLVDELOLW\��³«�µnormal¶ structure, function, and ability to perform an activity all depend to 

VRPH�GHJUHH�RQ� WKH� VRFLHW\� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH� VWDQGDUGV�RI� QRUPDOLW\� DUH� JHQHUDWHG�´40 Garland-

Thomson KDV� SXVKHG� EDFN� DJDLQVW� ³HQWUHQFKHG� DVVXPSWLRQV´� WKDW� DEOH-bodiedness and 

 
37 Canguilhem, p. 120. 
38 Ibid., p. 162. 
39 Ibid., p. 156. 
40 Wendell, p. 14. 
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disability aUH�³VHOI-HYLGHQW�SK\VLFDO�FRQGLWLRQV´�LQ�IDYRXU�RI�D�YLHZ�RI�ERWK�DV�GHWHUPLQHG�E\�

particular environments and expectations.41 Canguilhem provides compelling evidence for this 

FODLP�� ³$YHF�XQH� LQILUPLWp� FRPPH� O¶DVWLJPDWLVPH�RX� OD�P\RSLH�RQ� VHUDLW� QRUPDO� GDns une 

VRFLpWp�DJULFROH�RX�SDVWRUDOH��PDLV�RQ�HVW�DQRUPDO�GDQV�OD�PDULQH�RX�GDQV�O¶DYLDWLRQ�´42 This 

YLHZ�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�DV�UHODWLYH� LV�QRW�UHVWULFWHG�WR�KHDOWK�DQG�GLVDELOLW\��7KH�DIILQLW\�

EHWZHHQ�&DQJXLOKHP¶V�SRVLWLRQ�DQG�WKH�RQH�DGRSWHG�E\�D�PHPEer of the Front Homosexuel 

G¶$FWLRQ�5pYROXWLRQQDLUH�LV�VWULNLQJ��³2Q�QH�SHXW�FRQVLGpUHU�O¶KRPRVH[XDOLWp�FRPPH�DQRUPDOH�

TXH�G¶XQ�SRLQW�GH�YXH�VRFLR-KLVWRULTXH���DQRUPDO�HVW�FH�TXH��j�XQ�PRPHQW�GH�O¶KLVWRLUH�G¶XQH�

FLYLOLVDWLRQ��Q¶HVW�SDV�DGPLV�´43 Elsewhere, Jewish scholars Noel Ignatiev and Karen Brodkin 

have respectively traced the processes through which Irish and Jewish communities in the U.S. 

³EHFDPH�ZKLWH´��SURYLQJ�FRQFOXVLYHO\�WKDW�UDFH�LV�QRW�ELRORJLFDO��EXW�UDWKHU�FRQWH[WXDO�44 These 

studies mirror MLOOV¶�FODLP�WKDW�³WKH�PHPEHUVKLS�UHTXLUHPHQWV�IRU�:KLWHQHVV´�DUH�QRW�DEVROXWH��

EXW�³UHZULWWHQ�RYHU�WLPH��ZLWK�VKLIWLQJ�FULWHULD´�45 Against the presumption that whiteness and 

the racial categories it presupposes are objective truths, such a critique highlights their relativity 

and mutability so as to posit them as contingent upon particular socio-historical formations.  

Queer theorists have articulated an analogous understanding of gender and sexuality. 

.DW]�GHVFULEHV�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\�DV�³D�PRGHUQ�LQYHQWLRQ´��ZKLOH�5XELQ�DUJXHV�WKDW�³WKH�FRQFUHWH�

LQVWLWXWLRQDO�IRUPV�RI�VH[XDOLW\�DW�DQ\�JLYHQ�WLPH�DQG�SODFH�DUH�SURGXFWV�RI�KXPDQ�DFWLYLW\�´46 

4XHHU�SKLORVRSKHU�*X\�+RFTXHQJKHP�H[SUHVVHV�D�VLPLODU�YLHZ�RI�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\¶V�µRWKHUV¶��

³L¶homosexualité est une fabrication du monde normal «´47 &RQUDG�DQG�6FKQHLGHU¶V�VWXG\�RI�

 
41 Garland-Thomson, pp. 6-7. 
42 Canguilhem, p. 175. 
43 )URQW�KRPRVH[XHO�G¶DFWLRQ�UpYROXWLRQQDLUH��)+$5���Rapport contre la normalité, (Paris: Éditions Champ libre, 
1971), p. 94. 
44 Noel Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White, (New York; Oxford: Routledge, 2009).; Karen Brodkin, How Jews 
Became White Folks and What That Says about Race in America, (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University 
Press, 1998). 
45 Mills, p. 81. 
46 Katz, p. 14.; Rubin, p. 150. 
47 Guy Hocquenghem, Le Désir homosexuel, (Paris: Éditions Universitaires, 1972), p. 13. 



 22 

deviance and medicalisDWLRQ�HFKRHV�WKHVH�FODLPV��³,OOQHVV�DQG�GLVHDVH�DUH�KXPDQ�FRQVWUXFWLRQV��

WKH\�GR�QRW�H[LVW�ZLWKRXW�VRPHRQH�SURSRVLQJ��GHVFULELQJ��DQG�UHFRJQL]LQJ�WKHP�´48 They adopt 

D�µVRFLDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQLVW¶�SHUVSHFWLYH��ZKHUHLQ�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��GLVFUHWH�FDWHJRULVDWLRQV�RI�

bodies, and normative socio-economic hierarchies, are seen to be not only relative to particular 

social and historical formations, but actively produced therein. The social constructionist 

DSSURDFK�KDV�SURYHQ�IUXLWIXO�LQ�FRQFHSWXDOLVLQJ�D�UDQJH�RI�QRUPV��LW�VXEWHQGV�ERWK�1GLD\H¶V�

conception RI�UDFHV�DV�³catégories imaginaires historiquement construites´�DQG�TXHHU�WKHRULVW�

'DYLG�0��+DOSHULQ¶V�YLHZ�RI�KRPRVH[XDOLW\�DV�³D�FRQVWUXFWHG�UHDOLW\��D�VRFLDO�DQG�QRW�D�QDWXUDO�

UHDOLW\�´49 Here, illness figures as a particularly productive case study of the social construction 

of norms: if gender and race are increasingly conceived of in these terms, illness still tends to 

be regarded as a biological reality. Accordingly, scholars of illness have looked to expose the 

social processes through which bodily states are defined and rendered meaningful. To do so is 

not to deny the lived experience of corporeal events characterised by pain, limitation, or even 

death, but to show how the meanings and values of such events are culturally dependent: 

³7KHUH� DUH�� RI� FRXUVH�� QDWXUDOO\� RFFXUULQJ� HYHQWV�� LQFOXGLQJ� LQIHFWLRXV� YLUXVHV�� PDOLJQDQW�

growths, ruptures of tissues, and unusual chromosome constellations, but these are not ipso 

facto illnesses. Without the social meaning that humans attach to them they do not constitute 

LOOQHVV� RU� GLVHDVH�´50 ,YDQ� ,OOLFK� VXPPDWHV� WKLV� FODLP�� ³(DFK� FLYLOL]DWLRQ� GHILQHV� LWV� RZQ�

GLVHDVHV�´51 Further, anthropologist Robert F. Murphy has expanded this view to encompass 

GLVDELOLW\�� ³'LVDELOLW\� LV� GHILQHG� E\� VRFLHW\� DQG� JLYHQ� PHDQLQJ� E\� FXOWXUH�� LW� LV� D� VRFLDO�

PDODG\�´52 Like race, gender, and sexuality, then, disability, Garland-Thomson states, is best 

 
48 Peter Conrad and Joseph W. Schneider, Deviance and Medicalization: From Badness to Sickness, (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1992), p. 30. 
49 Ndiaye, p. 39.; David M. Halperin, Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography, (New York, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1997), p. 45. 
50 Conrad and Schneider, pp. 30-31. 
51 Ivan Illich, Medical Nemesis: The Expropriation of Health, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1976), p. 118. 
52 Robert F. Murphy, The Body Silent, (New York; London: W. W. Norton, 2001), p. 5. 
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XQGHUVWRRG�DV�D�³FXOWXUH-ERXQG��SK\VLFDOO\�MXVWLILHG�GLIIHUHQFH´�53 As her claim shows, social 

constructionist approaches seek to deny neither the existence nor the corporeality of norms. 

Rather, they look to expose the lie upon which normative systems turn, by showing that 

difference and its meaning are not given a priori in bodies, but applied a postiori to them. 

 

7KH�µKRZ¶�DQG�WKH�µZK\¶ 

 

In demonstrating WKDW� QRUPV� DQG� µRWKHUV¶� DUH� VRFLDO� UDWKHU� WKDQ� QDWXUDO� UHDOLWLHV�� VRFLDO�

constructionist approaches lead us to pose two basic questions: why do they exist, and how? 

6FKRODUV�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�KDYH�SURYLGHG�PDQLIROG�DQVZHUV�WR�WKH�ILUVW�TXHVWLRQ��PDQ\�of 

which point to the ways in which norms can be seen to structure and sustain Western capitalism. 

6RFLDO�WKHRULVW�0LFKqOH�%DUUHWW�ZDUQV�WKDW�³IXQFWLRQDOLVW´�DFFRXQWV�VXFK�DV�WKHVH�FDQ�HDVLO\�IDOO�

LQWR�WHOHRORJ\�DQG�³UHGXFWLRQDOLVP´�DQG�WKXV�REVFXUH�WKH�UHality of complex social processes.54 

1RQH� WKH� OHVV�� VKH�DOVR�VWUHVVHV� WKDW�³VRPH�SURFHVVHV�DUH�PRVW�XVHIXOO\�XQGHUVWRRG� LQ� WKHVH�

WHUPV´��KHUVHOI�SURYLGLQJ�RQH�VXFK�DFFRXQW�RI�VRPH�DVSHFWV�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�RSSUHVVLRQ�55 This 

born in mind, functionalist answers to the above question might provide useful insight, so long 

as we remain vigilant of sliding into teleological or reductional explanations. Broadly speaking, 

WKHVH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJV�DIILUP�WKH�SLYRWDO�UROH�SOD\HG�E\�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�

and maintenance of Western capitalism, as vectors of exploitation, productivity, reproduction, 

social control, and extermination. Black scholars have placed racism, notably anti-Blackness, 

DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�D�UDWLRQDOLVLQJ�ORJLF�RI�H[SORLWDWLRQ��IRU�1GLD\H��³le racisme antinoir, de par son 

DVVRFLDWLRQ�DYHF�O¶HVFODYDJH�HW�OD�FRORQLVDWLRQ��IXW�G¶DERUG�XQ�UDFLVPH�G¶H[SORLWDWLRQ´��ZKLOH�

 
53 Garland-Thomson, p. 5. 
54 Michèle Barrett, :RPHQ¶V� 2SSUHVVLRQ� 7RGD\�� 3UREOHPV� LQ� 0DU[LVW� )HPLQLVW� $QDO\VLV, (London: Verso 
Editions, 1980), pp. 23-24. 
55 Ibid., p. 24. 
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IRU�0LOOV�WKH�UDFLDO�VWUXFWXUH�RI�VRFLHW\�LV�SULPDULO\�RQH�RI�³HFRQRPLF�H[SORLWDWLRQ´� 56 Feminists 

such as Silvia Federici and Monique Wittig have long argued that the norms of masculinity 

and heterosexuality secure the exploitation of women.57 Scholars of illness and disability have 

attributed ideals of health and able-bodiedness to an injunction to maximal productivity, itself 

determined by the needs of Western capitalism: Claudine Herzlich and Janine Pierret claim 

WKDW�LOOQHVV�ILJXUHV�DV�³XQH�UpHOOH�PHQDFH�FRQWUH�O¶RUGUH�VRFLDO´�SUHFLVHO\�EHFDXVH�³HOOH�SRUWH�

atteinte à la capacité productive´�58 Not dissimilarly, queer theorists have affirmed that gay and 

WUDQV�SHRSOH�ILJXUH�DV�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�DQ�LQMXQFWLRQ�WR�PD[LPDO�UHSURGXFWLYLW\��RI�FKLOGUHQ�

and the dominant social order. Following Mieli��³7KH�V\VWHP�[«] condemns homosexuality as 

a rebellion against the subjection of Eros to the order of production and reproduction, and 

DJDLQVW� WKH� LQVWLWXWLRQV� �LQ� SDUWLFXODU� WKH� IDPLO\�� WKDW� VDIHJXDUG� WKLV� RUGHU�´59 Lee Edelman 

HFKRHV� WKLV� YLHZ�� DUJXLQJ� WKDW� TXHHUQHVV� LV� QHFHVVDULO\� µRWKHU¶� LQ� D� VRFLHW\� GULYHQ� E\�

³UHSURGXFWLYH�IXWXULVP´��EHFDXVH�LW�³QDPHV�WKH�VLGH�RI�WKRVH�QRW�µILJKWLQJ�IRU�WKH�FKLOGUHQ¶´�60  

Here, it is not simply procreation, but the family that is at stake. Queer scholars have 

sought to paint the nuclear family as an axis of social control, productivity, and reproductivity. 

'DYLG�)HUQEDFK�WKXV�SRLQWV�WR�LWV�UROH�LQ�³>SURYLGLQJ@�D�FRQWLQXLQJ�VXSSO\�RI�ODERU-power for 

FDSLWDOLVW� SURGXFWLRQ´��ZKLOH�6XVDQ�:LOOLDPV� UHJDUGV� LW� DV� ³DEVROXWHO\�YLWDO� WR� WKH� FDSLWDOLVW�

V\VWHP´�LQVRIDU�DV�LW�H[WUDFWV�XQSDLG�GRPHVWLF�ODERXU�IURP�ZRPHQ�61 Accordingly, Christine 

RiddiRXJK�DVVHUWV�WKDW�JD\�SHRSOH�PXVW�ILJXUH�DV�µRWKHU¶�DJDLQVW�D�KHWHURVH[XDO�QRUP�EHFDXVH�

 
56 Ndiaye, pp. 238-239.; Mills, p. 32. 
57 See Monique Wittig, 'LA PENSÉE STRAIGHT', Questions Féministes, (1980)., and Silvia Federici, Caliban 
and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation, (Brooklyn, New York: Autonomedia, 2014). 
58 Claudine  Herzlich and Janine Pierret, Malades d'hier et malades d'aujourd'hui: de la mort collective au devoir 
de guérison, (Paris: Payot, 1991), pp. 228-229. 
59 Mieli, p. 244. 
60 Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 
2004), p. 3. 
61 David Fernbach, 'Towards a Marxist Theory of Gay Liberation', in Pink Triangles: Radical Perspectives on 
Gay Liberation, ed. by Pam Mitchell (London; New York: Verso, 2018), pp. 148-163 (p. 149).; Susan Williams, 
'Lesbianism: A Socialist Feminist Perspective', in Pink Triangles: Radical Perspectives on Gay Liberation, ed. 
by Pam Mitchell (London; New York: Verso, 2018), pp. 107-116 (p. 110). 
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WKH\�QRW�RQO\�GHI\�WKH�LQMXQFWLRQ�WR�UHSURGXFWLYLW\��EXW�DOVR�³FKDOOHQJH�PDQ\�RI�WKH�LGHDV�RQ�

which the family is based and thus WKUHDWHQ�WKH�KHJHPRQ\�RI�WKH�UXOLQJ�FODVV�´62 These claims 

DUH�UHPLQLVFHQW�RI�-DFN�+DOEHUVWDP¶V�DFFRXQW�RI� WKH�FLVVH[XDO�QRUP��ZKHUHLQ�WUDQV�FKLOGUHQ�

SRVH�D�WKUHDW�EHFDXVH�WKHLU�SUHVHQFH�³WKURZV�DOO�NLQGV�RI�DVVXPSWLRQV�DERXW�JHQGHU��FKLOGKRRG��

and embodimHQW�LQWR�TXHVWLRQ�DQG�XOWLPDWHO\�FDVWV�GRXEW�RQ�WKH�YDOLGLW\�RI�WKH�IDPLO\�LWVHOI�´63 

And social control is not restricted to the family. Scholars in a range of fields have pointed to 

WKH�HIILFDF\�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�SLWWLQJ�PHPEHUV�RI�GLVHQIUDQFKLVHG groups against one 

DQRWKHU��IXUWKHU�VXVWDLQLQJ�WKH�VRFLDO�VWUXFWXUH��7R�UHWXUQ�WR�:LOOLDPV��³5DFLVP�DQG�VH[LVP�DUH�

both profitable, and further serve as a stabilizing force in capitalist society by dividing the 

exploited working class and all oppressed peRSOH�´64 Likewise, Dyer recounts how the norm of 

ZKLWHQHVV�KDV�EHHQ�³HQRUPRXVO\��RIWHQ�WHUULI\LQJO\�HIIHFWLYH�LQ�XQLI\LQJ�FRDOLWLRQV�RI�GLVSDUDWH�

groups of people [«] DJDLQVW� WKHLU� EHVW� LQWHUHVWV�´65 In other words, even within the most 

impoverished groups, those within the norm have a vested interested in maintaining the system. 

)ROORZLQJ�0LOOV��³1R�PDWWHU�KRZ�SRRU�RQH�ZDV��RQH�ZDV�VWLOO�DEOH�WR�DIILUP�WKH�ZKLWHQHVV�WKDW�

GLVWLQJXLVKHG�RQH�IURP�WKH�VXESHUVRQV�RQ�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�FRORU�OLQH�´66 Norms have also 

been conceptualised as ways of justifying and furthering processes of extermination. Indeed, 

&ROHWWH�*XLOODXPLQ�YLHZV�WKH�YHU\�LGHD�RI�UDFH�DV�³un engin de meurWUH´��³(OOH�HVW�XQ�PR\HQ�

de rationaliser et d¶organiser la violence meurtrière «´67 Her view recalls 0LFKHO�)RXFDXOW¶V�

FRQFHSWLRQ�RI� UDFLVP��ZKLFK� LQ�KLV�YRFDEXODU\�H[SDQGV� WR�FRYHU�D� UDQJH�RI� µRWKHUV¶��³«� le 

UDFLVPH� HVW� LQGLVSHQVDEOH� FRPPH� FRQGLWLRQ� SRXU� SRXYRLU� PHWWUH� TXHOTX¶XQ� j� PRUW�� SRXU�

pouvoir mettre les autres à mort. La fonction meurWULqUH�GH�O¶eWDW�QH�SHXW�rWUH�DVVXUé [«] que 

 
62 Christine Riddiough, 'Some Thoughts on Gay/Lesbian Oppression', in Pink Triangles: Radical Perspectives on 
Gay Liberation, ed. by Pam Mitchell (London; New York: Verso, 2018), pp. 136-147 (p. 144). 
63 Jack Halberstam, Trans*: A Quick and Quirky Account of Gender Variability, (Oakland: University of 
California Press, 2018), p. 46. 
64 Williams, pp. 113-114. 
65 Dyer, p. 19. 
66 Mills, p. 59. 
67 Colette Guillaumin, 6H[H��5DFH�HW�3UDWLTXH�GX�SRXYRLU��/¶LGpH�GH�1DWXUH, (Paris: Côté-femmes, 1992), p. 217. 
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par le racisme.´68 If, as he claims, contemporary Western society turns on the value of life ± 

³FDSLWDO�ELRORJLTXH´��WKH�VRXUFH�RI�SURGXFWLYLW\�DQG�UHSURGXFWLYLW\�± the system of norms and 

µRWKHUV¶�rationalises its antithesis, death, where this might serve a purpose for the status quo. 

While the answer to the question of why norms exist as they do is far from resolved, as 

the range of perspectives above makes clear, we might none the less venture two basic claims. 

First, that norms ground socio-economic differentiations. Second, that they are beneficial in 

some way, or perhaps in various ways, to Western capitalism, whether historically or currently. 

This is not to claim that such norms are unique to Western society, but rather that, therein, they 

have a particular function, and utility. Here, the question of how QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�H[LVW�FRPHV�

sharply into focus: if they are not given, but social constructions, and if they play a pivotal role 

in Western society, then we are led to contemplate how they are produced and sustained. Once 

again, the answer to this question is far from clear, and a variety of possible explanations have 

been put forward. In general terms, scholars have pointed to four main processes that can be 

seen to work with and through one another in the mutual constitution of normative systems: 

definition, normalisation, othering, and naturalisation. The first of these, definition, figures as 

a logical entry point into this discussion: if norms lack a natural basis, then how are they and 

WKHLU�µRWKHUV¶�GHILQHG"�This is of particularly interest given that, DV�WKHRULVWV�RI�µRWKHUQHVV¶�KDYH�

shown, when we pare back the realist view and naturalistic assumptions, the norm turns out to 

be definitionally incoherent, even empty. Heterosexuality, says Warner, writing with Lauren 

%HUODQW��³LV�QRW�D�WKLQJ´��³:H�VSHDN�RI�KHWHURVH[XDO�FXOWXUH�UDWKHU�WKDQ�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\�EHFDXVH�

WKDW�FXOWXUH�QHYHU�KDV�PRUH�WKDQ�D�SURYLVLRQDO�XQLW\�´69 Able-bodLHGQHVV��VWDWHV�0F5XHU��³HYHQ�

more than heterosexuality, still largely masquerades as a nonidentity, as the natural order of 

WKLQJV�´70 And whiteness, for Elsa Dorlin, figures as a kind of ³WUDQVSDUHQFH�VRFLDOH´�WKDW�JUDQWV�

 
68 Michel Foucault, ³,O�IDXW�GpIHQGUH�OD�VRFLpWp´��&RXUV�DX�&ROOqJH�GH�)UDQFH������-1976), (Paris: Éditions de 
O¶eFROH�GHV�+DXWHV�eWXGHV�HQ�VFLHQFHV�VRFLDOHV���������S������ 
69 Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner, 'Sex in Public', Critical Inquiry, 24 (1998), 552. 
70 McRuer, p. 1. 
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³OH�SULYLOqJH�G¶être socialement interpellé comme une personne, plutôt que comme un individu 

métonymique´�71 Dyer summarises this claim: ³$W�WKH�OHYHO�RI�UDFLDO�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ��LQ�RWKHU�

ZRUGV��ZKLWHV�DUH�QRW�RI�D�FHUWDLQ�UDFH��WKH\¶UH�MXVW�WKH�KXPDQ�UDFH�´72 

Taken together, these statements reveal that norms function as the universal, the 

reference point, whose apparent definitional coherence or homogeneity is predicated not upon 

WKHLU�DFWXDO�FRQWHQW��EXW�XSRQ�WKHLU�RSSRVLWLRQDOLW\�WR�µRWKHUV¶��+DOSHULQ�HODERUDWHV�RQ�WKLV�SRLQW: 

³7KH�PDUNHG��RU�TXHHU��WHUP�XOWLPDWHO\�IXQFWLRQV�QRW�DV�D�PHDQV�RI�GHQRPLQDWLQJ�D�UHDO�RU�

determinate class of persons but as a means of delimiting and defining ± by negation and 

opposition ± WKH�XQPDUNHG�WHUP�´73 Devoid of definitional consistency, but dependent upon a 

IDoDGH�RI�VXFK�FRQVLVWHQF\�WR�IXQFWLRQ�HIIHFWLYHO\��WKH�QRUP�LV�GHILQHG�DJDLQVW�LWV�µRWKHU¶��ZKLFK�

figures as what it is not. Further, as Mills demonstrates in the case of race, such oppositional 

definitions serve to establish and reinforce the norm as a the ideal or good against an abject or 

HYLO�µRWKHU¶��³:KLWHQHVV�LV�GHILQHG�LQ�SDUW�LQ�UHVSHFW�WR�DQ�RSSRVLWLRQDO�GDUNQHVV��VR�WKDW�ZKLWH�

self-conceptions of identity, personhood, and self-respect are then intimately tied up with the 

repudiaWLRQ�RI� WKH�EODFN�2WKHU�´74 Critically, feminist philosopher Christine Delphy regards 

GHILQLWLRQDO�SRZHU�DV�WKH�PDUN�RI�EHLQJ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUP��WKH�SHUVRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUP�LV�³celui 

TXL�SHXW�GpILQLU�O¶$XWUH�´75 &RQYHUVHO\��³/HV�$XWUHV�VRQW�G¶DERUG�FHX[�TXL�Vont dans la situation 

G¶rWUH�GpILQLV�FRPPH�DFFHSWDEOHV�RX� UHMHWDEOHV��HW� G¶DERUG�G¶rWUH�QRPPpV�´76 Her stance is 

mirrored by Garland-Thomson��³7KRXJK�DQ\�KXPDQ� WUDLW�FDQ�EH�VWLJPDWL]HG�� WKH�GRPLQDQW�

group has the authority and means to determine which differences are inferior and to perpetuate 

WKRVH�MXGJPHQWV�´77 In short, those within the norm possess the power to define those outside 

 
71 Elsa Dorlin, 'Introduction: Vers une épistémoloogie des résistances', in Sexe, race, classe: Pour une 
épistémologie de la domination, ed. by Elsa Dorlin (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2009),  (p. 13). 
72 Dyer, p. 3. 
73 Halperin, p. 44. 
74 Mills, pp. 58-59. 
75 Christine Delphy, Classer, dominer: Qui sont les "autres"?, (Paris: La Fabrique Éditions, 2008), pp. 18-19. 
76 Ibid., p. 19. 
77 Garland-Thomson, p. 31. 
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of it, and do so negatively, so as to secure the norm, as well as the socio-economic and political 

power that it grants. Given the power at stake and the definitional vacuity of the norm, the 

ERXQGDU\�VHSDUDWLQJ�LW�IURP�LWV�µRWKHU¶�EHFRPHV�IUDXJKW��,QGHHG��RSSRVLWLRQDO�GHILQLWLRQV�DUH�

arguably as much about securing this boundary as they are about setting up the norm as the 

good or ideal term. In her reflection on AIDS, philosopher Susan Sontag places this dynamic 

DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�VRFLDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�LOOQHVV��ZKLFK�VKH�DUJXHV�³>GHSHQGHG@�RQ�QRWLRQV�

that separated one group of people from another [«] while implying the imminent dissolution 

RI�WKHVH�GLVWLQFWLRQV�´78 Speaking of illness more broadly, Crawford sees the norm of health as 

³IDVKLRQHG�LQ�RSSRVLWLRQ´�WR�ERWK�WKH�LOO�DQG�WKH�XQKHDOWK\�SUHFLVHO\�EHFDXVH�³WKH�ERXQGDULHV�

WKDW�VHFXUH�WKH�µKHDOWK\¶�VHOI±in both of the stated senses±DUH�QHYHU�VHFXUH�´79 Inherent, then, 

LQ�D�YLHZ�RI�QRUPV�DV�GHILQHG�DJDLQVW�WKHLU�µRWKHUV¶��LV�D�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�LQKHUHQW�LQVWDELOLW\��

that such definitional processes look to both buttress and obscure. 

 

Making normal, making other 

 

In light of this instability, we might locate processes of normalisation and othering that work 

to actively reproduce norms and normative distributions of social and political power. In a 

sense, these processes figure as two sides of the same coin: normalisation works to valorise 

and reward conformity to the norm, and therefore undermines non-conformity ipso facto, just 

as any mechanism of othering that demonises and degrades such non-conformity will in the 

same gesture imply the promotion of the norm. Hence, while it may prove productive to treat 

them in turn, we should not lose sight of the ways in which they function symbiotically. 

6FKRODUV�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶�KDYH�SRLQWHG�WR�YDULRXV�SURFHVVHV�WKDW�ZH�PLJKW�JURXS�XQGHU�WKH�

 
78 Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor and AIDS and its Metaphors, (London: Penguin, 1991), pp. 116-117. 
79 Crawford, p. 1348. 
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WHUP�µQRUPDOLVDWLRQ¶��2Q�D�basic level, as Rubin argues in a discussion of sexuality, individuals 

HQFRXQWHU�³VWUXFWXUDO�FRQVWUDLQWV´��LQ�WKLV�FDVH�WKRVH�³WKDW�LPSHGH�IUHH�VH[XDO�FKRLFH´��DQG�WKHVH�

FRQVWUDLQWV�³RSHUDWH�WR�FRHUFH�HYHU\RQH�WRZDUGV�QRUPDOLW\�´80 Wendell aligns with this view in 

KHU�UHIOHFWLRQ�RQ�GLVDELOLW\��ZKHUH�VKH�SRLQWV�WR�ZKDW�VKH�WHUPV�³GLVFLSOLQHV�RI�QRUPDOLW\´�ZKLFK�

DUH�WKH�³SUHFRQGLWLRQV�RI�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�HYHU\�DVSHFW�RI�VRFLDO�OLIH´�81 Most often, she goes on, 

able-bodied people are unaware of such disciplineV��SUHFLVHO\�EHFDXVH�WKH\�FDQ�³FRQIRUP�WR�

WKHP�ZLWKRXW�FRQVFLRXV�HIIRUW�´82 :HQGHOO¶V�³GLVFLSOLQHV�RI�QRUPDOLW\´�VSHDN� WR�ZKDW�TXHHU�

DQG�FULS�WKHRULVWV�KDYH�WHUPHG�³FRPSXOVRU\´�QRUPV��QRWDEO\�³FRPSXOVRU\�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\´��DV�

formulated by Adrienne Rich. ShH�XQGHUVWDQGV�FRPSXOVRU\�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\�DV�D�³FOXVWHU�RI�

IRUFHV´�� LQFOXGLQJ� ³FXOWXUDO� SURSDJDQGD´�� WKURXJK� ZKLFK� ³>KHWHURVH[XDOLW\@� KDV� EHHQ� ERWK�

IRUFLEO\�DQG�VXEOLPLQDOO\�LPSRVHG�XSRQ�ZRPHQ´�83 Building upon this, McRuer argues for a 

recognition RI� ³FRPSulsory able-ERGLHGQHVV´�� ZKLFK� ZRUNV� LQ� WDQGHP� ZLWK� FRPSXOVRU\�

KHWHURVH[XDOLW\�³WR��UH�SURGXFH�WKH�DEOH�ERG\�DQG�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\�´84 Both norms are thus seen 

to be imposed upon people in Western society through a variety of social and structural forces. 

TaNLQJ�XS�WKLV�UHZRUNLQJ�RI�5LFK¶V�FRQFHSW��LQ�YLHZ�RI�WKH�FRPSOHPHQWDULW\�RI�QRUPV��

ZH� PLJKW� H[SDQG� WKHVH� QRWLRQV� WR� WKLQN� DERXW� WKH� SRVVLELOLW\� RI� ³FRPSXOVRU\� KHDOWK´�� RU�

³FRPSXOVRU\�FLVVH[XDOLW\´��6RFLRORJLVW�7DOFRWW�3DUVRQ¶V�SURYLGHV�D�FRPSHOOLQJ�IUDPHZRrk for 

WKLQNLQJ�WKURXJK�³FRPSXOVRU\�KHDOWK´�ZLWK�KLV�³VLFN�UROH´�WKHRU\��7KHUHLQ��WKRVH�ZKR�IDOO�LOO�

DUH�DVFULEHG�D�³VLFN�UROH´��ZKHUHLQ�WKH\�DUH�JUDQWHG�D�³UHODWLYH�OHJLWLPDWLRQ´� ± the right, for 

example, to sick pay, or sympathy ± conditional upon an oblLJDWLRQ�WR�³JHW�ZHOO´��DQG�WKXV�WR�

VXEPLWWLQJ�WR�³UHLQWHJUDWLYH�IRUFHV´�WKDW�WU\�WR�UHVWRUH�WKH�SHUVRQ¶V�KHDOWK��DQG�SURGXFWLYLW\�85 

In other words, Parsons exposes the normalising forces at work upon those who deviate from 

 
80 Rubin, p. 177. 
81 Wendell, p. 88. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Adrienne Rich, 'Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence', Signs, 5 (1980), 640, 660, 653. 
84 McRuer, p. 31. 
85 Talcott Parsons, The Social System, (London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 294, 211. 
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good health. Queer thinkers have pointed to the centrality of education, both formal ± in schools 

or social institutions ± and informal ± in the family, or wider society ± in mechanisms of 

QRUPDOLVDWLRQ��+HQFH�0HWFDOIH�FODLPV�WKDW�EHFDXVH�³FLVVH[XDO�LGHQWLILFDWLRQ�DQG�KHWHURVH[XDO�

desire DUH�QRW�LQERUQ��µQDWXUDO¶�IXQFWLRQV�RI�WKH�VXEMHFW´��WKH\�PXVW�EH�³educated into us through 

repression, like a cookie-FXWWHU�WKURXJK�GRXJK�´86 This finds echo in Mieli¶V�³educastration´��

ZKLFK�ZRUNV�WR�³HUDGLFDWH�WKRVH�FRQJHQLWDO�VH[XDO� WHQGHQFLHV�GHHPHG�µSHUYHUVH¶´�DQG�VHFXUH�

³WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�LQIDQW��LQ�WHQGHQF\�SRO\PRUSKRXV�DQG�µSHUYHUVH¶��LQWR�D�KHWHURVH[XDO�

DGXOW��HURWLFDOO\�PXWLODWHG�EXW�FRQIRUPLQJ�WR�WKH�1RUP�´87 In a similar vein, Black philosopher 

Lucius T. Outlaw has argued for an acknowledgement of the ways in which racial ontologies 

and hierarchies are sustained through education. In his view, whiteness has historically been 

VHFXUHG�E\�VFKRROV��ZKLFK� ³>LQFXOFDWH@� LQ�VXFFHVVLYH�JHQHUDWLRQV� WKH� OHJLWLPDWHG� RUGHULQJV´�

DQG�WKXV�³>FRQWLQXH@�WKH�DJHQGD�RI�UDFLDO�VHSDUDWLRQ�DQG�GLIIHUHQWLDWHG�VRFLDO�SURYLVLRQLQJ´�88 

+H�RXWOLQHV�WZR�GLPHQVLRQV�RI�WKLV�SURFHVV��WKH�HGXFDWLRQ�RI�ZKLWH�FKLOGUHQ��³>EHLQJ@�VRFLDOL]HG�

LQWR�WKH�FRXQWU\¶V�GHILQLQJ�DQG�RUGHULQJ�UDFLDO�UHDOLWLHV´��DQG�WKDW�RI�FKLOGUHQ�RI�FRORXU��ZKR�

DUH�³misHGXFDWHG´��ZKLFK�LV�WR�VD\�WDXJKW�³WR�EH�UDFLDOO\�LQIHULRU�DGXOWV�VXERUGLQDWH�WR�ZKLWH�

DGXOWV�DQG�FKLOGUHQ´�89 The bifurcated structure of this normative education points back to the 

symbiosis between normalisation and othering. In effect, as queer theorists have made plain, 

normalisation is not guaranteed. As Mieli notes, the very existence of queer people is testament 

to the fact that educastration ³GRHV�QRW�DOZD\V�VXFFHHG´�90 In fact, as is immediately evident in 

the case of norms and whiteness and able-bodiedness, some if not all forms of normalisation 

 
86 Metcalfe, p. 222. 
87 Mieli, p. 4. 
88 Lucius T. Outlaw, 'Social Ordering and the Systematic Production of Ignorance', in Race and Epistemologies 
of Ignorance, ed. by Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), 
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 31 

DUH�GRRPHG�WR�IDLOXUH��QR�DPRXQW�RI�SUHVVXUH�FDQ�FKDQJH�WKH�FRORXU�RI�VRPHERG\¶V�VNLQ��RU�

restore physical capacities irreversibly altered through illness or accident. 

The inevitable failure of normalisation thus speaks to a basic truth: not everyone can be 

in the norm, whose existence and favourability are SUHGLFDWHG�XSRQ�DQ�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�LWV�µRWKHU¶��

Given the inevitability that mechanisms of normalisation will not find unilateral success, they 

are complemented by processes of othering that help to secure the Manichean binary of the 

QRUP�DQG�LWV�µRWKHU¶��6WLJPDWLVDWLRQ�LV�RIWHQ�UHJDUGHG�DV�D�SULPDU\�D[LV�RI�RWKHULQJ��RQH�ZKLFK�

can be seen to foreground several other such dynamics. Sociologists Bruce G. Link and Jo C. 

Phelan regard VWLJPD�DV�WKH�FRQYHUJHQFH�RI�VHYHUDO�³LQWHUUHODWHG�FRPSRQHQWV´��WKH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�

and labelling of difference; the ascription of negative traits or stereotypes to difference; the 

creation of an µus¶ and a µthem¶; a loss of status, and an increase in discrimination.91 Crucially, 

KHUHLQ�� VWLJPDWLVDWLRQ� LV� ³HQWLUHO\� FRQWLQJHQW� RQ� DFFHVV� WR� VRFLDO�� HFRQRPLF�� DQG� SROLWLFDO�

SRZHU´�� HFKRLQJ�'HOSK\�� WKH\� SRVLW� WKDW� WKH� GHILQLWLRQDO� DQG� GLVFriminatory acts central to 

stigma presuppose socio-political power.92 ,W�IROORZV��WKHQ��WKDW�VFKRODUV�RI�µERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV¶��

such as Garland-Thomson��KDYH�SRLQWHG�WR�WKH�VWLJPDWLVDWLRQ�RI�WKRVH�RXWVLGH�WKH�QRUP��³«�

the physically disabled becomes a repository for social anxieties about such troubling concerns 

DV�YXOQHUDELOLW\��FRQWURO��DQG�LGHQWLW\�´93 Sontag notes that ³PRUDO�MXGJHPHQWV�>DUH@�DWWDFKHG�WR�

GLVHDVH´�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�VRFLDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQ��ZKLFK�DUH�RIWHQ�WLJKWO\�ERXQG�XS�ZLWK�³DHVWKHWLF 

judgments about the beautiful and the ugly, the clean and the unclean, the familiar and the alien 

RU�XQFDQQ\�´94 And 5XELQ�SRLQWV�WR�WKH�PRUDO�IODYRXU�RI�WKH�VWLJPDWLVDWLRQ�RI�VH[XDO�µRWKHUV¶��

³7KH�VWLJPD�DJDLQVW�VH[XDO�GLVVLGHQWV�UHQGHUV�WKHP�PRUDOO\�GHIHQFHOHVV�´95 Others have evoked 

the consequences of stigma. Murphy does so with disability: ³-XVW�DV�WKH�ERGLHV�RI�WKH�GLVDEOHG�

 
91 Bruce G. Link and Jo C. Phelan, 'Conceptualizing Stigma', Annual Review of Sociology, 27 (2001), 367. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Garland-Thomson, p. 6. 
94 Sontag, p. 127. 
95 Rubin, p. 171. 
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DUH� SHUPDQHQWO\� LPSDLUHG�� VR� DOVR� LV� WKHLU� VWDQGLQJ� DV� PHPEHUV� RI� VRFLHW\�´96 Sociologist 

Denise Jodelet highlights several such FRQVHTXHQFHV�� LQFOXGLQJ�EXW�QRW� OLPLWHG� WR�³diverses 

IRUPHV�GH�YLROHQFH��GH�PpSULV��G¶LQWROpUDQFH��G¶KXPLOLDWLRQ��G¶H[SORLWDWLRQ��G¶H[FOXVLRQ´�97 In 

a word, stigma provides the symbolic and ideological justification necessary for those within 

the norm to effect a range of discriminatory and damaging practices against those outside of it. 

Scholars in the social sciences often credit Erving Goffman with providing one of the 

first comprehensive studies of stigmatisation. Therein, he points to a belief subtending any and 

DOO�VXFK�SURFHVVHV��³%\�GHILQLWLRQ��RI�FRXUVH��ZH�EHOLHYH�WKH�SHUVRQ�ZLWK�D�VWLJPD�LV�QRW�TXLWH�

KXPDQ�´98 This claim is backed up by theorists of race and disability:  Mills argues that 

UDFLDOLVLQJ� ORJLFV� SRVLW� SHRSOH� RI� FRORXU� DV� ³VXESHUVRQV�� Untermenschen´�� DJDLQVW� ³ZKLWH�

SHUVRQKRRG´��ZKLOH�0XUSK\�DVVHUWV�WKDW�GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH�³EHFRPH�FKDQJHG�LQ�WKH�PLQGV�RI�WKH�

rest of society into some kind of quasi-KXPDQ�´99 6RQWDJ�HFKRHV�WKLV�YLHZ��³7KH�PRVW�WHUULI\LQJ�

illnesses are those perceived not just DV�OHWKDO�EXW�DV�GHKXPDQL]LQJ��OLWHUDOO\�VR�´100 Goffman 

DUJXHV�WKDW�WKLV�PHFKDQLVP�RI�GHKXPDQLVDWLRQ�KDV�VRFLDO�DQG�PDWHULDO�UHSHUFXVVLRQV��³2Q�WKLV�

assumption we exercise varieties of discrimination, through which we effectively, if often 

unthinkingly, rHGXFH� KLV� OLIH� FKDQFHV�´101 ,QGHHG�� IROORZLQJ�0LOOV¶�� WKLV� LV� QRW� D� FROODWHUDO�

GDPDJH��EXW�UDWKHU�WKH�GULYLQJ�IRUFH�EHKLQG�VWLJPDWLVDWLRQ��³6XESHUVRQV�DUH�KXPDQRLG�HQWLWLHV�

who, because of racial phenotype/genealogy/culture, are not fully human and therefore have a 

GLIIHUHQW�DQG�LQIHULRU�VFKHGXOH�RI�ULJKWV�DQG�OLEHUWLHV�DSSO\LQJ�WR�WKHP�´102 )XUWKHU�VWLOO��³«�LW�

is possible to get away with doing things to subpersons that one could not do to persons, 

EHFDXVH�WKH\�GR�QRW�KDYH�WKH�VDPH�ULJKWV�DV�SHUVRQV�´103 In short, stigmatisation functions to 
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ground and confirm normative socio-economic hierarchies, adding depth to the Manichean 

RSSRVLWLRQ�RI�QRUP�DQG�µRWKHU¶�WR�MXVWLI\�GLIIHUHQWLDO�WUHDWPHQW��,Q�VR�GRLQJ��WKHVH�SURFHVVHV�RI�

othering ± stigmatisation, and its repercussions ± actually generate the difference presumed to 

exist between those within and without the norm post factum. We might, here, turn to Edward 

6DwG¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�RULHQWDOLVP��³«�LW�LV�>SRVVLEOH@�IRU�PDQ\�REMHFWV�RU�SODFHV�RU�WLPHV�WR�EH�

assigned roles and given meanings that acquire objective validity only after the assignments 

DUH�PDGH�´104 7KLV��KH�VD\V��³LV�HVSHFLDOO\�WUXH�RI�UHODWLYHO\�XQFRPPRQ�WKLQJV��OLNH�IRUHLJQHUV��

mutants, or µabnormal¶ EHKDYLRU�´105 McRuer makes DQ�DQDORJRXV�FODLP��³«�TXHHUV�DUH�made 

different by an oppressive society [«] a minority identity emerges precisely because of the 

SRVLWLRQV�JD\�PHQ�DQG�OHVELDQV�RFFXS\�ZLWKLQ�D�ODUJHU��GRPLQDQW�VWUXFWXUH�«´106 Hence Ndiaye 

WDONV�DERXW�³OD�FRQGLWLRQ�QRLUH´��ZKLFK�KH�FRQFHSWXDOLVHV�DV�³une situation sociale [«] G¶XQH�

PLQRULWp��F¶HVW-à-GLUH�G¶XQ�JURXSH�GH�SHUVRQQHV�D\DQW�HQ�SDUWDJH��nolens volens��O¶H[SpULHQFH�

VRFLDOH�G¶rWUH�JpQpUDOHPHQW�FRQVLGpUpHV�FRPPH�QRLUHV�´107 Pierret and Herzlich speak of illness 

LQ�VLPLODU�WHUPV��³«�OD�PDODGLH�HVW�GHYHQXH�SRXU�O¶LQGLYLGX�une condition sociale, structuration 

nouvelle des rapports à ce que nous appelons la société�´108 Subject to discrimination and 

YLROHQFH��µRWKHUV¶�GHYHORS�ZKDW�*XLOODXPLQ�WHUPV�³une forme particulière de conscience´��VR�

that socially-constructed difference generates a very real distinction between groups.109 

 

The natural and the pathological 

 

The final piece of the puzzle in the social construction of norms��DQG�µRWKHUV¶� are mechanisms 

of naturalisation, whereby difference ± notably created through normalisation and othering ± 
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is made to appear given, natural: normal. Such mechanisms secure the categories of norm and 

µRWKHU¶��DORQJ�ZLWK�QRUPDWLYH�VRFLR-economic hierarchies, whose existence is dependent upon 

a façade of naturality. Science has been perhaps the most privileged vector of naturalisation in 

Western society, as is clear through its centrality to the realist view upon which norms are 

predicated. In a society where openly supremacist views are regarded as dogmatic, philosopher 

Tzvetan Todorov explains, ³OH�scientisme´ ± the belief that science, and science alone, provides 

neutral, universal truths ± VHUYHV� WR� UHSDFNDJH�QRUPDWLYH� LGHRORJLHV� DV� REMHFWLYH� IDFWV�� ³«�

SHUVRQQH��RX�SUHVTXH��Q¶HVW�ILHU�GH�VH�GLUH�HWKQRFHQWULVWH�[«] alors que se réclamer de la science 

revient à s¶DSSX\HU�VXU�XQH�GHV�YDOHXUV�OHV�SOXV�V�UHV�TXL�VRLHQW�GDQV�QRWUH�VRFLpWp�´110 Through 

science, perceived as an impartial arbiter of universal truths, particular and normative readings 

of the body come to be taken by the majority as objective facts, as with sex, and race. Scholars 

of race and racism have highlighted the role of Western science in justifying the norm of 

ZKLWHQHVV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�RWKHULQJ�RI�SHRSOH�RI�FRORXU��³:HVWHUQ�VFLHQWLILF�WKRXJKW�VLPSO\�WRRN�

its place as the latest formal grammar for the expression of a racial metaphysics to which its 

PRVW�QDWXUDO�UHVSRQVH�ZDV�DFTXLHVFHQFH´�111 Elsewhere, philosopher Nancy Tuana has shown 

KRZ�VFLHQFH�VHUYHG�WR�VHFXUH�PHQ�DV�WKH�QRUP��DV�³WKH�VWDQGDUG�DJDLQVW�ZKLFK�IHPDOH�VWUXFWXUHV�

[«] were to be compared´�112 :RPHQ¶V�VH[XDOLW\�was thus relegated to a secondary plane, and 

the primacy of men over women presented as natural. It is in precisely this sense that we might 

KHHG�)RXFDXOW¶V�ZDUQLQJ�WR�WKLQN�FULWLFDOO\�DERXW�³OD�IRUFH�G¶XQH�VFLHQFH´��DQG�WR�DVN�RXUVHlves 

³FRPPHQW��GDQV�QRWUH�VRFLpWp��OHV�HIIHWV�GH�YpULWp�G¶XQH�VFLHQFH�VRQW�HQ�PrPH�WHPSV�GHV�HIIHWV�

de pouvoir�´113 To fully grasp the character and workings of normative social distributions, we 
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must begin with a recognition of the epistemic and cultural hegemony of Western science, and 

its role in rendering natural and impartial what is, in fact, artificial and partisan. 

Most notable in this process are the medical and anatomical sciences. Not only have 

they served to present particular readings of the body as given in nature ± as we have seen, for 

example, with sexual dimorphism ± but they have participated in a second movement that has 

FRPSOHPHQWHG�WKH�ILUVW��WKH�SDWKRORJLVDWLRQ�RI�µRWKHUV¶��+HUHLQ��WKRVH�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�QRUP�KDYH�

been consistently categorised as µpathological¶ and thus rendered deviant, further establishing 

their non-normativity, and their opposition to µhealthy¶ norms. This phenomenon is perhaps 

PRVW�HYLGHQW�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�TXHHU�DQG�WUDQV�SHRSOH��ZKRVH�µRWKHUQHVV¶�ZDV�ILUVW�DUWLFXODWHG�Dnd 

set up within medical frameworks. Following Jules Joanne Gleeson and Elle O¶5RXUNH��³,Q�

the aetiology of clinical life, transsexuality is understood as deviation, excess to or deficient 

IURP�DQ�RWKHUZLVH�GHVLUDEOH�VWDWH�RI�HPERGLPHQW�´114 Importantly, they demonstrate that the 

pathologisation of trans people constituted ³D� UHDU-guard reaction to sustain a conceptual 

ELQDU\�´115 Katz makes a similar claim of KRPRVH[XDOLW\��ZKLFK�ILJXUHG�DV�³WKH�GRFWRUV¶�WRWHP�

of the monstrous abnormal, an assurance of the hHWHURVH[XDO¶V�EHQLJQ�QRUPDOLW\�´116 Ferguson 

argues that these processes laid the foundations for the pathologisation of people of colour in 

the U.S.: WKHLU�µRWKHUQHVV¶�ZDV�FRQFHLYHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�³JHQGHU�DQG�VH[XDO�QRQQRUPDWLYLW\´��DQG�

KHQFH�³SURGXFHG�GLVFRXUVHV�WKDW�SDWKRORJL]HG�QRQKHWHURQRUPDWLYH�8�6��UDFLDO�IRUPDWLRQV�´117 

Women have also been long subject to pathologisation: for Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre 

English��³>PHGLFLQH¶V@�prime contribution to sexist ideology has been to describe women as 

sick, and as potentially sickening to men.´118 Perhaps the most salient indication of such 
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processes can be found in illness and disability, which are, in a sense, doubly pathologised: 

ILUVW��PHGLFLQH�ORFDWHV�µLOOQHVV¶�DQG�µGLVDELOLW\¶�DV�QRQ-normative bodily states, and then, those 

states serve as indications of moral or mental affliction. Indeed, Sontag has articulated two 

FRPSOHPHQWDU\�³K\SRWKHVHV´�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�LOOQHVV�IXQFWLRQV��³7KH�ILUVW�LV�WKDW�HYHU\�IRUP�RI�

social deviation can be considered an illnHVV�´�� ³7KH� VHFRQG� LV� WKDW� HYHU\� LOOQHVV� FDQ� EH�

FRQVLGHUHG�SV\FKRORJLFDOO\�´119 ,Q�VKRUW��WKURXJK�SDWKRORJLVDWLRQ��µRWKHUV¶�DUH�PDGH�VLFN��DQG�

WKXV�FRQWDJLRXV��ZKLFK�UHLQIRUFHV�WKHLU�µRWKHUQHVV¶�RQ�WZR�UHODWHG�FRXQWV��RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��LW�

secures the norm and normative hierarchies, by buttressing the abnormality or abjectness of the 

µRWKHU¶��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�� LW�IXUWKHU�VWUHVVHV�WKH�QHHG�IRU�VWULFW��KHUPHWLF�ERXQGDULHV�WR�EH�GUDZQ�

between those within and without the norm.  

Mechanisms of naturalisation, foregrounded by science, and notably pathologisation, 

thus come to shore up the various other SURFHVVHV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�DUH�VRFLDOO\�

constructed and sustained. These are furthered in the human sciences and philosophy, where 

scientific knowledge is often reproduced and confirmed. Following Foucault: 

 
6L�OHV�VFLHQFHV�GH�O¶KRPPH�VRQW�DSSDUXHV�GDQV�OH�SURORQJHPHQW�
GHV� VFLHQFHV� GH� OD� YLH�� F¶HVW� SHXW-rWUH� SDUFH� TX¶HOOHV� pWDLHQW�
biologiquement sous-WHQGXHV��PDLV�F¶HVW�DXVVL�TX¶HOOHV�O¶pWDLHQW�
médicalement : sans doute par transfert, importation et souvent 
PpWDSKRUH�� OHV� VFLHQFHV� GH� O¶KRPPH� RQW� XWLOLVp� GHV� FRQFHSWV�
IRUPpV� SDU� OHV� ELRORJLVWHV� �� PDLV� O¶REMHW� PrPH� TX¶HOOHV� VH�
GRQQDLHQW��O¶KRPPH��VHV�FRQGXLWHV��VHV�UpDOLVDWLRQV�LQGLYLGXHOOHV�
et sociales) se donnait donc un champ partagé selon le principe 
du normal et du pathologique.120  

 

Accordingly, Black scholars have sought to highlight the ways in which sociology reproduces 

normative ideologies and assumptions about people of colour, and notably Black people. Hence 

3DWULFLD�+LOO� &ROOLQV� FODLPV� WKDW� WKH� GRPLQDQW� ³VRFLRORJLFDO� SDUDGLJPV´� FHQWUH�ZKLWH�PHQ��

 
119 Sontag, pp. 57-58. 
120 Michel Foucault, Naissance de la clinique, (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1988), p. 36. 
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DORQJ�ZLWK�WKHLU�SDUWLFXODU�FRQFHUQV�DQG�DVVXPSWLRQV��ZKLOH�)HUJXVRQ�DUJXHV�WKDW�³FDQRQLFDO�

sociology [«] has constructed African American racial difference as the exemplar of social 

SDWKRORJLHV�WKDW�VXJJHVW�JHQGHU�DQG�VH[XDO�GLVRUGHUV´�121 Striking, and of immediate concern 

here, is the role that Western philosophy has played, and continues to play, in the expression 

DQG�FRQILUPDWLRQ�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��2XWODZ�DUJXHV�IRU�D�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�MXVW�KRZ�IDU�LW�KDV�

EHHQ�³DIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�KDELWV�IRUPHG�RYHU�PDQ\�\HDUV�LQ�D�VRFLHW\�RUGHUHG�E\�WKH�DJHQGDV�RI�

UDFLDO� DSDUWKHLG� DQG� :KLWH� 5DFLDO� 6XSUHPDF\´�� ZKLFK� KDYH� VKDSHG� ³WKH� RQWRORJLHV��

SKLORVRSKLFDO� DQWKURSRORJLHV�� DQG� HSLVWHPRORJLHV� XQGHUJLUGLQJ� QRWLRQV� RI� D� µSURSHU¶�

SKLORVRSKHU�DQG�µSURSHU¶�SKLORVRSKL]LQJ�´122 In a similar vein, feminist philosopher Michèle 

/H�'°XII� DVVHUWV� WKDW� SKLORVRSK\�KDV� ³une longue et pesante tradition de connivence avec 

>O¶RSSUHVVLRQ� GHV� IHPPHV@´�123 This tradition, in her view, is testament to the existence in 

SKLORVRSK\�RI�³XQ�LPDJLQDLUH�TXL�Q¶HVW�SDV�LPSRUWp�G¶DLOOHXUV��TXL�OXL�HVW�VSpFLILTXH��HW�TXL�SRVH�

OHV� FRQGLWLRQV� GH� FH� TXL� V¶\� FRQVWruit comme rationalité�´124 Another feminist philosopher, 

6DQGUD�/HH�%DUWN\��OD\V�RXW�WKH�EDVLF�FRQWHQWLRQ�RI�VXFK�FODLPV��³3KLORVRSKLFDO�UHIOHFWLRQ�[«] 

is always already rooted in some inherited schema or, as is more commonly said today, in some 

text; these texts are bound to be class-, race-, and gender-ELDVHG�´125 As such, she invites us to 

³DSSURDFK�RXU� WUDGLWLRQ�ZLWK�GHHS�VXVSLFLRQ´�� �³«�ZH�PXVW� WHVW� LWV�FODLPV�DJDLQVW�RXU�RZQ�

hard-won insights; we must sort and sift among its materials to see what we can use and what 

ZH�PXVW�GLVFDUG�´126 3KHQRPHQRORJ\�LV�QRW�VSDUHG�VXFK�D�FULWLTXH��(OL]DEHWK�*URV]�DVNV�XV�³WR�

 
121 Patricia Hill Collins, 'Learning from the Outsider Within: The Sociological Significance of Black Feminist 
Thought', Social Problems, 33 (1986), S26.; Ferguson, p. 23. 
122 Outlaw, p. 203. 
123 0LFKqOH�/H�'°XII��/¶eWXGH�HW�OH�5RXHW��'HV�IHPPHV��GH�OD�SKLORVRSKLH��HWF�, (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1989), 
p. 58. 
124 Ibid., p. 35. 
125 Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of Oppression, (New York: 
Routledge, 1990), pp. 5-6. 
126 Ibid., p. 6. 
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VHULRXVO\� TXHVWLRQ� ZKHWKHU� SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO� GHVFULSWLRQV� DUH� DSSURSULDWH� IRU� ZRPHQ¶V�

H[SHULHQFH´.127 The same might well be said for other groups outside the norm.  

 

Knowing, and not knowing 

 

These critiques orient us towards questions of epistemology, through which we might better 

grasp the relation between philosophy and bodily otherness, and the ways in which we might 

productively rework H[LVWHQWLDO�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�WR�DFFRXQW�IRU�µRWKHUV¶��,Q�effect, philosophy 

is in many senses the paragon of a Western epistemic regime that is both underwritten by and 

serves to secure normative biases that shape what knowledge is produced, how, and by whom. 

To develop a philosophical reflection on bodily otherness, then, is inevitably to run the risk of 

reproducing such assumptions, and thus contributing to the very processes of naturalisation 

that it seeks to critique. We might look to guard against this risk by first turning to critical 

epistemologies, and notably epistemologies of ignorance, to establish an epistemic framework 

through which this thesis might be elaborated. These critical epistemologies begin with the 

assertion that Western society and its institutions are structured by an epistemic regime that 

privileges certain ways of thinking and certain kinds of knowledge, and devalues others. This 

regime privileges objectivity, and thus comprises three central features: a subject/object 

distinction, wherein the subject knows and the object is known about; impartiality and 

rationality in the production of knowledge; knowledge as universal, and of a µreal¶ world. 

While this regime has been called into question, notably in recent philosophical and critical 

thought, it remains the dominant paradigm of knowledge production and dissemination in 

:HVWHUQ�VRFLHW\��)ROORZLQJ�&KLFDQD�WKHRULVW�*ORULD�(��$Q]DOG~D��³&XOWXUH�IRUPV�RXU�EHOLHIV��

 
127 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1994), p. 111. 
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We perceive the version of reality that it communicates. Dominant paradigms, predefined 

concepts that exist as unquestionable, unchallengeable, are transmitted to us through the 

FXOWXUH�´128 IQ�OLQH�ZLWK�WKLV�YLHZ��/H�'°XII�SRLQWV�WKH�UROH�RI�VXFK�EHOLHIV�LQ�VKDSLQJ�WKRXJKW�

SURGXFWLRQ��³Chacun et chacune a bien, dans une zone brumeuse de sa tête, une belle collection 

de vues rudimentaires, acquises on ne sait trop comment ; ces vues sont toujours prêtes à 

GpIHUOHU� HQ� OLHX� HW� SODFH� G¶XQ� WUDYDLO� WKpRULTXH «´129 Not only do most people take such 

assumptions for granted, but the epistemic regime bolsters itself through two basic beliefs: first, 

that objective knowledge of a µreal¶ world is possible, and indeed being produced, and second, 

that such knowledge and its production are superior to any other kind. 

Against these basic beliefs, critical epistemologies have sought to demonstrate the flaws 

in dominant epistemic paradigms, and reveal how they subtend the social construction of norms 

DQG�µRWKHUV¶��0RVW�QRWDEO\��WKH\�KDYH�ORFDWHG�LVVXHV�DQG�ELDVHV�LQ�WKH�Vubject/object dichotomy 

WKDW�LW�SUHVXSSRVHV��0RUH�RIWHQ�WKDQ�QRW��VXEMHFW�DQG�REMHFW�SRVLWLRQV�PDS�RQWR�QRUP�DQG�µRWKHU¶�

SRVLWLRQV��,Q�WKH�ILUVW�SODFH��DV�/H�'°XII�KDV�VKRZQ��WKH�REMHFW�RI�NQRZOHGJH�LV�QRW�JLYHQ��EXW�

UHIOHFWV�D�SULRU�FKRLFH��³«�la connaissance est régie par une structure plus primaire que tous 

les cadres a priori GH�OD�SHUFHSWLRQ�RX�GX�MXJHPHQW�TX¶RQ�YRXGUD���TXDQG�RQ�YRLW�HW�MXJH��F¶HVW�

GpMj�TX¶RQ�D�GDLJQp�DOOHU�MXVTX¶j�O¶REMHW�´130 )XUWKHU�VWLOO��³&DU�XQ�REMHW�Q¶HVW�SDV�GRQQp��RX�Oj�

en attHQGDQW�G¶XQH�SOXPH�TXL�V¶HQ�RFFXSH��,O�IDXW�G¶DERUG�O¶LGHQWLILHU��OH�PHWWUH�HQ�pYLGHQFH�HW�

OH�QRPPHU�´131 ,Q�D�ZRUG��IROORZLQJ�7XDQD��³:KDW�ZH�DWWHQG�WR�DQG�ZKDW�ZH�LJQRUH�DUH�RIWHQ�

FRPSOH[O\� LQWHUZRYHQ�ZLWK�YDOXHV� DQG�SROLWLFV�´132 Through such choices, those within the 

QRUP�PRVW�RIWHQ�SRVLWLRQ�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�VXEMHFW��DJDLQVW�µRWKHUV¶�ZKR�WHQG�WR�ILJXUH�DV�REMHFWV��

+RFTXHQJKHP�KLJKOLJKWV�KRZ�WKLV�RFFXUV�DORQJ�JHQGHU�OLQHV��³Le monde se divise en objet et 

 
128 Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: the new mestiza, (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987), p. 16. 
129 /H�'°XII��S����� 
130 0LFKqOH�/H�'°XII��Le Sexe du savoir, (Paris: Flammarion, 1998), p. 187. 
131 Ibid., p. 342. 
132 Tuana, p. 219. 
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en sujet, en femme et en homme.´133 ,QGHHG��LQ�0LOOV¶�YLew, this epistemic regime posits the 

:HVW�DV�WKH�³global locus of rationality´��ZKHUHLQ�³WKH�(XURSHDQ�FRJQLWLYH�DJHQW´�LV�UHTXLUHG�

WR�YDOLGDWH�FODLPV�WR�NQRZOHGJH��DQG�³(XURSHDQ�SHUFHSWLRQ�LV�UHTXLUHG´�134 +HUHLQ��µRWKHUV¶�DUH�

precluded from the position of subject on two grounds. On the one hand, through processes of 

naturalisation, those outside the norm are made to appear irrational, mentally unwell, or 

intellectually inferior. Grosz points to this LQ�SKLORVRSK\��ZKLFK�KDV�³VXUUHSWLWLRXVO\�H[FOXGHG�

femininity, and ultimately women, from its practices through its usually implicit coding of 

IHPLQLQLW\�ZLWK�WKH�XQUHDVRQ�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�ERG\�´135 Delphy summarises this pretension: 

³«�les opprimé-e-s ne possèdent pas les moyens intellectuels pour analyser correctement leur 

situation�´136 On the other hand, those outside of the norm are discredited as biased. Following 

6LPRQH�GH�%HDXYRLU��³«�>O¶KRPPH@�FURLW�DSSUpKHQGHU�>OH�PRQGH@�GDQV�VRQ�REMHFWLYLWp��WDQGLV�

TX¶LO�FRQVLGqUH�OH�FRUSV�GH�OD�IHPPH�FRPPH�alourdi par tout ce qui le spécifie «´137 Returning 

WR�'HOSK\��³&¶HVW�W\SLTXHPHQW�XQH�DWWLWXGH�GH�GRPLQDQW�TXH�GH�YRLU�OHV�DXWUHV��HW�VXUWRXW�OHV�

Autres, comme partisan-e-s, « juges et parties ª��WDQGLV�TX¶HX[��TXL�HQ�WDQW�TXH�GRPLQDQWV�VRQW�

des « parties » j� O¶DIIDLUH� DXVVL�� VH� FRQoRLYHQW� XQLTXHPHQW� FRPPH� © juges ª�´138 In short, 

GRPLQDQW�SDUDGLJPV�RI�:HVWHUQ�WKRXJKW�SUHVXPH�D�QRUPDWLYH�VXEMHFW��DQG�GLVFRXQW�µRWKHUV¶�

from that subject position on the grounds of their apparent incapacity or bias.  

Under this epistemic regime, the only legitimate subjects are those who fall within the 

norm, insofar as they are the only people assumed capable of adopting the rational, impartial 

worldview that figures as the ideal of knowledge production and dissemination. There is a deep 

irony, then, to be found in critical epistemologies that claim that those within the norm ± and 

notably those within most norms: heterosexual, white, cisgender, able-bodied men ± are the 

 
133 Hocquenghem, p. 87. 
134 Mills, pp. 45-46. 
135 Grosz, p. 4. 
136 Delphy, p. 35. 
137 Beauvoir, p. 14. 
138 Delphy, p. 37. 
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least capable of rationality and impartiality. In effect, as philosopher Linda Martín Alcoff 

illustrates, those within the norm are actually at an epistemic disadvantage. People in dominant 

VRFLDO�JURXSV��VKH�VD\V��RIWHQ�KDYH�QHLWKHU�³DQ�LQWHUHVW�LQ�SXUVXLQJ�DOO�WKH�UDPLILFDWLRQV�RI�VRFLDO�

LQMXVWLFH´� QRU� ³D� PDUJLQalized experience from which to critique accepted social 

FRQYHQWLRQV�´139 'HOSK\�SXWV�LW�SODLQO\��³Les dominants ne peuvent se défaire de ces attitudes 

[«] HQ�UDLVRQ�GX�IDLW�TX¶HOOHV�VHUYHQW�GLUHFWHPHQW�OHXUV�LQWpUrWV�´140 Put simply, those within 

the norm have a vested interest in the upkeep of socio-economic hierarchies, and do not have 

the experiences of marginalisation that are often productive spaces for critical thought. Mills 

DSSOLHV�WKLV�FULWLTXH�WR�ZKLWHQHVV��³3DUW�RI�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�EH�FRQVWUXFWHG�as µwhite¶ [«] is a 

cognitive model that precludes self-transparency and genuine understanding of social 

UHDOLWLHV�´141 Importantly, while his discussion focuses on race, he expands his theorisations to 

other forms of bodily otherness, notably gender.142 Hence, philosophers in a range of critical 

fields have made the claim the Western epistemic regime is underwritten by what they call a 

VHULHV�RI�³HSLVWHPRORJLHV�RI�LJQRUDQFH´��$JDLQVW�D�UHGXFWLYH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�LJQRUDQFH�DV�D�

PHUH� ODFN�RI�NQRZOHGJH��$OFRII�DUJXHV�IRU�LWV�FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ�DV�³D�VXEVWDQWLYH�HSLVWemic 

SUDFWLFH�WKDW�GLIIHUHQWLDWHV�WKH�GRPLQDQW�JURXS�´143 7XDQD�GHYHORSV�WKLV�SRVLWLRQ��³,JQRUDQFH�LV�

frequently constructed and actively preserved, and is linked to issues of cognitive authority, 

GRXEW��WUXVW��VLOHQFLQJ��DQG�XQFHUWDLQW\�´144 Ignorance, in a word, is deeply political. It has what 

philosopher Lorraine Code terms ³GDUNHU�HIIHFWV >«@�Hthico-politically and epistemologically 

QHJDWLYH� GLPHQVLRQV´� ZKLFK� FRQVWLWXWH� LWV� SRZHU� ³WR� SURPRWH� DQG�RU� VXVWDLQ� XQMXVW� VRFLDO�

 
139 Linda Martín Alcoff, 'Epistemologies of Ignorance: Three Types', in Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance, 
ed. by Shannon Sullivan and Nancy Tuana (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), pp. 39-58 (p. 
48). 
140 Delphy, pp. 37-38. 
141 Mills, p. 18. 
142 Ibid., pp. 21-22. 
143 Alcoff, p. 47. 
144 Tuana, p. 195. 
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RUGHUV�´145 Anzaldúa paints a similDU�SLFWXUH��³,JQRUDQFH�VSOLWV�SHRSOH��FUHDWHV�SUHMXGLFHV��$�

PLVLQIRUPHG�SHRSOH�LV�D�VXEMXJDWHG�SHRSOH�´146 And this, for Mieli, is precisely a function of 

educastration, which secures a cycle of ignorance: ³7KLV�ODFN�RI�DZDUHQHVV�is a product of the 

repressLRQ�WKH\�KDYH�XQGHUJRQH��DQG�LW�VHUYHV�LQ�WXUQ�WR�SHUSHWXDWH�WKLV�UHSUHVVLRQ�´147 

,Q� WKLV� RSWLF�� 6HGJZLFN� LQYLWHV� XV� WR� FRQWHPSODWH� WKH� SRVVLELOLW\� WKDW� WKHUH� H[LVW� ³D�

plethora of ignorances´��DQG�³WR�DVN�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�WKH�ODERU��HURWLFV��DQG�HFRQRPLFV�RI their 

KXPDQ�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�GLVWULEXWLRQ�´148 Accordingly, critical epistemologies have pinpointed 

three kinds of ignorance ± omission, distortion, and unlearning ± all of which they place at the 

heart of the Western epistemic regime. In sociology, Collins KLJKOLJKWV�ERWK�³WKH�RPLVVLRQ�RI�

facts or observations about Afro-$PHULFDQ�ZRPHQ´�DQG�³GLVWRUWLRQV´�RI�VXFK�IDFWV��ZKLFK�DUH�

HYLGHQFHG�ZKHUH�WKHVH�ZRPHQ�DUH�³VWUXFN�E\�WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKHLU�RZQ�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�

sociological descriptions of the same pKHQRPHQD�´149 (FKRLQJ�&ROOLQV¶�YLHZ��0LOOV�SODFHV�³DQ�

DJUHHPHQW�WR�PLVLQWHUSUHW�WKH�ZRUOG´�DW�WKH�EHGURFN�RI�:HVWHUQ�WKRXJKW��³2QH�KDV�WR�OHDUQ�WR�

see the world wrongly, but with the assurance that this set of mistaken perceptions will be 

validated by white epistemic aXWKRULW\«´150 Under this epistemic regime, ignorance of certain 

kinds, namely of anything that might unsettle the status quo, is encouraged, and, indeed, 

IROORZLQJ�2XWODZ��PDGH�³legitimate´�151 TKHVH�LJQRUDQFHV�FRPH�WR�EH�³YDOXHG�SRVLWLYHO\�>E\@�

sufficient nXPEHUV�RI�SHUVRQV�DQG�JURXSV�LQ�GRPLQDQW�SRVLWLRQV�LQ�WKH�UDFLDOL]HG�KLHUDUFK\´: 

WKH\�IRUP�SDUW�RI�³FRPPRQ�VHQVH´�DV�ZHOO�DV�³DXWKRULWDWLYH�µknowledge,¶ of reality.´152 Hence 

Mills argues for a recognition that whiteness secures itself, and its epistemic hegemony, 

WKURXJK�³VWUXFWXUHG�EOLQGQHVVHV�DQG�RSDFLWLHV´��RQH�RI�ZKLFK��RI�FRXUVH�� LV� WKH� IDFW�RI�VXFK�

 
145 Lorraine Code, 'The Power of Ignorance', in Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance, ed. by Shannon Sullivan 
and Nancy Tuana (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), pp. 213-230 (p. 215). 
146 Anzaldúa, p. 86. 
147 Mieli, p. 214. 
148 Sedgwick, p. 8. 
149 Collins, pp. S27-S28. 
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151 Outlaw, pp. 197-198. 
152 Ibid., p. 198. 
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blindnesses, which constitute a basic flaw in dominant epistemic paradigms.153 Those within 

the norm are thus conditioned to make claims to knowledge on the basis of ignorance, 

generating what Halperin refers to, in relation to heterosexuals��DV�³D�NQRZLQJQHVV�WKDW�LV�QRW�

only distinct from knowledge but is actually opposed to it [«] D�IRUP�RI�LJQRUDQFH´�154 These 

forms of knowing and non-knowing are both quotidian and academic, as is evident where Le 

'°XIf WDONV�RI�³acognition masculiniste´�to describe lacuna in philosophy written by men.155 

Such epistemologies of ignorance are not merely an accident or a by-product of Western 

paradigms of thought, and the socio-economic hierarchies that they rationalise. Rather, they 

are a central thread running through the epistemic fabric of the West, binding normative 

ideologies and hierarchies together where they threaten to come apart. 

 

Towards a prise de position 

 

Epistemologies of ignorance show us that Western epistemic regimes actually function to 

preclude the production of the very rational, impartial worldview that they promote as the ideal. 

The question then becomes one of which kinds of knowledge are desirable, and indeed 

possible, and how we might look to produce them. Here, the standpoint theory formulated by 

feminist philosophers provides a compelling epistemic framework. Standpoint theory sets out 

from two interrelated claims. First, it argues for the recognition that all knowledge is situated, 

and thus shaped by individual and collective histories and experiences. Donna Haraway 

JURXQGV�WKLV�UHFRJQLWLRQ�LQ�³D�GRFWULQH�RI�HPERGLHG�REMHFWLYLW\´��ZKHUHLQ�REMHFWLYLW\�PLJKW�EH�

reworked in light of what she WHUPV� ³situated knowledges´�156 Building on this, standpoint 

 
153 Mills, p. 19. 
154 Halperin, p. 35. 
155 /H�'°XII��Le Sexe du savoir, p. 179. 
156 Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, (New York: Routledge, 1991), 
p. 188. 
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theory turns the subject/object choice of the Western epistemic regime on its head, investing 

LQ�SUHFLVHO\�WKRVH�NQRZOHGJHV�SURGXFHG�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�QRUP��7KLV�JURXQGV�6DQGUD�+DUGLQJ¶V�

WKHRU\�RI�³VWURQJ�REMHFWLYLW\´��ZKHUHLQ�³D�FDXVDO�FULWLFDO�YLHZ�RI�WKH�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�YDOXHV�WKDW�

FRQVWLWXWH� WKH� GRPLQDQW� FRQFHSWXDO� SURMHFWV´� PXVW� QHFHVVDULO\� EHJLQ� ³IURP� outside those 

FRQFHSWXDO� VFKHPHV´�� RU�� LQ� RWKHU� ZRUGV�� IURP� ³PDUJLQDO� OLYHV´�157 Against the dominant 

assumption that such positions are particular and therefore biased, she makes the claim that 

WKHVH�DUH�WKH�RQO\�SHUVSHFWLYHV�IURP�ZKLFK�ZH�PLJKW�DFFRXQW�IRU�³QRW�RQO\�WKRVH�OLYHV�EXW�DOVR�

the rest of the micro and macro social order, including human interactions with nature and the 

SKLORVRSKLHV�WKDW�KDYH�EHHQ�GHYHORSHG�WR�H[SODLQ�VFLHQFHV�´158 In short, following Haraway: 

³µ6XEMXJDWHG¶� VWDQGSRLQWV� DUH� SUHIHUUHG� EHFDXVH� WKH\� VHHP� WR� SURPLVH� PRUH� DGHTXDWH��

VXVWDLQHG��REMHFWLYH��WUDQVIRUPLQJ�DFFRXQWV�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�´159 If those within the norm have a 

vested interest in sustaining certain forms of knowledge and ignorance, those outside of it are 

uniquely placed to see clearly: far from being blinkered by privilege, they have a vested interest 

in laying bare the reality of society and its inequalities, as well as the mechanisms that serve to 

make such LQHTXDOLWLHV�DSSHDU�QRUPDO�RU�JLYHQ��)RU�EHOO�KRRNV��%ODFN�ZRPHQ¶V�SHUVSHFWLYHV�

DUH� SURGXFWLYH�EHFDXVH� WKH\�KDYH� ³QR� LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]HG� µother¶ that [they] may discriminate 

DJDLQVW��H[SORLW��RU�RSSUHVV´�DQG�³RIWHQ�KDYH�D� OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH� WKDW�GLUHFWO\�FKDOOenges the 

SUHYDLOLQJ�FODVVLVW��VH[LVW��UDFLVW�VRFLDO�VWUXFWXUH�DQG�LWV�FRQFRPLWDQW�LGHRORJ\�´160 Likewise, Le 

'°XII� DUJXHV� WKDW�ZRPHQ¶V� ³FRQGLWLRQ´�JUDQWV� ³un avantage cognitif quant au social et au 

politique, celui de mieux voir les injustices existantes pDUFH�TX¶RQ� HQ�D� IDLW� O¶H[SpULHQFH�HW�

TX¶RQ�OHV�SUHQG�DX�VpULHX[�´161 

 
157 Sandra Harding, '"Strong Objectivity": A Response to the New Objectivity Question', Synthese, 104 (1995), 
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,Q�HIIHFW��WKRVH�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�QRUP�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�WR�EHQHILW�IURP�ZKDW�0LOOV�FDOOV�³VHFRQG�

VLJKW´��WKH�DQWLGRWH�WR�WKH�³VWUXFWXUDO�EOLQGQHVVHV´�KH�SODFHV�DW�WKH�EDVH�RI�WKH�:HVWHUQ�epistemic 

regime.162 EHOO�KRRNV�GHVFULEHV�KHU�RZQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WKLV�ZD\�RI�VHHLQJ��³/LYLQJ�DV�ZH�GLG�± 

on the edge ± we developed a particular way of seeing reality. We looked both from the outside 

in and from the inside out. We focused our attention on the center as well as on the margin. We 

XQGHUVWRRG�ERWK�´163 7KHVH�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶�DV�ELIRFDO�HFKR�&ROOLQV¶�

WKHRU\�RI�WKH�³RXWVLGHU�ZLWKLQ´��ZKLFK�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�%ODFN�ZRPHQ�LQ�VRFLRORJ\��

%RWK�³URRWHG�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�H[SHULHQFHV´�DQG�DEOH�WR�³PDVWHU�VRFLRORJLFDO�SDUDGLJPV´��ZKLFK��DV�

QRWHV�DERYH��SUHVFULEH�WKH�RPLVVLRQ�DQG�GLVWRUWLRQ�RI�VXFK�H[SHULHQFHV��WKHVH�ZRPHQ�DUH�³LQ�D�

better position to bring a special perspective not only to the study of Black women, but to some 

RI�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�LVVXHV�IDFLQJ�VRFLRORJ\�LWVHOI�´164 While care must be taken not to efface 

WKH� VSHFLILFLW\� RI� %ODFN� ZRPHQ¶V� SRVLWLRQV� DV� ³RXWVLGHUV� ZLWKLQ´�� &ROOLQV� KHUVHOI� VHHNV� WR�

H[SDQG�WKH�VFRSH�RI�KHU�WKHRU\�WR�LQFOXGH�D�UDQJH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��LQFOXGLQJ those outside of norms 

of race, gender, and sexuality.165 /H�'°XII�FRQFHLYHV�RI�ZRPHQ�LQ�SKLORVRSK\�LQ�DQ�DQDORJRXV�

ZD\��³«�les femmes devraient savoir que le sexisme du discours philosophique leur offre une 

SULVH�VXU�FH�GLVFRXUV��HW�TX¶HOOHV�SHXYHQW�OH�UpH[DPLQHU�FRPPH�FHOD�Q¶D�HQFRUH�MDPDLV�pWp�IDLW��

(W�TX¶j�FHWWH�RFFDVLRQ��GHV�TXHVWLRQV�SHXYHQW�pPHUJHU��TXL�LQWpUHVVHQW�WRXW�OH�PRQGH�´166  

7R�FODLP�WKDW�³RXWVLGHUV�ZLWKLQ´�ILJXUH�DV�D�XQLTXH�SRVVLELOLW\�IRU�FULWLFDO�YLHZSRLQWV�RQ�

the world is not to regard such viewpoints as infallible. Indeed, as Alcoff notes, standpoint 

WKHRU\�GRHV�QRW�DVFULEH�³absolute HSLVWHPLF�DGYDQWDJH´�WR�WKRVH�RXWVLGH�WKH�QRUP��EXW�UDWKHU�

LQYHVWV�LQ�WKH�LGHD�³WKDW�WKH�SDWWHUQ�RI�HSLVWHPLF�SRVLWLRQDOLW\�FUHDWHG�E\�VRPH�LGHQWLWLHV�KDV�the 

 
162 Charles W. Mills, 'White Ignorance', in Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance, ed. by Shannon Sullivan and 
Nancy Tuana (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), pp. 11-38 (p. 19). 
163 hooks. Preface. 
164 Collins, p. S29. 
165 Ibid. 
166 /H�'°XII��/¶eWXGH�HW�OH�5Ruet, p. 25. 
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SRWHQWLDO� IRU� UHOHYDQFH� LQ�EURDG�GRPDLQV�RI� LQTXLU\´�167 The valorisation of non-normative 

perspectives therefore requires an understanding of all perspectives as partial, one provided by 

+DUDZD\��³7KH�NQRZLQJ�VHOI�LV�SDUWLDO�LQ�DOO�LWV�JXLVHV��QHYHU�ILnished, whole, simply there and 

original; it is always constructed and stitched together imperfectly, and therefore able to join 

ZLWK�DQRWKHU��WR�VHH�WRJHWKHU�ZLWKRXW�FODLPLQJ�WR�EH�DQRWKHU�´168 Against dominant paradigms, 

she is arguing for ³SROLWLFV�DQG�Hpistemologies of location, positioning, and situating, where 

partiality and not universality is the condition of being heard to make rational knowledge 

FODLPV�´169 &UXFLDOO\�� WKLV� VWDQFH� UHIXVHV� ³WKH�YLHZ� IURP�DERYH´�� LQVLVWLQJ� LQVWHDG�XSRQ� WKH�

SULPDF\�RI�³WKH�YLHZ�IURP�D�ERG\´�170 Striking, here, are the parallels between this critique and 

those expressed by Sartre and Merleau-Ponty of the pensée de survol. Indeed, what is perhaps 

PRVW�H[FLWLQJ�DERXW�+DUDZD\¶V�HSLVWHPRORJLFDO�IUDPHZRUN�LV�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�LW�DOLJQV�ZLWK�

the epistemic principles set out in /¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception. 

Sartre is critical of disembodied claims to knowleGJH��DUJXLQJ�WKDW�WKHUHLQ�³je survole le monde 

sans m¶y attacher, je me mets dans l¶attitude d¶objectivité absolue et le sens devient un objet 

SDUPL� OHV�REMHWV��XQ�FHQWUH�GH� UpIpUHQFH� UHODWLYH´.171 Such claims, he argues, undermine the 

very objective truths WKDW� WKH\� SXUSRUW� WR� SURGXFH�� ³$LQVL�� OH� FRQFHSW� G¶REMHFWLYLWp� [«] se 

détruit lui-même si on le pousse jusqu¶au bout.´172 )XUWKHU��+DUDZD\¶V�DGYRFDF\�RI�³SDUWLDO��

ORFDWDEOH��FULWLFDO�NQRZOHGJHV´��WKURXJK�ZKLFK�ZH�PLJKW�EXLOG�XS�³ZHEV�RI�FRQQHFWLRQV�FDOOHG�

VROLGDULW\� LQ� SROLWLFV� DQG� VKDUHG� FRQYHUVDWLRQV� LQ� HSLVWHPRORJ\´�� UHVRQDWHV� GHHSO\� ZLWK�

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�view of the phenomenological world.173 ,I�PHDQLQJ�HPHUJHV�³à l¶intersection 

de mes expériences et à l¶intersection de mes expériences et de celles d¶autrui, par l¶engrenage 

 
167 Alcoff, p. 47. 
168 Haraway, p. 193. 
169 Ibid., p. 195. 
170 Ibid. 
171 Jean-Paul Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW��(VVDL�G¶RQWRORJLH�SKpQRPpQRORJLTXH, (Gallimard, 1943), p. 359. 
172 Ibid., p. 346. 
173 Haraway, p. 191. 
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des unes sur les autres´��KH�VXUHO\�PXVW�FRQFHLYH�RI�WUXWK�DQG�NQRZOHGJH�DV�FRQVWLWXWHG�WKURXJK 

such ³ZHEV�RI�FRQQHFWLRQV´�174 Standpoint theories thus provide a uniquely compelling critical 

framework for the present study, on two counts. In the first instance, they align with many of 

the epistemological principles set out by Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. In the second, they offer 

the possibility of interrogating French existential phenomenology, and, crucially, establishing 

the extent to which its exponents ultimately adhered to those principles. 

 The necessary corollary of standpoint theory is a recognition of positionality: both my 

own, and that of those cited in this thesis. By positionality, we refer to the unique position of 

an individual at the intersection of various norms, whether within or without these norms, and 

their relation to the subject matter. Without positionality, standpoint theory is somewhat 

GHIXQFW��KRZ�FDQ�ZH�FHQWUH�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶�ZLWKRXW�NQRZLQJ�ZKR�LV�ZLWKLQ�DQG�

who is without a given norm? The majority of those cited in this thesis sit on the fault lines of 

various oppressions, occupying a combination of normative and non-normative positions. To 

begin with my own position: on the one hand, my whiteness, somatic health, able-bodiedness 

and position as a scholar in Western Europe place me within such norms; on the other, as a 

queer transsexual, my lived experience is one outside of norms of gender and sexuality. On 

those questions where normativity limits my perspective, I will look to the voices of those who 

ILJXUH�DV�µRWKHUV¶��SHRSOH�RI�FRORXU��GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH��LOO�SHRSOH��:here outside the norm, I will 

still look to such voices ± of queer and trans people, and women ±, but will do so in concert 

ZLWK�P\�RZQ�H[SHULHQFH��7KLV�RYHUYLHZ�LV�QHFHVVDULO\�UHGXFWLYH��LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�&UHQVKDZ¶V�YLHZ�

of intersectionality as reconstitutive, each of these elements of my position shapes the others. 

None the less, an awareness of my relation to any given norm will shape my discussion, and 

use of sources. There are, of course, limitations to this approach. It is not always possible to 

NQRZ� VRPHERG\¶V� LGHQWLW\� RU� H[SHULHQFH�� QRWDEO\� XQGHU� DQ� HSLVWHPLF� UHJLPH� WKDW� SXQLVKHV�

 
174 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, 14th edn (Paris: Gallimard, 1945), p. xv. 
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particularity as a marker of bias. Further, sometimes those within the norm produce compelling 

critiques of the normative structures from which they profit: to discount them on the grounds 

of identity would surely amount to little more than cutting off the nose to spite the face. Another 

potential issue can arise when those outside of one norm are within another, and thus cultivate 

normative systems from which they profit. Black feminists have long critiqued white feminists 

for reproducing racist assumptions, for example, and several of the cisgender women cited here 

have recently espoused transphobic views. In such cases, we are left asking how to disentangle 

the constructive elements of their thought from such bias, and whether this is even possible. 

While such concerns might serve as a useful reminder of the limitations of our 

epistemological framework, they might be productively countered with an understanding of 

standpoint theory as a blueprint, rather than a strict set of rules. One of the basic contentions 

of critical epistemologies of gender and race is that no system is perfect. Indeed, one of the 

flaws of the Western epistemic regime is its presumption to an absolute and infallible form of 

knowledge production and dissemination, namely objective truth. Against the absolute or the 

infallible, critical epistemologies invite us to reflect upon the matter at hand, and to seek to 

redress imbalances of perspective and power therein. The present study seeks to shed light on 

the lived experiences of bodily otherness, as well as the ways in which norms and normative 

social structures operate on bodies and shape those experiences. It also sets out to locate the 

normative bias, omissions, and distortions in French existential phenomenology in order that 

we might rehabilitate Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, and use their theories to shed light on the very 

experiences that they tend to leave in the dark. Herein, the critical epistemological approaches 

outlined above ± standpoint theory, partial perspectives, webs of connections ± are not perfect, 

but offer a particularly productive and compelling framework for the task at hand. The same 

can be said of positionality, itself bound up with those approaches: it is by no means faultless, 

but is instrumental for a critical engagement with Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW��DQG�IRU�
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formulating an existential phenomenology of bodily otherness. In other words, where we take 

up these critical tools of knowledge production and dissemination, we are not looking to 

replace one absolute system with another. Instead, we hope to turn the Western epistemic 

regime on its head, finding value not in objective truth but in the multiplicity and marginality 

of perspectives, and thus laying the foundations for a phenomenology of bodily otherness. 
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Chapter II: What is existential phenomenology? 

 

The philosophy of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty might broadly be seen to fall into two theoretical 

traditions: phenomenology, on the one hand, and existentialism, on the other. Indeed, /¶Être 

et le néant (1943) and the Phénoménologie de la perception (1945) are often regarded as the 

foundational works of existential phenomenology, certainly within the context of French 

thought. These texts take up the project and methodology of phenomenology, as elaborated 

and pursued by German philosophers, first Edmund Husserl and later Martin Heidegger, not 

uncritically, but with a view to reworking them to better respond to the particular concerns that 

would come to characterise existentialism, such as freedom, humanity, and meaning. Neither 

/¶Être et le néant nor the Phénoménologie de la perception UHSUHVHQW�WKHLU�UHVSHFWLYH�DXWKRU¶V�

sole engagement with phenomenology; the former was preceded and indeed foreshadowed by 

6DUWUH¶V� L¶,magination and his (VTXLVVH� G¶XQH� WKpRULH� GHV� pPotions, while the latter was 

complimented by a range of articles and works, including classes given by Merleau-Ponty, 

such as his /HV�VFLHQFHV�GH�O¶KRPPH�HW�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH. None the less, these texts constitute 

the clearest and most comprehensive expression of existential phenomenology formulated by 

HLWKHU�WKLQNHU��,Q�KLV�VWXG\�RI�6DUWUH��$ODLQ�5HQDXW�GHVFULEHV�WKH�IRUPHU�DV�³le premier (et le 

plus certain) couronnement [de OD�SURGXFWLRQ�SURSUHPHQW�SKLORVRSKLTXH�GH�6DUWUH@´, arguing 

WKDW�LW�ZDV�WKH�ODVW�PHDQLQJIXO�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�WKRXJKW�1 Further, as Graham Daniels 

asserts in his discussion of Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�µH[LVWHQWLDOLVW�TXDUUHO¶��WKHVH�ZRUNV�DUH�

of SDUWLFXODU�LQWHUHVW�LQVRIDU�DV�WKH\�³ILUPO\�HVWDEOLVKHG�WKH�SKLORVRSKLFDO�UHSXWDWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�

UHVSHFWLYH�DXWKRUV´�2 Crucially, both later shifted further away from Husserl and Heidegger. 

 
1 Alain Renaut, Sartre, le dernier philosophe, (Paris: Grasset, 1993), p. 13. 
2 Graham Daniels, 'Sartre and Merleau-Ponty: An Existentialist Quarrel', French Studies, 24 (1970), 381. 
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Not only are these works their most comprehensive articulations of existential phenomenology: 

they are the only ones we might consider to fall wholly within that tradition. 

 Insofar as /¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception comprise both 

the most concrete and most faithful expression of French existential phenomenology, they will 

serve as the primary texts in this thesis. To consider Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, or these texts, 

as speaking to the same philosophical movement ± existential phenomenology ± is not to regard 

their thought as indistinguishable, far from it. There are significant differences at every level 

of their respective projects, from their interpretations of Husserl and Heidegger to the directions 

in which they take those interpretations, and, crucially, in the preoccupations that structure both 

of their engagements with phenomenology. Indeed, to regard them as bound up within the same 

philosophical movement is not to deny these differences, but to recognise that they share many 

fundamental convictions and concerns in spite of them. Further, it is to see those divergences 

as an integral and generative feature of existential phenomenology, and a lucrative space for 

an exploration of that very movement. In a word, given their harmony on some of the most 

foundational points of their respective reflections, the moments at which they draw apart might 

serve to better cultivate our understanding of their individual projects and theories, as well as 

the ways in which they speak to one another. This is nowhere more evident than where they 

discuss the two questions that lie at the heart of this thesis: the body, and autrui.3 Therein, as 

we shall see, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty share several basic convictions, and yet ultimately 

produce theories which are not only distinct from but, at points, antagonistic to one another. A 

critical and comparative reading of these works, then, might foreground a fuller appreciation 

of their philosophies, notably their theories of the body and autrui, as well as of the wider 

 
3 The term autrui is used interchangeably with O¶DXWUH in both /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW and the Phénoménologie de la 
perception. It is tendentially translated DV�µWKH�2WKHU¶��*LYHQ�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�FRQIRXQGLQJ�O¶DXWUH RU�µWKH�2WKHU¶�
ZLWK�µRWKHUV¶��DV�GHILQHG�LQ�RXU�ILUVW�FKDSWHU��WKH�)UHQFK�WHUP�autrui will be used throughout this thesis, as will the 
SKUDVH�µRWKHU�VXEMHFWV¶��ZKHUH�6DUWUH�RU�0HUOHDX-Ponty would have used autrui or les autres��%RWK�µWKH�2WKHU¶�DQG�
µWKH�RWKHU¶�ZLOO�DSSHDU��KRZHYHU��LQ�FLWDWLRQV�ZKHUH�WKH\�DUH�ZULWWHQ�WKXV�LQ�(QJOLVK� 
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movement of existential phenomenology. The case for such a reading is strengthened in light 

of the fact that the Phénoménologie de la perception is to some degree a response to and 

critique of /¶Être et le néant��6R�PXFK�VR��LQ�IDFW��WKDW�0DUJDUHW�:KLWIRUG�FRQVLGHUV�WKH�³ZRUN�

of Merleau-3RQW\�DQG�6DUWUH´�WR�EH�³D�PDMRU�SKLORVRSKLFDO�GLDORJXH´�4 To read their works in 

concert, both with and against one another, is to listen attentively to that dialogue. In so doing, 

over the course of this chapter, we might attain the most comprehensive view of their thought, 

and notably of their theories of the body, and autrui. This, in turn, might foreground a critique 

of their respective engagements with the question of bodily otherness, or the lack thereof, as 

the case may be. Even more critical, to read them in this way ± in parallel, as in opposition ± 

is precisely to enter into that dialogue, to participate in a conversation first held between Sartre 

and Merleau-Ponty, but which has long since incorporated a range of voices, even those from 

outside of the norm, such as Frantz Fanon, and Simone de Beauvoir. A reading of this kind 

might therefore prepare the ground for the task ahead, namely, to formulate an existential 

phenomenology of bodily otherness. 

Phenomenology is generally seen to have been first fully formulated into a distinct and 

coherent branch of philosophy by Husserl. Certainly, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty take his work 

as their starting point, albeit focusing on different themes and periods therein. We might trace 

their uQGHUVWDQGLQJV�RI�+XVVHUO¶V�SKLORVRSK\�LQ�WH[WV�SXEOLVKHG�EHIRUH�DQG�DIWHU�WKH�SXEOLFDWLRQ�

of /¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception, and perhaps most saliently in 

those texts themselves. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty opens the latter with the qXHVWLRQ��³4X¶HVW-ce 

que la phénoménologie ?´��D�TXHVWLRQ�WKDW�VSHDNV�WR�LWV�UHODWLYH�QRYHOW\�IRU�)UHQFK�UHDGHUV��DV�

well as to the difficulty inherent in defining it. We might begin to overcome that difficulty with 

DQRWKHU�)UHQFK�SKLORVRSKHU��3DXO�5LF°XU��ZKRVH�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�DV�³PRLQV�XQH�

 
4 Margaret Whitford, Merleau-Ponty's critique of Sartre's philosophy, (Lexington, Ky: French Forum, 1982), p. 
25. 
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GRFWULQH�TX¶XQH�PpWKRGH´�SURYLGHV�XV�ZLWK�D�FRPSHOOLQJ�SRLQW�RI�GHSDUWXUH�IRU�DQ�DFFRXQW�RI�

existential philosophy, and its origins. 5 In effect, where Sartre and Merleau-Ponty put forward 

definitions of phenomenology, they tend to focus upon its method, and perhaps most notably 

XSRQ�WKH�LPSHUDWLYH�WR�GHVFULEH��)RU�6DUWUH��LW�LV�³une description des structures de la conscience 

transcendantale fondée sur l¶intuition des essences de ces structures´��ZKLOH�IRU�0erleau-Ponty, 

LW�LV�WDNHQ�WR�EH�DQ�³pWXGH�GHV�HVVHQFHV´�WKDW�DGYDQFHV�WKURXJK�GHVFULSWLRQ��³,O�V¶DJLW�GH�GpFULUH��

QRQ�SDV�G¶H[SOLTXHU��QL�G¶DQDO\VHU�´6 In a word, phenomenology might be best understood as 

an attempt to describe the fundamental structures of consciousness. Insofar as those structures 

DUH�JLYHQ�WR�XV�DV�HVVHQFHV��WKH�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�PHWKRG�KLQJHV�XSRQ�³O¶LQWXLWLRQ�HLGpWLTXH´�

± the intuition of essences ± WR�WDNH�XS�6DUWUH¶V�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�+XVVHUO��ZKLFK�KH�XQGHUVWDQGV�

with Merleau-Ponty to mean attending to that which is immediately given to consciousness.7 

This, in turn, is predicated upon perhaps the most well-known feature of the phenomenological 

method: the eidetic reduction, or ਥʌȠȤȒ��HSRFKp���,Q�RUGHU�WR�DWWHQG�WR�WKDW�ZKLFK�LV�LPPediately 

JLYHQ�WR�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��ZH�PXVW�ILUVW�EUDFNHW�WKH�³DWWLWXGH�QDWXUHOOH´��ZKLFK�ZH�PLJKW�JUDVS��

as does Merleau-3RQW\��DV�³OH�OLHQ�TXL�QRXV�UDWWDFKH�DX�PRQGH�SK\VLTXH��VRFLDO�HW�FXOWXUHO´��RU��

IROORZLQJ�&KULVWLQD�+RZHOOV��DV�³WKH�HPSLULFDO��SHUVRQDO LUUHOHYDQFLHV´�RI�DOO�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH�8 

It is only by putting those personal, empirical irrelevancies between parentheses that one might 

access that which is given intuitively, the essence of consciousness. The illuminative function 

of the reduction is thus twofold. On the one hand, in suspending the natural attitude, it invites 

XV�WR�³FRPSUHQGUH´�DQG�³H[SOLFLWHU´�WKDW�ZKLFK�RIWHQ�JRHV�XQQRWLFHG�9 On the other, in so doing, 

LW�VHUYHV�WR�³>IDLUH@�YRLU´�RU�³IDLUH�DSSDUDvWUH´�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�VWUXFWXUHV�RI�consciousness.10 

 
5 3DXO�5LF°XU��A l'école de la phénoménologie, (Paris: Vrin, 2004), p. 8. 
6 Jean-Paul Sartre, /¶,PDJLQDWLRQ, (Paris: F. Alcan, 1936), p. 140.; Merleau-Ponty, p. ii. 
7 Jean-Paul Sartre, Esquisse d'une théorie des émotions, (Paris: Hermann, 1965), p. 10. 
8 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Les sciences de l'homme et la phénoménologie, (Paris: Centre de documentation 
universitaire, 1975), p. 11.; Christina Howells, Sartre: The Necessity of Freedom, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), p. 7. 
9 Merleau-Ponty, Les sciences de l'homme et la phénoménologie, p. 20. 
10 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. iii, ix. 
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 The eidetic reduction and intuition are contingent upon a first-person perspective: the 

philosopher begins with their own lived experience. It would be a mistake, however, to deduce 

that phenomenology is predicated on relativism. Indeed, part of its appeal for Merleau-Ponty 

was the promise it held for going beyond what he perceived to be an epistemological impasse 

LQ�UHODWLYLVW�WKRXJKW��³«�restaurer la certitude, restaurer le vrai et le faux «´11 Its appeal also 

lay in its refusal of the kinds of truths, and ways of arriving at them, to which traditional schools 

of thought had tended to subscribe, most notably that of a pensée de survol: thought that takes 

SODFH�IURP�RXWVLGH�RU�DERYH�WKH�VXEMHFW�PDWWHU��3KHQRPHQRORJ\��KH�DUJXHV��LV�QRW�³la science 

GHV�YpULWpV�pWHUQHOOHV´�EXW�WKDW RI�³O¶omni-temporal´��E\�ZKLFK�KH�PHDQV�³FH�TXL�HVW�YDODEOH�GH�

WRXW�OH�WHPSV���SOXW{W�TXH�GH�YpULWpV�TXL�pFKDSSHUDLHQW�DEVROXPHQW�j�O¶RUGUH�GX�WHPSV´�12 Herein, 

the first-person perspective is the only viable threshold that might open onto the universal, or 

omni-temporal, structures of consciousness:  

 
«�OH�SURSUH�GX�SKLORVRSKH�HVW�ELHQ�GH�FRQVLGpUHU�VD�SURSUH�YLH�GDQV�FH�
TX¶HOOH� D� G¶LQGLYLGXHO�� GH� WHPSRUHO�� GH� FRQGLWLRQQp�� FRPPH� XQH� YLH�
SRVVLEOH�SDUPL�EHDXFRXS�G¶DXWUHV��HW�GDQV�FHWWH�PHVXUH�GH�SUHQGUH�UHFul 
SDU�UDSSRUW�j�FH�TX¶LO�HVW�DFWXHOOHPHQW�SRXU�VDLVLU�j�WUDYHUV�FH�TX¶LO�HVW�
DFWXHOOHPHQW�WRXW�FH�TX¶LO�SRXUUDLW�rWUH�13 

 

The phenomenological method involves a singular agent ± the philosopher ± but is predicated 

upon and indeed necessitates the suspension of everything which makes that agent singular: 

 
«�LO�VXIILW�TXH�MH�PH�VRLV�DUUrWp�GDQV�O¶pWDEOLVVHPHQW�GH�OD�OLVWH�GH�PHV�
principes de pensée à ce qui est vraiment essentiel, à ce qui vraiment 
ne peut être détaché en pensée de moi, pour être sûr que cette pensée là 
est règle pour tous les hommes, est règle pour tout être.14 
 

 
11 Merleau-Ponty, Les sciences de l'homme et la phénoménologie, p. 10. 
12 Ibid., p. 11. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., p. 12. 
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)RU�VR�ORQJ�DV�,�HIIHFW�WKH�UHGXFWLRQ��KH�VWDWHV��³je ne suis pas enfermé dans quelque particularité 

GH�PD�YLH�LQGLYLGXHOOH��M¶DFFqGH�j�XQ�VDYRLU�TXL�HVW�YDODEOH�SRXU�WRXV�´15 Sartre shares this view, 

arguing that after the reduction, we are left with essences, and these are necessarily universal: 

WR�WKH�H[WHQW�WKDW�WKH�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�UHIOHFWLRQ�³FKHUFKH�j�VDLVLU�OHV�HVVHQFHV´��³HOOH�GpEXWH�

HQ�VH�SODoDQW�G¶HPEOpH�VXU�OH�WHUUDLQ�GH�O¶XQLYHUVHO�´16 For both, then, to the extent that it seeks 

WR�JR�EH\RQG�WKH�SDUWLFXODULWLHV�RI�WKH�SKLORVRSKHU¶V�SHUVSHFWLYH�WR�XQFRYHU�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�± 

universal ± structures of consciousness, phenomenology is grounded in a rejection of relativist 

or objective truths in favour of transcendental ones. 

 It is precisely its pretension to such truths, and the rejection of idealism and realism that 

this implied, which drew Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\�WR�+XVVHUO¶V�ZRUN��%RWK�FOHDUO\�VRXJKW�WR�

situate themselves within the field of phenomenology, as evidenced by the title of Merleau-

3RQW\¶V�WH[W��DQG�WKH�VXEWLWOH�RI�6DUWUH¶V��(VVDL�G¶RQWRORJLH�SKpQRPpQRORJLTXH. None the less, 

the nature of their relation to Husserl ± and to Heidegger ± has long been a subject of debate. 

On the one hand, some have accused Sartre of plagiarism on the grounds that /¶Être et le néant 

³>WUDQVSRVH@� FHUWDLQV� WKèmes heideggériens´�� DQG� PLJKW� WKXV� EH� VHHQ� DV� OLWWOH� PRUH� WKDQ� D�

³YXOJDULVDWLRQ´�RI�+HLGHJJHU¶V�Sein und Zeit.17 On the other, and somewhat at odds with this 

ILUVW�DFFXVDWLRQ��VRPH�VFKRODUV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�H[LVWHQWLDO�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�³FDQQRW�UHDOO\�EH�FDOOHG�

SKHQRPHQRORJ\´��VR�JUHDW�LV�LWV�GHSDUWXUH�IURP�+XVVHUO¶V�PHWKRG�18 Both French thinkers have 

EHHQ�DFFXVHG�RI�UDGLFDOO\�GHIRUPLQJ�WKH�ZRUN�RI�WKHLU�*HUPDQ�FRXQWHUSDUWV��LQ�6DUWUH¶V�KDQGV��

+HLGHJJHU¶V�WKRXJKW�³LV�QR�ORQJHU�WKH�VDPH�SKLORVRSK\´��³LWV�RULJLQDO�VWUXFWXUH�LV�FUXVKed as 

KH�GLJHVWV�LW´��ZKLOH�0HUOHDX-3RQW\�LV�FKDUJHG�ZLWK�³GLVPHPEHUPHQW´�RI�+XVVHUO��ZKRVH�LGHDV�

KH�³FDQQLEDOL]HV´�19 7KH�FDVH�IRU�VXFK�FODLPV�LV�VWUHQJWKHQHG�LQ�OLJKW�RI�+HLGHJJHU¶V�LQVLVWHQFH�

 
15 Ibid., p. 19. 
16 Sartre, /¶,PDJLQDWLRQ, p. 140. 
17 Renaut, p. 32. 
18 Whitford, p. 13. 
19 Robert Denoon Cumming, Phenomenology and Deconstruction, (Chicago, London: University of Chicago 
Press, 1991), p. 33. 
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XSRQ�GLVWDQFLQJ�KLV�SKLORVRSK\�IURP�6DUWUH¶V�LQ�KLV������µ/HWWUH�VXU�O¶KXPDQLVPH¶��ZKHUHLQ�KH�

³UpFXVH�WRXWH�SDWHUQLWp�YLV-à-YLV�GH�OD�WHQWDWLYH�VDUWULHQQH´��VWDWLQJ�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�QRW�³OH�PRLQGUH�

SRLQW�FRPPXQ´�EHWZHHQ�WKHLU�EDVLF�SULQFLSOHV�20 Critics have similarly dismissed his proximity 

to Husserl, lamenting that KH�³HUDVHV�ZKDW�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�ZDV�DOO�DERXW�IRU�+XVVHUO´�21 While 

they vary in tone and substance, these critics share a view of Sartre as operating idiosyncratic 

UHDGLQJV� RI� *HUPDQ� SKHQRPHQRORJ\�� ³«� LO� Q¶HVW� SDV� XQ� FRQWLQXDWHXU�� PrPH� FULWLTXH� GH�

Husserl comme le fut Merleau-3RQW\��RX�XQ�GLVFLSOH�GH�+HLGHJJHU�«´22 The same has, to some 

extent, been said of Merleau-3RQW\��ZKR��LQ�RQH�VFKRODU¶V�YLHZ��³H[WUDSRODWHV�IURP�+XVVHUO¶V�

later and unpublished writings and develops them in a way which is highly personal and which 

WKHUH�LV�QR�UHDVRQ�WR�VXSSRVH�WKDW�+XVVHUO�ZRXOG�LQHYLWDEO\�KDYH�FKRVHQ´��DQG�� LQ�VR�GRLQJ��

HIIHFWV�ZKDW�DQRWKHU�GHVFULEHV�DV�³D�KLJKO\�VXEMHFWLYH�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�+XVVHUO´�23 

 All of the varied and ostensibly contradictory charges made against Sartre and Merleau-

Ponty ± of plagiarism, of deformation, of misinterpretation, etc. ± fall into place if we consider 

their relation to Husserl and Heidegger to be a primarily critical one. For both French thinkers, 

the value of phenomenology lies less in what has already been said, but in what might be said, 

VKRXOG�LW�EH�WDNHQ�LQ�D�GLIIHUHQW�GLUHFWLRQ��7KH\�DUH�GUDZQ�WR�+XVVHUO¶V�ZRUN�QRW�VLPSO\�EHFDXVH�

it presents unique opportunity for interrogating existence, but also because that opportunity has 

not yet, in their view, been adequately exploited. Within such a framework, what appears to be 

D�PLVUHDGLQJ�RI�+HLGHJJHU�RQ�6DUWUH¶V�SDUW�PLJKW�EH�EHWWHU�UHJDUGHG�DV�³XQH�SULVH�GH�GLVWDQFH�

délibérée´�WKDW�UHIOHFWV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�WKHLU�RXWORRNV��³« le prétendu malentendu 

entre Sartre et Heidegger [«] V¶H[SOLFLWH�HQ�UpDOLWp�FRPPH�XQ�désaccord de fond ² et comme 

XQ�GpVDFFRUG�SDUIDLWHPHQW�DVVXPp�HW�PDvWULVp�SDU�6DUWUH�«´24 More evidence for such a claim 

 
20 Renaut, p. 39. 
21 R. Aronson, 'Interpreting Husserl and Heidegger: The Root of Sartre's Thought', Telos Telos, 1972 (1972), 51. 
22 Marc Froment-Meurice, Sartre et l'existentialisme, (Paris: Nathan, 1984), p. 7. 
23 Whitford, p. 14.; Matthieu Casalis, 'Merleau-Ponty's Philosophical Itinerary: From Phenomenology to Onto-
Semiology', The Southwestern Journal of Philosophy, 6 (1975), 64. 
24 Renaut, pp. 65-66, 69. 



 57 

FRPHV�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�RZQ�UHFRJQLWLRQ��LQ�D�IRRWQRWH�in /¶Imagination, that he is extrapolating from 

+XVVHUO¶V�ZULWLQJV��³1RXV� UHFRQQDLVVRQV�ELHQ�YRORQWLHUV�TX¶LO� V¶DJLW� LFL�G¶XQH� LQWHUSUpWDWLRQ�

TXH�OHV�WH[WHV�QRXV�RQW�SDUX�DXWRULVHU�PDLV�TX¶LOV�QH�FRQWUDLJQHQW�SDV�G¶DGPHWWUH�´25 Time and 

again, Sartre lamenWV�ZKDW�KH�UHJDUGV�DV�ODFXQDH�LQ�+XVVHUO¶V�ZRUN��³VHV�UHPDUTXHV´��KH�VWDWHV�

RQ�RQH�RFFDVLRQ��³GHPDQGHQW�j�rWUH�DSSURIRQGLHV�HW�FRPSOpWpHV´��ZKLOH�WKH�³H[SOLFDWLRQ´�JLYHQ�

RQ�DQRWKHU�³GHPHXUH�HQFRUH�WUqV�LQFRPSOqWH´�26 Elsewhere, he expands this critique to address 

SKHQRPHQRORJ\�DV�D�ZKROH��³0DLV�HQILQ�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH�HVW�j�SHLQH�QpH�HW�WRXWHV�FHV�QRWLRQV�

VRQW�IRUW�ORLQ�GH�OHXU�pOXFLGDWLRQ�GpILQLWLYH�´27 Merleau-Ponty articulates a parallel critique. His 

Phénoménologie de la perception strikes out with the claim that phenomenology is far from 

fully-IRUPHG��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�³4X¶HVW-FH�TXH�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH"´��KH�DVVHUWV��³HVW�SRXUWDQW�ORLQ�

G¶rWUH�UpVROXH´�28 For both, the answer to that question mandates a critical reading of Husserl 

and Heidegger that refracts each through the other to distil the most productive elements. We 

ILQG� WKLV� LQ�6DUWUH¶V�GHVLUH� WR� ³EULQJ� WRJHWKHU� WKH�PRVW� IUXLWIXO� WKHPHV�RI�ERWK� WKLQNHUV� >«@�

XVLQJ�HDFK�DV�D�FRUUHFWLYH�IRU�WKH�RWKHU´��DQG�LQ�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�ZLOO�WR�³PHWWUH�HQ�TXHVWLRQ�

les SUpVXSSRVpV�SKpQRPpQRORJLTXHV�GH�+XVVHUO�HW�+HLGHJJHU´�E\�³OHV�SHQVHU�ensemble´�29 In 

a word, the singularity of their interpretations of German phenomenology is not, as some have 

claimed, a misstep, but in fact a calculated and intentional change of direction. 

 

From abstract to concrete 

 

Sartre and Merleau-Ponty thus share a conviction that phenomenology needs to shift its focus 

in order to properly account for existence. In this sense, we might grasp their approach less as 

 
25 Sartre, /¶,PDJLQDWLRQ, p. 152. 
26 Ibid., pp. 143-144, 157. 
27 Sartre, Esquisse d'une théorie des émotions, p. 12. 
28 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. i. 
29 Aronson, p. 52.; Franck Robert, Phénoménologie et ontologie: Merleau-Ponty lecteur de Husserl et Heidegger, 
(Paris: Harmattan, 2005), pp. 31-32. 
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a continuation, and more as an adaptation, LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�RQH�VFKRODU¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�0HUOHDX-

3RQW\¶V� DWWLWXGH�� ³«� phenomenology must make a radical and fundamental change of 

RULHQWDWLRQ«´30 The imperative for such a ³change of orientation´��LQ�6DUWUH¶V�FDVH�DW�OHDVW��LV�

JURXQGHG�LQ�D�GHVLUH�WR�PDNH�XVH�RI�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�WR�FHUWDLQ�HQGV��³«�ORLQ�GH�V¶HQIHUPHU�en 

phénoménologie comme un sanctuaire, il a inventé un certain usage de la phénoménologie pour 

DOOHU� SOXV� ORLQ� HW� IUD\HU� VD� SURSUH� YRLH�´31 In effect, phenomenology provided the tools 

necessary for interrogating so many of the themes that came to interest both philosophers in 

the late 1930s and early 1940s. Some of these themes were already present in Husserl and 

+HLGHJJHU¶V�WKRXJKW��RWKHUV�ZHUH�QRW��DQG�RWKHUV�VWLOO�KHOG�RQO\�D�SHULSKHUDO�UROH�WKHUHLQ��6DUWUH�

wielded phenomenology to explore a range of subjects, initially emotions and imagination, and 

later, action, freedom, and authenticity, while Merleau-Ponty sought to reflect on a range of 

H[LVWHQWLDO� TXHVWLRQV�� DV�6DUWUH� UHFDOOV�� ³/D�YLH�� OD�PRUW �� O¶H[LVWHQFH�� l¶rWUH : pour mener sa 

GRXEOH�HQTXrWH��F¶HVW�j�FH�FDUUHIRXU�TX¶LO�YRXOXW�V¶pWDEOLU�´32 Critical to understanding how they 

each came to ask such questions, and how their respective reorientations of phenomenology 

took shape, is the historical context, namely, the Second World War. Both locate the war as a 

turning point in their philosophical trajectories: a shift away from a focus on the individual 

WRZDUG�DQ�LQWHUHVW�LQ�WKH�FROOHFWLYH��RU�SROLWLFDO��³/D�JXHUUH´��6DUWUH�recalls��³D�>«@�GLYLVp�PD�

YLH�HQ�GHX[´��DQG�WKLV�³DYDQW��DSUqV´�ZDV�QRQH�RWKHU�WKDQ�D�³>SDVVDJH@�de O¶LQGLYLGXDOLVPH�HW�

GH�O¶LQGLYLGX�SXU�G¶DYDQW�OD�JXHUUH�DX�VRFLDO´�33 Merleau-Ponty evokes this selfsame evolution, 

FODLPLQJ�WKDW�QHLWKHU�KH�QRU�6DUWUH�FRXOG�FRQWLQXH�GH�³UHVWHU�QHXWUHV´��DQG�LQVWHDG��³>SRXU@�OD�

SUHPLqUH�IRLV´��KDG�WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKHLU�UROHV�DQG�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�DV�VRFLDO�DFWRUV�34 Crucially, 

 
30 Eugene F. Bertoldi, 'Phenomenology of Phenomenology', Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 7 (1977), 249. 
31 Florence Caeymaex and Gregory Cormann, 'Sartre en phénoménologie: A propos de "Sartre phénoménologue" 
(ALTER, "Revue de phénoménologie", n° 10, 2002)', Études sartriennes, (2004), 181. 
32 Jean-Paul Sartre, Situations, IV: Portraits, (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), p. 266. 
33 Jean-Paul Sartre, Situations, X: Politique et autobiographie, (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), p. 80. 
34 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 'La guerre a eu lieu', in Sens et non-sens, (Paris: Gallimard, 1996), pp. 169-185 (p. 
175). 
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as Sartre relates, it was precisely this political awakening that concretised their interest in 

SKHQRPHQRORJ\��DQG� WKH�GLUHFWLRQV� LQ�ZKLFK� WKH\�VRXJKW� WR� WDNH� LW��³«�OHV�PRWV�HVVHQWLHOV�

furent dits ; phénoménologie, existence ��QRXV�GpFRXYUvPHV�QRWUH�YUDL�VRXFL�´35  

 If we can speak of a reorientation of +XVVHUO�DQG�+HLGHJJHU¶V�WKRXJKW�LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�WKH�

particular concerns that emerge and are solidified over the course of the conflict, it might be 

best grasped as a shift from the abstract to the concrete. This is not to claim that, for Sartre and 

Merleau-Ponty, German phenomenology was not at all concrete, but that it was not concrete 

enough to engage with the manifold existential themes that they sought to interrogate. Scholars 

KDYH�FKDUDFWHULVHG�WKHLU�ZRUN�LQ�VXFK�WHUPV��6DUWUH�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�DV�DLPLQJ�³>WR@ EUHDN�+XVVHUO¶V�

VWXG\�RI�DEVWUDFWLRQV��WR�H[SORUH�WKH�FRQFUHWH´��ZKLOH�0HUOHDX-3RQW\�³ORRNV�IURP�WKH�VWDQGSRLQW�

of praxis rather than that of theoria�´36 Phenomenology in their hands is to become properly 

existential. Hence Merleau-3RQW\�WDNHV�XS�+XVVHUO¶V�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�LW�DV�³O¶pWXGH�GHV�HVVHQFHV´��

but only insofar as those essences DUH�VXIILFLHQWO\�FRQFUHWLVHG��³«�XQH�SKLORVRSKLH�TXL�UHSODFH�

OHV�HVVHQFHV�GDQV�O¶H[LVWHQFH´�37 7KH�VDPH�PLJKW�EH�VDLG�RI�ZKDW�+HLGHJJHU�WHUPV�³OH�SULQFLSH�

SUHPLHU�GH�6DUWUH´��KLV�FODLP�WKDW�³O¶H[LVWHQFH�SUpFqGH�O¶HVVHQFH´��ZKLFK�3LHUUH�7KpYpQD]�KDV�

VKRZQ�WR�EH�DQ�LQYHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�WHUPV�RI�*HUPDQ�SKHQRPHQRORJ\��³/H�UDSSRUW�GH�O¶HVVHQFH�HW�

GH� O¶H[LVWHQFH� HVW� UHQYHUVp �� O¶H[LVWHQFH�Q¶HVW� SOXV� OH� © complément ª�GH� O¶HVVHQFH� >«@� HOOe 

DSSDUDvW�GRUpQDYDQW�FRPPH�OD�FRQGLWLRQ�GH�SRVVLELOLWp�WUDQVFHQGDQWDOH�GH�O¶HVVHQFH�´38 More 

exactly, the shift from abstract to concrete is both motivated by and implies a focus upon lived 

experience. This is evident as early as the first page of the Phénoménologie de la perception, 

where Merleau-3RQW\�XQGHUVFRUHV�WKH�LPSHUDWLYH�WR�XQGHUWDNH�³XQ�FRPSWH�UHQGX�GH�O¶HVSDFH��

 
35 Sartre, Situations, IV, p. 193. 
36 Aronson, p. 51.; Hwa Yol Jung, 'The Radical Humanization of Politics: Maurice Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy 
of Politics', ARSP: Archiv für Rechts- und Sozialphilosophie / Archives for Philosophy of Law and Social 
Philosophy, 53 (1967), 246. 
37 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. i. 
38 Martin Heidegger and Jean Beaufret, Lettre sur l'humanisme, (Paris: Aubier, 1964), p. 73.; Jean-Paul Sartre, 
/¶([LVWHQWLDOLVPH� HVW� XQ� KXPDQLVPH, (Paris: Nagel, 1946), p. 17.; 3LHUUH� 7KpYHQD]�� 
4X¶HVW-ce que la 
phénoménologie?', Revue de Théologie et de Philosophie, 2 (1952), 300. 
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du temps, du monde « vécus ª´�39 ,QGHHG��KH�H[SOLFLWO\�FRQFHSWXDOLVHV�KLV�XSWDNH�RI�+XVVHUO¶V�

thought as a process of concretisation that advances through an insistence upon the primacy of 

OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH��³&DU�OD�:HVHQVFKDX��HQ�WDQW�TX¶HOOH�HVW�H[SpULHQFH��HQ�WDQW�TXH�O¶HVVHQFH�HVW�

j�VDLVLU�j�WUDYHUV�O¶H[SpULHQFH�YpFXH��VHUD�XQH�FRQQDLVVDQFH�FRQFUqWH «´40 He is not alone in 

this endeavouU��VFKRODUV�KDYH�VSRNHQ�LQ�VLPLODU�WHUPV�RI�6DUWUH¶V�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�UHIOHFWLRQV��

DUJXLQJ�WKDW��WKHUHLQ��WKH�³vécu SKpQRPpQRORJLTXH�DFTXLHUW�>«@�XQH�GLPHQVLRQ�H[LVWHQWLHOOH´�41  

 Their desire to reorient phenomenology in line with these more concrete preoccupations 

itself dictates a remoulding of phenomenology, and notably of its terms, methods, and aims. 

Hence both philosophers take up concepts central to German phenomenology ± intentionality, 

essence, consciousness ± but take care to define them in relation to their particular existential 

outlooks. This is even more salient in their reproduction of terms used by each of their German 

SUHGHFHVVRUV��VXFK�DV��+XVVHUO¶V�Lebenswelt (life-ZRUOG��DQG�+HLGHJJHU¶V�Dasein (being-there): 

LQ�6DUWUH¶V�SUHIHUUHG�WUDQVODtion of the latter ± réalité-humaine ± we find a clear desire to rework 

Heideggerian language to be more reflective of the concrete, lived human experience that he is 

seeking to place at the heart of his philosophical enquiry. The redefinition of terms runs parallel 

to a reformulation of the phenomenological method, namely, the eidetic reduction, which they 

FRQVLGHU�WR�EH�RYHUO\�DEVWUDFW��,QGHHG��IRU�6DUWUH��³HIIHFWXHU�XQH�Uéduction phénoménologique, 

FRPPH�+XVVHUO�>«@�F¶HVW�FRPPHQFHU�GpOLEpUpPHQW�SDU�O¶DEVWUDLW�´42 Time and again in /¶Être 

et le néant, he questions the feasibility of the reduction, thus demarcating himself from Husserl: 

³«�j�VXSSRVHU�TXH�OD�UpGXFWLRQ�VRLW�SRVVLEOH�± FH�TXL�UHVWH�j�SURXYHU�«´43 His problematisation 

of the reduction speaks lesV�WR�D�ZKROHVDOH�DEDQGRQPHQW�RI�+XVVHUO¶V�PHWKRG��DQG�PRUH�WR�D�

desire to radically revise that method on his terms. Indeed, according to one scholar, ultimately, 

 
39 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. i. 
40 Merleau-Ponty, Les sciences de l'homme et la phénoménologie, pp. 18-19. Husserl uses Wesenschau to refer to 
the intuition of essences. 
41 Caeymaex and Cormann, p. 182. 
42 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 38. 
43 Ibid., p. 355. 
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WKH�UHGXFWLRQ�GRHV�LQ�IDFW�UHVXUIDFH�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�SKHQRPHQRORJ\��LW�LV�QRQH�RWKHU�WKDQ�ZKDW�KH 

WHUPV�³QpDQWLVDWLRQ´�44 Merleau-Ponty is perhaps less radical than Sartre in his critique of the 

epoché�� EXW� LQVLVWV� DOO� WKH� VDPH� XSRQ� LWV� OLPLWDWLRQV�� ³Le plus grand enseignement de la 

UpGXFWLRQ�HVW�O¶LPSRVVLELOLWp�G¶XQH�UpGXFWLRQ�FRPSOète�´45 This, in his view, does not constitute 

D�GHSDUWXUH� IURP�*HUPDQ�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�� ³Voilà pourquoi Husserl s¶interroge toujours de 

nouveau sur la possibilité de la réduction.´46 None the less, his particular framing of those 

limitations shortly thereafter is strongly suggestive of the existential concerns that structure his 

VLQJXODU�GHSOR\PHQW�RI�WKH�UHGXFWLRQ��LW� LV�SUHFLVHO\�EHFDXVH�³nous sommes au monde´��DQG�

WKHUHIRUH�WKDW�³nos réflexions prennent place dans le flux temporeO�TX¶HOOHV�FKHUFKHQW�j�FDSWHU´��

he LQVLVWV��WKDW�³LO�Q¶\�D�SDV�GH�SHQVpH�TXL�HPEUDVVH�WRXWH�QRWUH�SHQVpH�´47 Both thus maintain 

a critical distance from the reduction, whose utility they recognise to varying degrees, but only 

insofar as it is subject to constant evaluation through the prism of lived experience. 

 A further moment in their respective reworkings of German phenomenology relates to 

its aims, and principally to its pretension to transcendental truths. On the one hand, both Sartre 

and Merleau-Ponty broadly concur with the basic epistemological premise of phenomenology, 

namely, that it is possible and in fact desirable to formulate universal truths from a first-person 

perspective by going beyond the particularities of that perspective to the fundamental structures 

of consciousness. And yet, they also share a conviction, itself grounded in their desire to move 

away from the abstract and toward the concrete, that the transcendental truths thus formulated 

are dependent upon the world and other subjects given in lived experience. Sartre locates the 

starting point for absolute truth in the cogito��³,O�QH�SHXW�SDV�\�DYRLU�GH�YpULWp�DXWUH��DX�SRLQW�GH�

départ, que celle-ci : je pense donc je suis «´48 All other truths, he goes on, are grounded in 

 
44 Thévenaz, p. 298. 
45 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. viii. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid., p. ix. 
48 Sartre, /¶([LVWHQWLDOLVPH�HVW�XQ�KXPDQLVPH, p. 64. 



 62 

WKLV�SULPDU\�³YpULWp�DEVROXH´��³«�se saisir sans intermédiaire «´49 Crucially, as will become 

clear in our discussion of autrui, the cogito is for Sartre necessarily and always intersubjective: 

³$LQVL��O¶KRPPH�TXL�V¶DWWHLQW�GLUHFWHPHQW�SDU�OH�cogito découvre aussi tous les autres, et il les 

GpFRXYUH�FRPPH�OD�FRQGLWLRQ�GH�VRQ�H[LVWHQFH�´50 It follows, then, that his own pretension to 

phenomenological truth is not only transcendental, but intersubjective. The same can certainly 

be said of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSK\��ZKHUHLQ�WUXWK�DQd meaning are contingent upon the 

ZRUOG�DQG�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³«�YpULWp�HW�YDOHXU�QH�SHXYHQW�rWUH�SRXU�QRXV�TXH�OH�UpVXOWDW�GH�QRV�

vérifications ou de nos évaluations au contact du monde, devant les autres et dans des situations 

de connaissance et d¶DFWLRn dRQQpHV�«´51 In this, their shared emphasis on the intersubjective 

GLPHQVLRQ�RI�WUXWK��WKH\�FRPPXQLFDWH�D�FULWLTXH�RI�+XVVHUO¶V�PRGHO�± as overly abstract ± in 

favour of a more concrete epistemological framework. As with the reduction, this is far from a 

total rejection of that model. Indeed, Merleau-3RQW\¶V�RZQ�SUHWHQVLRQ�WR�WUXWK�LV�JURXQGHG�LQ�

the Husserlian universal-VLQJXODU� VXEMHFW�� ³&¶est dans notre différence même, dans la 

singularité de notre expérience que s¶atteste l¶étrange pouvoir qu¶elle a de passer en autrui, de 

réaccomplir les actes d¶autrui, et donc que se trouve fondée une véULWp�«´52 Rather, it is yet 

another instance of their reshaping German phenomenology to better acknowledge and respond 

to existential themes, and to properly take stock of lived experience. 

 

Divergences and accords 

 

Thus far, our study of the ways in which Sartre and Merleau-Ponty reorient phenomenology 

has tended to present their projects as a coherent whole. While they do share many of the same 

concerns, and are bound up in a common movement, any comparative appraisal of their work 

 
49 Ibid., pp. 64-65. 
50 Ibid., p. 66. 
51 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�PpWDSK\VLTXH�GDQV�O¶KRPPH¶��S������ 
52 Ibid., pp. 114-115. 
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would be incomplete if it did not also acknowledge and address the critical differences between 

those projects, many of which emerge most forcefully on questions of the body and autrui. To 

do so, we must take each in turn, beginning first with Sartre, before turning to Merleau-Ponty: 

given that the Phénoménologie de la perception is, at least at times, a response to /¶Être et le 

néant, published two years prior, such a chronology will ground a fuller appreciation of both 

texts in context. Sartre is primarily interested in the earlier Husserl, notably as found in the 

Ideen, as well as in Heidegger, whose influence comes through in the focus upon ontology, the 

use of terms such as Dasein, and the interest in themes like authenticity. More so than Merleau-

Ponty, his engagement with phenomenology might be best comprehended as an appropriation 

of its methods and concepts, notably insofar as they allowed him to explore certain pre-existing 

themes, and, to some degree, to justify certain pre-existing convictions. Hence, Alain Renaut 

UHJDUGV�KLV�UHODWLRQ�WR�+XVVHUO�DV�OHVV�D�³GpFRXYHUWH�SDWLHQWH�G¶XQH�°XYUH�SDU�XQ�MHXQH�DXWHXU�

UHVSHFWXHX[�HW�GpVLUHX[�GH�V¶LQVWUXLUH´�WKDQ�³XQH�PRELOLVDWLRQ�SDVVLRnnée, animée par le désir 

IUpQpWLTXH�G¶DUUDFKHU�j�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH�WRXW�FH�TX¶HOOH�SRXYDLW�DSSRUWHU�j�O¶DFFRPSOLVVHPHQW�

G¶XQ�SURJUDPPH�G¶RUHV�HW�GpMj�VDUWULHQ´�53 This view is shared by Marc Froment-Meurice, who 

FRQFHLYHV�RI�6DUWUH¶V�DSSURDFK�WR�KLV�SUHGHFHVVRUV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�LQVWUXPHQWDOLW\��³/D�SHQVpH�GHV�

autres, fût-HOOH�OD�SOXV�IRUWH��Q¶HVW�MDPDLV�SRXU�OXL�TX¶XQ�LQVWUXPHQW��,O�O¶DGDSWH�j�VHV�SURSUHV��HW�

TXDQG�LO�HVWLPH�QH�SOXV�HQ�DYRLU�EHVRLQ��LO�V¶HPSDUH�G¶XQH�DXWUH�´54  

 :KDW�LV�WKLV�³SURJUDPPH�G¶RUHV�HW�GpMj�VDUWULHQ´�WKDW�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�ZDV�PRELOLVHG�WR�

realise? Sartre is principally concerned with interrogating the conditions of subjectivity, so 

much so that he has often faced charges of solipsism, or individualism.55 More precisely, he is 

concerned with uncovering the conditions of a practical subject insofar as this might ground a 

subsequent interrogation of questions of freedom, action, and authenticity. This, for Renaut, 

 
53 Renaut, p. 132. 
54 Froment-Meurice, p. 7. 
55 Daniels, p. 383. 
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lies at the heart of his radical reorientation RI�+HLGHJJHU¶V�WKRXJKW��³5HFKHUFKDQW�OHV�FRQGLWLRQV�

G¶XQ�VDXYHWDJH�GX�VXMHW��6DUWUH�D�RULHQWp�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH�GDQV�XQH�GLUHFWLRQ�GLDPpWUDOHPHQW�

RSSRVpH�j�FHOOH�TX¶DYDLW�YRXOX�OXL�LPSULPHU�+HLGHJJHU�«´56 In a word, his phenomenological 

ontology turns out WR�EH�D�FDOFXODWHG�DQG�VLQJXODU�UHIRUPXODWLRQ�RI�KLV�*HUPDQ�SUHGHFHVVRU¶V�

thought so as to properly account for a concrete ± practical ± subject. Hence, he empties out 

+XVVHUO¶V�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��OHDYLQJ�QRWKLQJ�EXW�être and néant, and shifts the resultant ontology, 

itself indebted to Heidegger, onto the register of the human, both of which are vital precursors 

to a later discussion of freedom, and responsibility. Discussions such as this reveal the breadth 

of his ambitions for phenomenology: in moving through questions of authenticity and bad faith, 

to those of freedom and responsibility, and finally onto a psychanalyse existentielle, which we 

might consider to be entirely foreign to Husserl and Heidegger, we can trace the manifold ways 

in which Sartre mobilised their work. In effect, one of the primary terms of his philosophy, the 

être-pour-soi�� LWVHOI�D�FRPSRVLWH�RI�+XVVHUO¶V�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��DQG�+HLGHJJHU¶V�

ontology, is explicitly posited as the foundation of his pyschanalyse existentielle.57 What is 

more, the project and nature of that psychanalyse existentielle ± ³dégager le sens [du choix du 

pour-VRL@´�DQG�³FRPSUHQGUH�O¶individuel´�± reflect a search for meaning through and beyond a 

purely ontological account of existence, which turns out to be both the culmination and logical 

conclusion of his reorientation of phenomenology.58 This is perhaps the most lucid expression 

of his phenomenological project: away from what he regards as the abstractions of his German 

predecessors, and toward the concrete conditions and meanings of a practical human subject. 

 We might, at this juncture, remark a primary distinction between Sartre and Merleau-

3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSKLHV��LI�6DUWUH�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�WR�GLVWDQFH�KLPVHOI�IURP�*HUPDQ�SKHQRPHQRORJ\��

his contemporary is oftHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�³XQ�FRQWLQXDWHXU��PrPH�FULWLTXH�GH�+XVVHUO´�59 In effect, 

 
56 Renaut, p. 153. 
57 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 602. 
58 Ibid., pp. 595, 619. 
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against the Sartrean relation to phenomenology as primarily a tool for interrogating pre-existing 

themes, Merleau-Ponty appears more invested in phenomenology itself than in its utilisation 

to a particular end. This is not to say that Merleau-Ponty does not also make use of Husserl and 

Heidegger to explore existential themes, far from it. But his own relation to their work is less 

one of instrumentality, and more one of adaptation. To some extent, the divergences in their 

DSSURDFKHV�PLJKW�EH�DWWULEXWHG�WR�WKHLU�IRFXV�RQ�GLIIHUHQW�PRPHQWV�LQ�+XVVHUO¶V�WKRXJKW��6DUWUH�

not only preferred WKH�ODWWHU¶V HDUOLHU�ZRUN��EXW�ZDV�RSHQO\�FULWLFDO�RI�KLV�ODWHU�UHIOHFWLRQV��³(W�

F¶HVW�ELHQ��PDOKHXUHXVHPHQW�� O¶RULHQWDWLRQ�GH� OD�QRXYHOOH�SHQVpH�GH�+XVVHUO «´60 Merleau-

Ponty, on the other hand, is far more interested in these later articulations, notably because they 

were marked by a shift to more existential concerns, such as the Lebenswelt (life-world) and 

LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLW\��³«�j�PHVXUH�TXH�+XVVHUO�DYDQFH�>«@�OH�UDSSRUW�j�DXWUXL��FRPPH�HQ�JpQpUDO�

OH�UDSSRUW�GH�OD�FRQVFLHQFH�DYHF�OH�FRUSV�V¶DSSURIRQGLW�´61 In a word, where Sartre is primarily 

engaging with the most abstract iterations of the Husserlian project, and therefore adopting a 

more critical and radical stance, Merleau-Ponty is principally concerned with the most concrete 

ones, so that his attitude is more constructive. He is looking to take up and rework the nascent 

existential themes found therein��³(Q�SUpVHQWDQW�OHV�FKRVHV�FRPPH�MH�OH�IDLV�MH�SRXVVH�+XVVHUO�

SOXV�ORLQ�TX¶LO�Q¶D�YRXOX�DOOHU�OXL-PrPH�«´62 Ultimately, he wants to see what phenomenology 

might do, should it be run through to what he perceives as its logical conclusions. This grounds 

a further feature of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SURMHFW�WKDW�GLVWLQJXLVKHV�LW�IURP�6DUWUH¶V��QDPHO\��D�GHVLUH�

WR�EULQJ�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�LQWR�FRQWDFW�ZLWK�WKH�KXPDQ�VFLHQFHV��DQG�LQ�VR�GRLQJ�³UHSUHQGUH�XQ�

j un les acquis des sciences humaines dans une perspective phénoménoORJLTXH´�63 Herein lies 

 
60 Jean-Paul Sartre, La transcendance de l'ego et Conscience de soi et connaissance de soi: précédés de Une idée 
fondamentale de la phénoménologie de Husserl: l'intentionalité, (Paris: Vrin, 2003), p. 99. 
61 Merleau-Ponty, Les sciences de l'homme et la phénoménologie, p. 58. 
62 Ibid., p. 43. 
63 Dosse, p. 17. 
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the singularity of his thought. Like Husserl, he perceives a crisis in philosophy and the human 

sciences. And, like Husserl, he regards phenomenology as the solution to that crisis. 

 If there is a driving force behind Merleau-3RQW\¶s reworking of phenomenology, it is 

DUJXDEO\�D�VHDUFK�IRU�PHDQLQJ��6DUWUH�PDNHV�WKLV�SODLQ��³«�YRLOj�SDU�TXHOV�GpWRXUV�LO�YLQW�j�OD�

SKLORVRSKLH�� ,O� V¶pWRQQD�� ULHQ� GH� SOXV �� WRXW� HVW� MRXp� G¶DERUG� HW� SRXUWDQW� O¶RQ� FRQWLQXH ; 

pourquoi ? Pourquoi mener une vie disqualifiée par des absences "�(W�TX¶HVW-ce que vivre "´64 

Hence his interest in the later Husserl, who is asking, following Michel Lefeuvre, the questions 

Merleau-3RQW\�LV�VHHNLQJ�WR�DQVZHU��³«�FRPPHQW�SHQVHU�OH�VHQV�HQ�VRQ�DQFUDJH dans le monde 

VHQVLEOH��GDQV� OH�PRQGH�YpFX�� FRPPHQW�GpFULUH� O¶pPHUJHQFH�PrPH�GX�VHQV�� VD�JHQqVH�� VRQ�

historicité "´65 Indeed, according to one of his contemporaries, Jean Hyppolite, this search for 

PHDQLQJ�PRWLYDWHV�KLV�SDUWLFXODU�UHZRUNLQJ�RI�+XVVHUO¶V�Whought��KH�³>UHSUHQG@�OH�SUREOqPH�

des choses elles-PrPHV� Oj�R��+XVVHUO� O¶DYDLW� ODLVVp��DX�QLYHDX�GX�PRQGH�SHUoX��EHUFHDX�GH�

WRXWHV� OHV� VLJQLILFDWLRQV´�� DQG� ³>UDWWDFKH@� OD� SUREOpPDWLTXH� GX� VHQV� HW� GHV� VLJQLILFDWLRQV� j�

O¶H[SORUDWLRQ�GH�O¶H[SpULHQFH�YpFXH�´66 In concrete terms, as the title of his 1945 work suggests, 

WKH�UHRULHQWDWLRQ�RI�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�DURXQG�TXHVWLRQV�RI�³VHQV´�DQG�³VLJQLILFDWLRQ´�WUDQVODWHV�

WR�D�IRFXV�XSRQ�SHUFHSWLRQ��ZKLFK�PRYHV�IURP�D�SHULSKHUDO�FRQFHUQ��LQ�+XVVHUO¶V�WKRXJKW��WR�D�

central one, in Merleau-3RQW\¶V��&UXFLDO��KHUH��LV�WKH�SULPDF\�WKDW�WKLV�VKLIW�JUDQWV�WR�WKH�ERG\��

DJDLQVW�+XVVHUO¶V�WUHDWPHQW�RI�SHUFHSWLRQ��ZKLFK�UHIOHFWV�D�FOHDU�SULYLOHJH�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�RYHU�

the body, Merleau-Ponty insists upon its centrality, thus placing the body at the heart of his 

LQTXLU\��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��KLV�LV�OHVV�³XQH�SKpQRPpQRORJLH�GH�OD�FRQVFLHQFH�plutôt que GX�FRUSV´��

WR�WDNH�XS�)UDQFN�5REHUW¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�+XVVHUO¶V�WKRXJKW��DQG�PRUH�une phénoménologie de 

la conscience autant que du corps.67 In formulating this, a phenomenology of consciousness as 

 
64 Sartre, Situations, IV, p. 191. 
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incarnate, Merleau-Ponty creates the conditions for an interrogation of another theme that had 

RQO\�EULHIO\�HPHUJHG�LQ�+XVVHUO�DQG�+HLGHJJHU¶V�ZRUN��LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLW\��,Q�IDFW��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�

Hwa Yol Jung, the emphasis he places upon perception and the body make possible an account 

of the social world that was simply beyond the scope of his German predecessors.68 There is a 

certain irony here: in pursuing the very existential inquiries that draw Merleau-Ponty to Husserl 

and Heidegger, he comes up against the limits of their thought. It is in this sense that we might 

see his reorientation of phenomenology onto more concrete ground ± perception, the body, the 

social world ± less as a departure, and more as a continuation, one whose apparent infidelity to 

that work is in fact symptomatic of a desire to stay faithful to its most fundamental principles. 

 It thus becomes clear that while Sartre and Merleau-Ponty share many central concerns,  

notably a will to move from the abstract to the concrete, they diverge in both the nature of their 

existential concerns, and the particular direction in which they take phenomenology. In part, at 

OHDVW��WKHVH�GLYHUJHQFHV�UHIOHFW�WKHLU�IRFXV�XSRQ�GLIIHUHQW�PRPHQWV�LQ�+XVVHUO¶V�WKought, itself 

grounded in ³D�FRQVLGHUDEOH�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�WKHLU�SKLORVRSKLFDO�DLPV´��³WKH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�SUH-

UHIOHFWLYH�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQ´��IRU�0HUOHDX-3RQW\��DQG�³WKH�SUREOHP�RI�KXPDQ�

freedom and LWV�LPSOLFDWLRQV´��IRU�6DUWUH�69 They share a common ambition ± ³WR�HOXFLGDWH�WKH�

UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�DQG�LWV�ZRUOG´ ± but not a common impetus: that ambition 

LV�PRWLYDWHG�E\�D�GHVLUH�³WR�GHILQH�WKH�QDWXUH�DQG�WKH�OLPLWV�RI�RXU�understanding RI�WKH�ZRUOG´��

in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FDVH��DQG ³WR�SURYLGH�WKH�EDVLV�IRU�D�SKLORVRSK\�RI�action´��LQ�6DUWUH¶V�70 

This, in turn, foregrounds distinctive readings of Husserl, as is clear where they discuss each 

RWKHU¶V�ZRUN��6DUWUH¶V�SRUWUDLW�RI�0HUOHDX-Ponty is especially insightful��³«�QRXV�poursuivîmes 

QRV�OHFWXUHV�HW�QRV�UHFKHUFKHV���DX�PrPH�U\WKPH�PDLV�VpSDUpPHQW�«´71 In retrospect, he notes, 

dissonances in their readings of Husserl and Heidegger were manifest from the outset: 
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Seul, chacun se fût WURS� DLVpPHQW� SHUVXDGp� G¶DYRLU� FRPSULV� O¶LGée 
SKpQRPpQRORJLTXH� �� j� GHX[�� QRXV� HQ� LQFDUQLRQV� O¶XQ� SRXU� O¶DXWUH�
O¶DPELJXwWp� �� F¶HVW� TXH� FKDFXQ� VDLVLVVDLW� FRPPH� XQH� GpYLDWLRQ�
inattendue de son propre travail le travail étranger, parfois ennemi, qui 
VH�IDLVDLW�HQ�O¶DXWUH�72 

 

Merleau-Ponty, for his part, is a vocal critic RI�6DUWUH¶V�LGLRV\QFUDWLF�UHDGLQJV��³&H�JULHI�Q¶HVW�

DEVROXPHQW�SDV�IRQGp��VL�O¶RQ�VH�UHSRUWH�j�FH�TXH�+XVVHUO�YRXODLW�´73 There are, at the most basic 

level, significant disparities in their engagements with phenomenology, which both reflect and 

reinforce divergences in the driving concerns behind their respective philosophical projects. 

 These moments of dissonance in the foundations of their phenomenological inquiries 

foreground resultant distinctions in their theories. In this respect, Christina Howells has pointed 

WR�³FOHDU�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�0HUOHDX-Ponty and Sartre, especially with respect to the role of 

WKH�ERG\´�WKDW set their reflections against one another.74 This is clear in the very framings of 

their works: /¶Être et le néant is primarily an ontology, as the subtitle ± µ(VVDL�G¶XQH�RQWRORJLH�

SKpQRPpQRORJLTXH¶�± sets out, while the Phénoménologie de la perception takes the latter term 

± perception ± as its centrepiece. Indeed, following Howells, we might read Merleau-3RQW\¶V�

philosophy as LQ�VRPH�VHQVH�DQWDJRQLVWLF�WR�6DUWUH¶V��³«�KH�HPSKDVLVHV�SUHFLVHO\�WKRVH�DVSHFWV�

of existence that he believes Sartre puts in question, arguing that habit and sedimented 

VWUXFWXUHV�DUH�ZKDW�HQDEOH�XV�WR�IXQFWLRQ� LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�DQG�WR�VHH�LW�FOHDUO\«´75 Perhaps the 

most oft-cited point of discord lies in their accounts of intersubjectivity. If, as we have seen, 

Sartre has often been subject to accusations of solipsism, the opposite might be said of Merleau-

3RQW\��ZKR�KDV�UHJXODUO\�EHHQ�ODXGHG�IRU�KLV�HPSKDVLV�XSRQ�WKH�VRFLDO��³7R�6DUWUH¶V�SKLORVRSK\�

RI�VXEMHFWLYLW\�´�:KLWIRUG�VWDWHV��³KH�RSSRVHV�D�SKLORVRSK\�RI�LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLW\�´76 While the 
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charge of solipsism so often levelled at Sartre merits scrutiny, as we shall see, this is something 

that Merleau-3RQW\�KLPVHOI�ODPHQWV�LQ�KLV�DSSUDLVDO�RI�6DUWUH¶V�ZRUN��³&HWWH�WKpRULH�GX�VRFLDO��

/¶(WUH�HW�OH�1pDQW QH�QRXV�OD�GRQQH�SDV�HQFRUH�´77 He does so, however, precisely because he 

considers him to have provided a novel problematisation of the question of other subjects and 

WKH�VRFLDO�ZRUOG��³«�LO�SRVH�OH�SUREOqPH�GHV�UHODWLRQV�UpFLSURTXHV�HQWUH� OD�FRQVFLHQFH�HW� OH�

monde social de la manière la SOXV�YLJRXUHXVH�«´78 Indeed, somewhat ironically, we might 

consider intersubjectivity to be a moment of basic coherence between their respective projects: 

for both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, the shift from abstract to concrete points to a conception of 

the subject as in the world, and among other subjects. There are, of course, critical moments of 

discordance between their thought, EXW�WR�DUJXH�WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�LV�D�SKLORVRSK\�RI�VXEMHFWLYLW\��

and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�D�SKLORVRSK\�RI� LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLW\��LV�WR�PLVUHDd /¶Être et le néant, and 

distract from other, crucial instances of disagreement, most notably in their treatment of autrui. 

 Many scholars who have taken up this conceptualisation of the relation between their 

works are in fact building upon Merleau-Ponty¶V�RZQ�FULWLTXHV�RI�6DUWUH��,Q�HIIHFW��LI�ZH�WDNH�

those critiques at face value, we necessarily see their projects as divergent, if not fundamentally 

antagonistic to one another. If, on the other hand, we subject them to scrutiny, a picture emerges 

less of an antagonism, and more of a proximity between their reflections. We might begin by 

noting, with Whitford, that Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FULWLFLVP�RI�6DUWUH�LV�V\PSWRPDWLF�RI�DQ�DQ[LHW\�

to stress the originality of his work, which leads him to be overly critical of his contemporary:  

³«� DUHDV� RI� GLYHUJHQFH� DUH� GZHOW� RQ�� SRLQWV� RI� FRQYHUJHQFH� UHFHLYH� OLWWOH� PRUH� WKDQ� D�

PHQWLRQ�´79 )XUWKHU�� LI�+RZHOOV�JHVWXUHV� WRZDUGV�³FOHDU�GLIIHUHQFHV´� LQ� WKHLU�ZRUN�� VKH�DOVR�

SRLQWV�WR�PRPHQWV�RI�KDUPRQ\��³7KLV�LV�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ�WR Phénoménologie de la perception, it 

could equally well be part of /¶(WUH�HW� OH�1pDQW�´80 Sartre and Merleau-Ponty do diverge in 
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significant ways, as we shall see in our study of the body and autrui, but those do not detract 

in any meaningful way from the basic coherence between their reflections, to the extent that 

we might view them as bound up in a common project: that of existential phenomenology. In 

HVVHQFH��UHWXUQLQJ�WR�:KLWIRUG��WKHLU�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�HQTXLULHV�VKDUH�D�³FHQWUDO�WKHPH´��³WKH�

relatLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�DQG�LWV�ZRUOG´��DQG�³EHWZHHQ�DFWLYLW\�DQG�SDVVLYLW\�LQ�WKH�

FUHDWLRQ�DQG�DFFHSWDQFH�RI�PHDQLQJ´�81 $QG�WKH�VDPH�EDVLF�DLP�IRU�SKHQRPHQRORJ\��³«�D�QHZ�

GHILQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�ZRUOG�UHODWLRQVKLS�´82 6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�FRQFXrs with this view: 

³1RXV�DYLRQV�XQ�PrPH�GpVLU ��VRUWLU�GX�WXQQHO��YRLU�FODLU�´83 Indeed, Sartre provides us with 

SHUKDSV�WKH�PRVW�OXFLG�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�UHODWLRQ�WR�RQH�DQRWKHU��³7URS�LQGLYLGXDOLVWHV�SRXU�

mettre en commun nos recherches, nous devînmes UpFLSURTXHV�HQ�UHVWDQW�VpSDUpV�´84 He speaks 

RI�WKHLU�SUR[LPLW\�LQ�ODQJXDJH�WKDW�LQGLFDWHV�GLVWDQFH��³1RXV�pWLRQV�GHV�pJDX[��GHV�DPLV��QRQ�

SDV�GHV�VHPEODEOHV�«´85 Sartre is inviting us to observe the relation between their thought as 

he does, through a prism of individuality, and reciprocity. To do so is not to deny the powerful 

tension that subtends that relation, but to see it as uniquely productive, rather than destructive.  

 

Theories of the body 

 

In this light, moments of dissonance between Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�LQTXLULHV�WXUQ�RXW�WR�

be a symbol not of their distance, but of their imbrication in a mutual philosophical endeavour, 

namely, existential phenomenology. Just as a musical note can only sound off-key in the 

context of a harmony, such moments stand out precisely to the extent that they signal the limits 

of sympathy between their theories. It follows, then, that points of disagreement might be fertile 
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ground for an appraisal of their basic affinities, as well as of their wider philosophies, and of 

existential phenomenology. The imperative to read Sartre and Merleau-Ponty both with and 

against each other thus impresses its urgency: such a reading favours the localisation and 

exploitation of sources of friction between their reflections. This is nowhere more true than on 

the questions at the heart of this thesis: the body, and autrui. Not only are these questions 

central to our study of bodily otherness: they are also some of the principle fault lines along 

which Sartre and Merleau-Ponty come into conflict. Hence, a thorough interrogation of their 

theories of the body, and autrui, will not only ground a comprehensive understanding of these 

theories. It will also shed further light upon the broader relation between their work, and upon 

existential phenomenology as a whole. Therein, for both, albeit in distinct ways, the body plays 

a primordial role in our relation to autrui: it is that through which we encounter other subjects. 

Further, many of their disagreements with regard to autrui turn out to be anchored in a more 

fundamental conflict, that between their theories of the body. In this optic, our reflection will 

open with the body, and move through to autrui, with a view to foregrounding a more holistic 

appreciation of their accounts of both, and the relation between them. 

 To examine such disagreements is not to posit Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSKLHV�

as fundamentally antagonistic. Quite the opposite: the aim is to parse the discordances so as to 

better appreciate their harmony on so many basic questions. If scholarship on the body in their 

work has tended to dwell on these discordances, at the expense of recognising their affinities, 

this is likely a symptom of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�RZQ�LQVLVWHQFH�XSRQ�WKH�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�WKHLU�

theories of corporeality. And to his apparent desire to distance himself from Sartre, one which 

only hardened in the later years of his life. The present study is principally concerned with his 

position at the time of the publication of the Phénoménologie de la perception. While there are 

FOHDU�FULWLTXHV�RI�6DUWUH¶V�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERG\�WKHUHLQ��FDUH�PXVW�EH�WDNHQ�QRW�WR�FRQIRXQG�

them with those found in later works, such as his Les Aventures de la dialectique or Le Visible 
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HW�O¶LQYLVLEOH��by which point his stance is far more severe. A reading of such works may prove 

informative for the present study, so long as it takes stock of the shift in his intellectual position: 

as and when we do engage with them, it will be in this light. Indeed, while there are some real 

points of divergence in their discussions of the body, they are rarely highlighted by Merleau-

Ponty, who tends instead to stress other points of conflict grounded in his own idiosyncratic 

and, as we shall see, highly contHQWLRXV� UHDGLQJ�RI�6DUWUH¶V�ZRUN��As such, scholarship that 

takes up his reading of Sartre uncritically tends not to do justice to either of their accounts. This 

is perhaps most salient on the question of the significance of the body in their work. On the 

one hand, it would be wrong to claim, as some critics, following the later Merleau-Ponty, have 

done, that Sartre disregards or fails to account for the body. On the other, there is some weight 

to the claim that the body is more central to Merleau-3RQW\¶V�Whought. In /¶Être et le néant, it 

LV�RQH�RI�VHYHUDO�IHDWXUHV�RI�FRQVFLRXV�H[LVWHQFH�WR�EH�DFFRXQWHG�IRU�LQ�WKH�WHUPV�RI�6DUWUH¶V�

ontology: in the Phénoménologie de la perception, it figures as the cornerstone of a philosophy 

of worldly, embodied consciousness. Hence, Sartre is able to formulate his ontology of being 

and nothingness, and to begin his treatment of autrui, before turning to the body. This is not 

LQFLGHQWDO��EXW�LQWHQWLRQDO��³,O�Q¶HQWUH�SDV�GDQV�QRWUH�GHVVHLQ�GH�PpFRQQDvWUH�RX�GH�QpJOLJHU�OH�

rôOH�GX�FRUSV��0DLV�LO�LPSRUWH�DYDQW�WRXW��HQ�RQWRORJLH�FRPPH�SDUWRXW�DLOOHXUV��G¶REVHUYHU�GDQV�

OH�GLVFRXUV�XQ�RUGUH�ULJRXUHX[�´86 In contrast, Merleau-3RQW\¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�ERG\�SUHFHGHV�

and grounds that of most other aspects of lived experience, such as the world, and autrui. His 

is a phenomenology of perception, wherein the body is the absolute and defining centre. There 

is, then, a clear difference in the emphasis that they place upon the body, one which is indicative 

of deeper conflicts between their philosophical projects. And yet, to conceive of this difference 

in absolute terms ± of absence in Sartre, and presence in Merleau-Ponty ±, is not only to misread 

their theories of corporeality. It is also to obscure the very real divergences between them. 

 
86 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 255. 
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 Indeed, a comparative reading of the theories of corporeality found in /¶Être et le néant 

and the Phénoménologie de la perception reveals them to be far more concordant than much 

of the literature would suggest. For one, they begin from the same starting point: the belief that 

earlier philosophies have failed to adequately account for the nature of the body and its role in 

lived experience, or its relation to the mind. Both are concerned with demonstrating not only 

that idealism and realism have yet to provide such an account, but also that no coherent theory 

of the body can be produced on idealist or realist terms. Where Merleau-Ponty candidly lays 

out his aspirations in the Phénoménologie de la perception ± ³«�dépasser définitivement la 

dichotomie classiTXH�GX�VXMHW�HW�GH�O¶REMHW�«´�± we find a refusal of those terms, as well as a 

further moment of consonance with Sartre: a desire to conclusively refute substance dualism, 

and as such dualist conceptualisations of the body as distinct from the mind.87 Hence, both he 

and Sartre critique the ways in which science and psychology tend to conceive of the body, as 

an organism or mechanism separate from the mind: for Merleau-3RQW\��³O¶KRPPH�>«@�Q¶HVW�

pas un psychisme joint à un organisme´��ZKLOH��IRU�6DUWUH��WKH�être-pour-soi, the mode of being 

RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��³QH�VDXUDLW�rWUH�uni j�XQ�FRUSV´88. Neither looks to deny that the body exists 

as a kind of object. Rather, they take issue with a view of the body as nothing more than an 

object, insofar as this view fatally misunderstands its nature, and its role in lived experience. 

To this end, they distinguish between the body as object ± le corps-objet or le corps objectif ± 

and the body as lived ± 6DUWUH¶V�corps-pour-moi and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�corps phénoménal. In a 

word, the body does exist as a kind of object, but it does not exist as such for consciousness. 

Taking up Merleau-3RQW\��³«�le corps objectif n¶est pas la vérité du corps phénoménal, c¶est-

à-dire la vérité du corps tel que nous le vivons «´89 It is here that they locate the failure of 

scientific and earlier philosophical accounts of the body, whose error is to begin with the body-

 
87 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 203. 
88 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 104.; Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 344. [my italics] 
89 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 493. 
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as-object and not the body-as-lived. For Sartre, the problem of the relation between body and 

PLQG�LV�³VRXYHQW�REVFXUFL�SDU�OH�IDLW�TX¶RQ�SRVH�GH�SULPH�DERUG�OH�FRUSV�FRPPH�XQH�FHUWDLQH�

chose´��ZKLOH��IRU�0HUOHDX-3RQW\��³OH�SUREOqPH�GHV�UHODWLRQV�GH�O¶kPH�HW�GX�FRUSV�QH�FRQFHUQH�

SDV�OH�FRUSV�REMHFWLI�TXL�Q¶D�TX¶XQH�H[LVWHQFH�FRQFHSWXHOOH��PDLV�OH�FRUSV�phénoménal�´90 They 

thus frame their discussions of the body in similar ways: a rejection of substance dualism, along 

with those conceptual frameworks predicated upon it, and a parallel conviction that the answer 

to the mind-body problem is not to be found in the body-as-object, but in the body-as-lived. 

 The proximity in their framings of the question foreshadows several significant points 

of agreement in their respective solutions to it. Most notably, both look to overcome substance 

dualism by conceiving of consciousness as necessarily incarnate. Hence Merleau-Ponty refers 

to the subject as a sujet incarné WKURXJKRXW�KLV�ZRUN��DQG�GHVFULEHV�FRQVFLRXV�H[LVWHQFH�DV�³une 

incarnation perpétuelle´.91 Sartre, too, is at pains to show that the body is part of consciousness, 

DQG�YLHZV�WKH�ERG\�DV�³XQH�VWUXFWXUH�FRQVFLHQWH�GH�PD�FRQVFLHQFH´.92 Herein lies his solution 

to the mind-ERG\�SUREOHP��³«�LO�Q¶HVW�SDV�YUDL�>«@�TXH�O¶union de l¶âme et du corps soit le 

rapprochement contingent de deux substances radicalement distinctes ; mais, au contraire, il 

découle nécessairement de la nature du pour-soi qu¶LO�VRLW�FRUSV�«´93 Elsewhere, Simone de 

%HDXYRLU¶V�GHIHQFH�RI�KLV�SKLORVRSK\�HFKRHV�WKLV�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��³0D�FRQVFLHQFH�

QH�SHXW�GpSDVVHU�OH�PRQGH�TX¶HQ�V¶\�HQJDJHDQW�>«@�HW�F¶HVW�SRXUTXRL�LO�Q¶\�D�GH�FRQVFLHQFH�

TX¶LQFDUQpH�´94 For Sartre, consciousness must be incarnate, because it is in the world, and the 

ERG\�LV�WKH�³FRQGLWLRQ�QpFHVVDLUH�GH�O¶H[LVWHQFH�G¶XQ�PRQGH´.95 This recalls Merleau-3RQW\¶V�

YLHZ��ZLWKLQ�ZKLFK�WKH�ERG\�ILJXUHV�YDULRXVO\�DV�WKH�³PpGLDWHXU´�DQG�³SLYRW´�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��DQG�

 
90 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 342.; Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 493. 
91 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 194. 
92 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 369. 
93 Ibid., p. 349. 
94 Simone de Beauvoir, 'Merleau-Ponty et le pseudo-sartrisme', in Privilèges, (Paris: Gallimard, 1955), pp. 201-
272 (p. 207). 
95 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 368. 



 75 

LQGHHG�DV�³QRWUH�PR\HQ�JpQpUDO�G¶DYRLU�XQ�PRQGH´96. The body is that through which we have 

a world and indeed the foundation of our being-in-the-world, what Sartre terms our être-dans-

le-monde ± ³«�PD�IDFWLFLWp�G¶rWUH�©�DX-milieu-du-monde » en tant que je la dépasse vers mon 

rWUH� GDQV� OH�PRQGH�«´� ± and Merleau-Ponty our être-au-monde�� ³OH� YpKLFXOH� GH� O¶rWUH� DX�

mondH´97. And this être-au-monde is a concrete experience of being in the world: ³«�VH�MRLQGUH�

j�XQ�PLOLHX�GpILQL��VH�FRQIRQGUH�DYHF�FHUWDLQV�SURMHWV�HW�V¶\�HQJDJHU�FRQWLQXHOOHPHQW´.98 

Here we find a further point of concordance: that if the body grounds our being-in-the-

world, it does so through intentionality, the term used by both, following Husserl, to describe 

the relation between actual or possible acts of consciousness, and their correlates in the world. 

The body is not simply a neutral hinge or bridge between consciousness and the world: it is a 

part of consciousness and shapes our intentional engagement in the world precisely and only 

insofar as it enables and realises perceptions, actions, and projects therein. The body is thus a 

³système G¶DFWLRQV�SRVVLEOHV´�DQG�D�³SRVWXUH�HQ�YXH�G¶XQH�FHUWDLQH�WkFKH�DFWXHOOH�RX�SRVVLEOH´� 

for Merleau-Ponty, while, for Sartre��LW�PDQLIHVWV�WKH�³SRVVLELOLWpV�TXH�MH�suis´.99 Consequently, 

it is the foundation of our situation, our position in the world as natural, social and historical 

EHLQJV�� ,QGHHG�� IROORZLQJ�6DUWUH�� ³OH� FRUSV�QH� VH�GLVWLQJXH�SDV�GH� OD� situation du pour-soi, 

puisque, pour le pour-VRL��H[LVWHU�HW�VH�VLWXHU�QH�IRQW�TX¶XQ´�100 Merleau-3RQW\�FRQFXUV��³«�

notre corps n¶est que cette situation même en tant qu¶elle est réalisée et effective�´101 Further, 

the body is that which gives us the world, not as an objective or abstract reality, but, in Sartrean 

WHUPV��DV�WKH�³O¶HVTXLVVH�pQRUPH�GH�WRXWHV�PHV�DFWLRQV�SRVVLEOHV�´102 The body thus figures as 

WKH�³RUGUH�GX�PRQGH´��IRU�6DUWUH��DQG�DV�D�³FHUWDLQ�PRQWDJH�j�O¶pJDUG�GX�PRQGH´��IRU�0HUOHDX-

 
96 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. 169, 97, 171. 
97 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 399.; Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 97. 
98 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 97. 
99 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. 289, 116.; Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 362. 
100 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 348. 
101 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. 391-392. 
102 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 362. 
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Ponty.103 ,QGHHG��IRU�WKH�ODWWHU��WR�KDYH�D�ERG\�LV�³rWUH�QRXp�j�XQ�FHUWDLQ�PRQGH´��LQVRIDU�DV�RXU�

body determines our possibilities for action in the world, it shapes the way the world appears, 

and thus our experience of and in it.104 This claim hinges upon a further moment of consonance 

in their discussions of corporeality, namely, the belief that the body is contingent. Sartre 

GHVFULEHV�LW�DV�³la forme contingente que prend la nécessité de ma contingence´�105 The nature 

and capacities of my body are not general or predetermined, they are contingent: they are the 

way they are, but they could have been otherwise. In other words, the body that determines our 

possibilities for action and our experience in and of the world is not neutral or abstract. It is a 

specific body, with unique capacities and limitations, so that these possibilities and experiences 

in the world are also particular and unique. This does not mean that our bodies are arbitrary for 

us, as Merleau-3RQW\�PDNHV�SODLQ��³«�il ne m¶est pas seulement essentiel d¶avoir un corps, 

mais même d¶avoir ce corps-ci.´106 In fact, the contingent form of my body as the vector of my 

actual or possible engagement in the world grounds my individuality. For Sartre, the body 

³UHSUpVHQWH�O¶LQGLYLGXDWLRQ�GH�PRQ�HQJDJHPHQW�GDQV�OH�PRQGH´��ZKLOH��IRU�0HUOHDX-Ponty, the 

VXEMHFW�³QH�UpDOLVH�VRQ�LSVpLWp�TX¶HQ�pWDQW�HIIHFWLYHPHQW�FRUSV�HW�HQ�pWDQW�SDU�FH�FRUSV�GDQV�OH�

monde´.107 They thus agree on several major points: that consciousness is incarnate, and that 

the body ± as contingent ± grounds our experience in the world, and our individuality. 

 

6DUWUH¶V�ERG\: en-soi and pour-soi 

 

This is not to say that they conceive of the body in entirely homogenous ways. In fact, there 

are some basic and crucial differences between their accounts, both in terms of their focus and 

 
103 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 332.; Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 350. 
104 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 173. 
105 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 348. 
106 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 493. 
107 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 349.; Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 467. 
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the conclusions they draw. Given that Merleau-3RQW\¶V�LV�WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�D�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKH�RQH�

formulated in /¶Être et le néant��ZH�ZLOO� VWXG\� WKHP� LQ� WXUQ�� EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK� 6DUWUH¶V��+LV�

account of the body must be understood in the context of his ontology of being and nothingness, 

or, more accurately, as a development and consolidation of that ontology. Therein, être-en-soi 

is the mode of being ascribed to objects, while être-pour-soi is the mode of being ascribed to 

consciousness. For Sartre, consciousness originates at birth with an original tearing away ± 

arrachement ± of the pour-soi from the en-soi, that which is fixed. Henceforth, the pour-soi, 

or consciousness, is separated from the en-soi by nothingness ± néant ± and is condemned to 

perpetually try to rejoin the en-soi, without success: to do so would signal the end of 

consciousness, or death. Insofar as the body has a material reality, the body figures as en-soi, 

or that which the pour-soi must ceaselessly attempt to rejoin in the movement of existence. The 

body as en-soi is facticité��³«�OD�IDFWLFLWp��F¶HVW-à-dire notre existence comme corps au milieu 

GX� PRQGH�´108 The facticité of the body is not merely its materiality in the present, but 

everything about the VHOI�ZKLFK�LV�IL[HG��³1DLVVDQFH��SDVVp��FRQWLQJHQFH��QpFHVVLWp�GH�SRLQW�GH�

vue, condition de fait de toute action possible sur le monde : tel est le corps��WHO�TX¶LO�HVW�pour 

moi�´109 As such, the body as facticité PDQLIHVWV�RXU�FRQWLQJHQF\��³«�V¶LO�HVW�Qpcessaire que je 

sois engagé dans tel ou tel point de vue, il est contingent que ce soit précisément dans celui-ci 

«´110 Further, the body as facticité JURXQGV�RXU�VLWXDWLRQ��³«�OD�VLWXDWLRQ�WUDKLW�PD�facticité, 

F¶HVW-à-dire le fait que les choses sont là simplement comme elles sont, sans nécessité ni 

SRVVLELOLWp�G¶rWUH�DXWUHPHQW��HW�TXH�MH�suis là SDUPL�HOOHV´��$W�DOO�RI�WKHVH�OHYHOV��WKH�ERG\�LV�WKH�

dépassé, insofar as it figures as the en-soi which the pour-soi must take up and go beyond in 

LWV�LQWHQWLRQDO�H[LVWHQFH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��³«�OH�FRUSV�QH�SHXW�rWUH�TXH�OH�GpSDVVp���LO�HVW�FH�TXH�MH�

GpSDVVH�>«@�HW�FH�TXH�M¶DXUDL�SHUSpWXHOOHPHQW�j�GpSDVVHU�«´111 In other words, consciousness 

 
108 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 401. 
109 Ibid., p. 367. 
110 Ibid., p. 348. 
111 Ibid., p. 365. 
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never experiences the body as en-soi, and if the body is a kind of object, it can never be an 

object for us. Neither is the body solely en-soi��DV�6DUWUH�PDNHV�FOHDU��³«�LO�Q¶est pas un en-soi 

dans le pour-VRL��FDU�DORUV�LO�ILJHUDLW�WRXW�´112 The body is not only en-soi, but also pour-soi. 

Indeed, insofar as we experience our own body, it is pour-soi. The body-as-lived, for Sartre, is 

³ULHQ�G¶DXWUH�TXH�OH�SRXU-VRL´.113 +HUHLQ�OLHV�6DUWUH¶V�RULJLQDO�VROXWLRQ�WR�VXEVWDQFH�GXDOLVP��

granting the body a dual or ambiguous ontological status. Put simply, the mind-body problem 

is no longer a problem, because the body is both en-soi and pour-soi, both object and subject, 

and it is precisely this duality that grounds consciousness as incarnate. 

In light of this discussiRQ�RI�6DUWUH¶V�WKHRU\�RI�WKH�ERG\��ZH�PLJKW�EH�VXUSULVHG�WR�ILQG�

that one of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�PRVW�FRQVLVWHQW�FULWLTXHV�RI�WKLV�WKHRU\�ZDV�WKDW�LW�QRW�RQO\�IDLOV�WR�

UHIXWH�EXW�LQGHHG�UHSURGXFHV�VXEVWDQFH�GXDOLVP��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�0DUJDUHW�:KLWIRUG��³$W�RQH�WLPH 

or another in the course of his criticism, he accuses Sartre of reinstating all the familiar 

dualisms: subject/object, mind/body, interior/exterior, consciousness/world, active/passive, 

EHLQJ�QRWKLQJQHVV�´114 While Merleau-3RQW\¶V�VWDQFH�FHUWDLQO\�JURZV�PRre polarised later in 

his life, we can nonetheless locate the germ of such a critique in the Phénoménologie de la 

perception. Notably, he problematises any theory of existence that makes a distinction between 

en-soi and pour-soi, which he sees, respectivel\��DV�V\QRQ\PRXV�ZLWK�WKH�³SK\VLRORJLTXH´�DQG�

WKH�³SV\FKLTXH´��RQ�WKH�JURXQGV�WKDW��IURP�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�H[LVWHQFH��³ils ne se distinguent 

plus comme l¶ordre de l¶en soi et l¶ordre du pour soi, et [ils] sont tous deux orientés vers un 

pôle intentionnel ou vers un monde�´115 (YHQ�ZKHUH�KH�SXEOLFO\�GHIHQGHG�6DUWUH¶V�WKRXJKW��LQ�

KLV� ����� µ/D� 4XHUHOOH� GH� O¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH¶�� KH� FRQVLGHUV� LW� WR� EH� ³WURS� H[FOXVLYHPHQW�

DQWLWKpWLTXH´�� DQG� ODPHQWV� ³O¶DQWLWKqVH� GX� SRXU VRL� HW� GH� O¶HQ soi [qui] font souvent figure 

G¶alternatives, au lieu d¶être décrites comme le lien vivant de l¶un des termes à l¶autre et comme 

 
112 Ibid., p. 348. 
113 Ibid. 
114 Whitford, p. 23. 
115 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 103. 
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OHXU�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�´116 This echoes his assertion in the Phénoménologie de la perception that 

the mind-ERG\�SUREOHP�³QH�VH�UpVRXW�TXH�VL�O¶RQ�FHVVH�GH�distinguer le corps comme mécanisme 

en soi et la conscience comme être pour soi´.117 Indeed, as Christina Howells has argued, 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V� EDVLF� FRQWHQWLRQ� LV� WKDW� 6DUWUH¶V� RQWRORJ\� SUHFOXGHV� WKH� YHU\� QRQ-dualist 

model of the body which the latter is looNLQJ�WR�HVSRXVH��³«�GHVSLWH�6DUWUH¶V�LQVLVWHQFH�WKDW�

the body represents the situation and the soi of the pour-soi >«,] Merleau-Ponty cannot accept 

that this is even really thinkable for Sartre, given his description of the pour-soi as a néant�´118 

Simply put, for Merleau-3RQW\��LQVRIDU�DV�LW�LV�DUWLFXODWHG�LQ�WKH�WHUPV�RI�KLV�RQWRORJ\��6DUWUH¶V�

theory of the body is not wilfully dualist, but inevitably so.  

Merleau-Ponty is not alone in such a critique. Whitford, for example, has argued that 

6DUWUH�³FXWV�WKH�JURXQG�IURP�XQGHU�KLV�RZQ�IHHW´�LQVRIDU�DV�WKH�RQWRORJLFDO�FDWHJRULHV�RI�en-soi 

and pour-soi ³UHLQWURGXFH�WKH�GLFKRWRP\�KH�KDV�EHHQ�WU\LQJ�WR�DYRLG´�119 Others, however, have 

sought to demonstrate that Merleau-Ponty fatally misconstrues the position adopted by Sartre 

in /¶Être et le néant. Perhaps the most vocal such counter-critiques is Simone de Beauvoir: 

³&RQWUH� la Nausée, O¶Être et le néant, contre tout ce que Sartre a écrit, il maintient que le 

VDUWULVPH�QH�FRQQDvW�ULHQ�HQWUH�OH�VXMHW�HW�O¶HQ-VRL�´120 His major error, in her view, is that he 

FRQIRXQGV�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�ZLWK�VXEMHFWLYLW\��³3RXU�6DUWUH��OD�FRQVFLHQFH��SXUH�SUpVHQFH�j�VRL��

Q¶HVW�SDV�XQ�VXMHW «´121 ,Q�GRLQJ�VR��KH�LV�XQDEOH�WR�JUDVS�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�

and of the body in the actual terms of his ontology, and is therefore condemned to misinterpret 

that account as dualistic. Howells, too, regards Merleau-3RQW\¶V�UHDGLQJ�RI�6DUWUH¶V�SKLORsophy 

DV�RYHUO\�UHGXFWLYH��³«�0HUOHDX-3RQW\�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�WR�VLPSOLI\�6DUWUH¶V�SRVLWLRQ�DQG�SXVK�KLP�

 
116 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�TXHUHOOH�GH�O¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH¶��SS����-90. 
117 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 163. 
118 Howells, Mortal Subjects, pp. 43-44. 
119 Whitford, p. 19. 
120 %HDXYRLU��µ0HUOHDX-Ponty et le pseudo-VDUWULVPH¶��S������ 
121 Ibid., p. 205. 
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WRZDUGV�WKH�YHU\�GXDOLVP�KH�LV�VWULYLQJ�VR�VWUHQXRXVO\�WR�DYRLG�´122 Against Merleau-Ponty and 

:KLWIRUG�� VKH� FRQWHQGV� WKDW� 6DUWUH¶V� YLHZ� RI� WKH� UHODWLRQVKLS� Eetween mind and body is 

³UHVROXWHO\�DQWL-GXDOLVW´��QRW�RQO\�LQ�LQWHQWLRQ��EXW�LQ�SUDFWLFH� 123 Further, Merleau-3RQW\¶V�RZQ�

position in 1945 is somewhat equivocal. If, at times, he appears to claim that /¶Être et le néant 

fails to refute substance dualism, elsewhere he defends it as an anti-GXDOLVW�ZRUN��³«�QRXV�QH�

sommes pas esprit et corps, conscience en face du monde, mais esprit incarné, être-au-

PRQGH�´124 There is a certain ambiguity in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FULWLTXH��ZKLFK�ZH�PLJKW�DWWULEXWH��

as Howells does, WR� KLV� ³GHVLUH� WR�PDUN� KLPVHOI� RII� IURP�6DUWUH� DQG� GHPRQVWUDWH� KLV� RZQ�

RULJLQDOLW\�´125 ,W�LV�WKLV�GHVLUH��IROORZLQJ�:KLWIRUG��ZKLFK�OHDGV�KLP�WR�³RYHUHPSKDVL]H�FHUWDLQ�

DVSHFWV�RI�6DUWUH�DW�WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�RWKHUV´, so much so that, returning to Howells, he ultimately 

detracts from the very real points of conflict between their theories of the body.126 There is, 

then, D�FHUWDLQ�LURQ\�KHUH��ZKLOH�WKHUH�DUH�³FOHDU�GLIIHUHQFHV´�EHWZHHQ�WKHLU�WKHRULHV��³HVSHFLDOO\�

ZLWK�UHVSHFW�WR�WKH�UROH�RI�WKH�ERG\´��0HUOHDX-PonW\�³XQLQWHQWLRQDOO\�PDVNV�WKHVH´�127 6DUWUH¶V�

account of the body is not impervious to criticism, nor does it align entirely with the one given 

by Merleau-Ponty, but charges of dualism only serve to detract from both of these realities. 

 

Merleau-Pont\¶V body: schéma corporel, corps sujet 

 

:K\��WKHQ��GRHV�KH�OHYHO�WKH�FKDUJHV�KH�GRHV�DW�6DUWUH"�7KH�DQVZHU��IRU�:KLWIRUG��OLHV�LQ�³KLV�

own preoccupationV´�� KH� ³>GRHV@� OHVV� WKDQ� MXVWLFH� WR� WKH�PRUH� SRVLWLYH� DVSHFWV� RI� 6DUWUH¶V�

philosophy because he tends to discard all those elements which he cannot make use of for his 

 
122 Howells, Mortal Subjects, p. 42. 
123 Ibid., p. 26. 
124 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�TXHUHOOH�GH�O¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH¶��S����� 
125 Howells, Mortal Subjects, p. 46. 
126 Whitford, pp. 26, 10.; Howells, Mortal Subjects, p. 46. 
127 Howells, Mortal Subjects, p. 46. 
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RZQ�SXUSRVHV�´128 :KLFK�³SUHRFFXSDWLRQV´�DQG�³SXUSRVHV´�PRWLYDWH�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW�

of the body? Like Sartre, he is writing against dualistic models of embodiment. Crucially, 

however, he regards /¶Être et le néant as one such model. He makes his intentions clear early 

in his discussion of the body in the Phénoménologie de la perception: 

 
Nous ne pouvons demeurer dans cette alternative de ne rien 
comprendre au sujet ou de ne rien comprendre j l¶objet. Il faut que nous 
retrouvions l¶origine de l¶REMHW�DX�F°XU�PrPH�GH�notre expérience, que 
nous décrivions l¶apparition de l¶être et que nous comprenions 
comment paradoxalement il y a pour nous de l¶en soi.129  

 

Herein, we find not only a refusal of substance dualism, but a further foundational moment in 

the genesis of his theory of the body: the belief that it lies at the heart of existence. In seeking 

to reconceptualise the body on these terms, he formulates radical new theories of embodiment 

that indicate the scope and significance of its role in lived experience. The first of such theories 

is the schéma corporel. For Merleau-3RQW\��ZH�GRQ¶W�H[SHULHQFH�RXU�ERG\�DV�DQ�REMHFW��EXW�DV�

a posture in light of actual or possible acts in the world: our body-as-lived, or corps 

phénoménal�� LV� QRW� DQ� ³DVVHPEODJH� G¶RUJDQHV� MX[WDSRVpV� GDQV� O¶HVSDFH´�� EXW� DQ� LQWHJUDWHG�

whole.130 It is precisely the schéma corporel that guarantees our experience of our bodies as 

such an integrated whole in light of our possibilities for action in the world. We find compelling 

evidence of the schéma corporel in everyday life: when faced with familiar objects or tasks, 

ZH�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WR�ORFDWH�DQG�PRELOLVH�HDFK�LQGLYLGXDO�ERG\�SDUW��ZH�PRYH�RXU�ZKROH�ERG\��DW�

once and in cohesion.131 In a word, at the level of the corps phénoménal��WKH�ERG\�LV�QRW�³GHV�

RV��GHV�PXVFOHV��GHV�QHUIV´��EXW�³des puissances déjà mobilisées par la perception´��ZKLFK�DUH�

underwritten by the schéma corporel.132 It is thus a basic structure of our intentional existence 

 
128 Whitford, p. 10. 
129 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 86. 
130 Ibid., p. 114. 
131 Ibid., p. 123. 
132 Ibid. 
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in the world, one so fundamental that it grounds Merleau-3RQW\¶V� FODLP� WKDW� WR� VSHDN�RI� D�

schéma corporel LV�VLPSO\�WR�VD\�³PRQ�FRUSV�HVW�DX�PRQGH´�133 

 This theory is bound up with a further ± equally radical ± moment in his account of 

corporeality, that of the µbody subject¶, or corps sujet.134 As established, the schéma corporel 

XQGHUSLQV�DQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI�RXU�ERGLHV�DV�³SXLVVDQFHV�déjà mobilisées SDU� OD�SHUFHSWLRQ´�135 

Implicit therein is a level of bodily existence prior to the mobilisation of such puissances, which 

is none other than perception LWVHOI��$W�WKLV�OHYHO��WKH�ERG\�ILJXUHV�DV�D�NLQG�RI�VXEMHFW��³«�OH�

FRUSV�HVW�XQ�PRL�QDWXUHO�HW�FRPPH�OH�VXMHW�GH�OD�SHUFHSWLRQ�´136 Perception for Merleau-Ponty 

WKXV�WXUQV�RXW�WR�EH�³XQH�H[Sérience non-WKpWLTXH��SUpREMHFWLYH�HW�SUpFRQVFLHQWH´�WKDW�LQYROYHV 

QRW�WKH�FRQVFLRXV�VHOI�EXW�³XQ�VXMHW�SUpSHUVRQQHO´��ZKLFK�LV�SUHFLVHO\�WKH�ERG\�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�137 

He summarises this elsewhere in the Phénoménologie de la perception:  

 
Il y a donc un autre sujet au-dessous de moi, pour qui un monde existe 
avant que je sois lj et qui y marquait ma place. Cet esprit captif ou 
QDWXUHO�� F¶HVW� PRQ� FRUSV�� QRQ� SDV� OH� FRUSV� PRPHQWDQp� TXL� HVW�
l¶instrument de mes choix personnels et se fixe sur tel ou tel monde, 
mais le système de « fonctions » anonymes qui enveloppent toute 
fixation particulière dans un projet général.138  

 

Conscious existence is predicated upon a preconscious subject: the body situated and situating 

itself in the world through the act of perception, or the corps sujet. Insofar as this subject exists 

prior to conscious or reflexive thought, it is pre-personal and as such general or anonymous. 

$W�WKLV�OHYHO��WKH�ERG\�LV�LQ�³XQH�VRUWH�GH�GLDORJXH´�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUOG�± ³«�XQH�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ 

avec le monde SOXV�YLHLOOH�TXH� OD�SHQVpH�«´�± through which objects and surroundings are 

 
133 Ibid., p. 117. 
134 While Merleau-Ponty himself never uses the term corps sujet, he proposes a theory which is commonly referred 
to as such, in both English, and French, and which we will refer to as such in line with other scholars of his work. 
135 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 123. 
136 Ibid., p. 239. 
137 Ibid., pp. 279, 405. 
138 Ibid., p. 294. 
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given as correlates of intentional actions.139 Hence, the corps sujet grounds our experience of 

space, and time. Distance and depth, for example, are not objective realities, but vectors of 

possible or actual actions in the world: ³«� O¶H[SpULHQFH� du corps propre nous enseigne à 

HQUDFLQHU� O¶HVSDFH� GDQV� O¶H[LVWHQFH�´140 7KH� ERG\� LV� WKHUHIRUH� ³LFL´�� insofar as it manifests 

³O¶DQFUDJH�GX�FRUSV�DFWLI�GDQV�XQ�REMHW��OD�VLWXDWLRQ�GX�FRUSV�HQ�IDFH�GH�VHV�WkFKHV�´141 And the 

ERG\�LV�³PDLQWHQDQW´��WKH�FRUQHUVWRQH�RI�WHPSRUDO�H[SHULHQFH��³0RQ�FRUSV�>«@�IDLW�H[LVWHU�XQ�

passé et un avenir pour un préVHQW��>«@�LO�IDLW�OH�WHPSV�DX�OLHX�GH�OH�VXELU�´142 The subject of 

perception and that through which we experience time and space, the body further shapes the 

meaning oI�WKH�ZRUOG��³II y a un sens autochtone du monde qui se constitue dans le commerce 

avec lui de notre existence incarnée «´143 It thus figures as the source and centre of meaning: 

³/¶H[SpULHQFH�GX�FRUSV�QRXV�IDLW�UHFRQQDvWUH�XQH�LPSRVLWLRQ�GX�VHQV�TXL�Q¶HVW�SDV�FHOOH�G¶XQH�

FRQVFLHQFH�FRQVWLWXDQWH�XQLYHUVHOOH�>«@�0RQ�FRUSV�HVW�FH�QR\DX�VLJQLILFDWLI «´144 

 To some extent, Sartre shares with Merleau-Ponty a conception of the body as the 

foundation of our experience in the world. As we have seen, his is also a model of corporeality 

wherein the world is given through intentionality in relation to actual or possible actions within 

LW��+H�DUJXHV�WKDW�VSDFH�LV�³KRGRORJLTXH´��LQ�WKH�VHQVH�WKDW�³il est sillonné de chemins et de 

routes, il est instrumental et il est le site GHV�RXWLOV´�145 Space and the world thus exist for us in 

UHODWLRQ�WR�RXU�SRVVLELOLWLHV�IRU�LQWHQWLRQDO�DFWLRQ��³«�OH�PRQGH��GqV�OH�VXUJLVVHPHQW�GH�PRQ�

pour-soi, se dévoile comme indication d¶actes à faire, ces actes renvoient à d¶autres actes, ceux-

Oj� j� G
DXWUHV� HW� DLQVL� GH� VXLWH�´146 7KURXJK�RXU� ERGLHV�ZH� DUH� ³GDQV� O¶HVSDFH´� DQG� ³GDQV� OH�

WHPSV´��DQG�WKXV�³GDQV�OH�PRQGH´�147 $QG�WKH�6DUWUHDQ�ERG\�PDQLIHVWV�WKH�³WRWDOLWp�GHV�UHODWLRQV�

 
139 Ibid., pp. 370, 294. 
140 Ibid., p. 173. 
141 Ibid., p. 117. 
142 Ibid., p. 277. 
143 Ibid., p. 503. 
144 Ibid., p. 172. 
145 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 361. 
146 Ibid. 
147 Ibid., pp. 391, 357. 
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VLJQLILDQWHV� DX�PRQGH´�� DQG� LQGHHG� ³QH� VDXUDLW� DSSDUDvWUH�� HQ� HIIHW� VDQV� VRXWHQLU� >«@� GHV�

UHODWLRQV�VLJQLILDQWHV´�148 Like Merleau-Ponty, then, Sartre articulates a model of corporeality 

where the body grounds space, time, the world, and meaning therein. None the less, Merleau-

Ponty is anxious to distance his own model of VSDFH�DQG�WLPH�IURP�WKH�ODWWHU¶V��³Il ne faut donc 

pas dire que notre corps est dans l¶espace ni d¶ailleurs qu¶il est dans le temps. Il habite l¶espace 

et le temps�´149 He goes on to clarify this distinction: ³«�MH�QH�VXLV�SDV�GDQV�O¶espace et dans 

le temps, je ne pense pas l¶espace et le temps ; je suis à l¶espace et au temps, mon corps 

s¶applique à eux et les embrasse�´150 7R� 6DUWUH¶V� être-dans-le-monde, which he finds to 

reproduce a mind-body dualism, insofar as self and world are conceptually distinct, he opposes 

his être au monde. Here, the shift from dans to au intimates a desire to stress the immediacy 

and solidarity of the body-world relationship and, in so doing, more definitively dispense with 

substance dualism. While we may consider his reading of Sartre on this question to be 

reductive, or simply flawed, it never the less conveys a conviction central to Merleau-3RQW\¶V�

thought: that dualistic models of embodiment cannot account for lived experience, and that the 

ultimate disproof of such models lies in a theory that places the body at the very foundation of 

existence. His philosophy seeks to conclusively refute substance dualism by demonstrating that 

WKH� ERG\� FDQQRW� EH� DQ� ³DFFRPSDJQHPHQW� H[WpULHXU´� WR� H[LVWHQFH�� LW� QHFHVVDULO\� ³H[SULPH�

O¶H[LVWHQFH� WRWDOH´�SUHFLVHO\�EHFDXVH� ³HOOH� VH� UpDOLVH� HQ� OXL´�151 Rather than a mere term or 

feature of existence, for Merleau-Ponty, the body is as fundamental as H[LVWHQFH�LWVHOI��³Ni le 

corps ni l¶existence ne peuvent passer pour l¶original de l¶être humain, puisque chacun 

présuppose l¶autre et que le corps est l¶existence figée ou généralisée et l¶existence une 

incarnation perpétuelle�´152  

 
148 Ibid., p. 385. 
149 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 162. 
150 Ibid., p. 164. 
151 Ibid., p. 193. 
152 Ibid., p. 194. 
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Theories of autrui 

 

There are notable differences between Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKHRULHV�RI�WKH�ERG\��PDQ\�

of which speak to fundamental divergences in their phenomenological projects. And yet, as has 

become clear, they also have more in common than they tend to be willing to concede. A further 

point of harmony lies in their shared belief that the body plays a foundational role in our relation 

to other subjects. Both of their accounts of autrui build upon and nourish their reflections upon 

corporeality. This comes through in the structures of their work: the reflection on the body in 

the Phénoménologie de la perception advances through interrogations of social themes such as 

sexuality and language, and precedes the discussion of autrui, while in /¶Être et le néant, the 

DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�ERG\�ERWK�GHSDUWV�IURP�DQG�UHWXUQV�WR�6DUWUH¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�autrui. To perhaps 

a greater extent than with regard to the body, scholars have tended to emphasise the points of 

discordance in their respective treatments of the question of autrui. As we have seen, many of 

6DUWUH¶V�KDUVKHVW�FULWLFV��LQFOXGLQJ��WR�VRPH�GHJUHH��0HUOHDX-Ponty, consider his philosophy to 

be individualistic or solipsistic, and have thus found his account of other VXEMHFWV�ZDQWLQJ��³/D�

SHUVSHFWLYH�GH�6DUWUH�HVW�FHOOH�GH�O¶H[DOWDWLRQ�G¶XQ�LQGLYLGXDOLVPH�>«@�,O�WRXUQH�DLQVL�OH�GRV�j 

WRXWH�IRUPH�GH�GLDORJLTXH�RX�G¶LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLWp�´�&RQVFLRXVQHVV��WKHUHLQ��³VH�FRQVWLWXH�j�SDUWLU�

G¶XQH�GLDOHFWLTXH�HQWUH�O¶HQ-soi et le pour-soi, mais j O¶pFDUW�G¶DXWUXL�´153 It is in this sense that 

he has been so often set against Merleau-Ponty on the question of autrui, as noted above. While 

it is certainly true that our relations to other subjects are a major theme of the Phénoménologie 

de la perception, the claim that /¶Être et le néant is solipsistic is not only wrong, but serves to 

obscure the reality of both theories of autrui, and the moments of harmony between them.   

 In spite of some important disagreements, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty do concur on some 

critical issues in their accounts of autrui. For one, they ground those accounts in their theories 

 
153 Dosse, p. 9. 
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of the body. More than this, though, they share a common view of two foundational aspects of 

the question of other subjects. The first is their shared belief that the question is not whether 

other subjects exist, but how��6DUWUH�DUJXHV�WKDW�³WRXWH�FRQMHFWXUH�VXU�>DXWUXL@�HVW�WRWDOHPHQW�

GpSRXUYXH�GH�VHQV´�LI�autrui LV�QRW�³LPPpGLDWHPHQW�SUpVHQW�j�PRL´�DQG�LI�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�RWKHU�

subjecWV�LV�QRW�³DXVVL�V�UH�TXH�OD�PLHQQH´��DQG�0HUOHDX-Ponty claims that autrui must be given 

WR�XV�LQ�VRPH�ZD\�LQ�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH��RWKHUZLVH�³je ne parlerais même pas de solitude et je ne 

pourrais même pas déclarer autrui inaccessible´�154 They conceptualise their respective theories 

of autrui DFFRUGLQJO\��³8QH�WKpRULH�GH�O¶H[LVWHQFH�G¶DXWUXL´��6DUWUH�H[SODLQV��PXVW�³VLPSOHPHQW�

m¶interroger dans mon être, éclaircir et préciser le sens de cette affirmation et surtout, loin 

d¶inventer une preuve, H[SOLFLWHU�OH�IRQGHPHQW�PrPH�GH�FHWWH�FHUWLWXGH�´155 Merleau-Ponty, for 

his part, conceives of his theory in terms of questions that take the existence of autrui as given:  

 
Mais la question est justement là : comment le mot Je peut-il se mettre 
au pluriel, comment peut-on former une idée générale du Je, comment 
puis-je parler d¶un autre Je que le mien, comment puis-je savoir qu¶il 
y a d¶autres Je, comment la conscience qui, par principe, et comme 
connaissance d¶elle-même, est dans le mode du Je, peut-elle être saisie 
dans le mode du Toi et par là dans le monde du « On » ?156 

 

In a word, for both, the question is not whether we can be certain that other subjects exist: the 

certainty of their existence is implicit in the very fact of asking that question. Rather, it is how 

we are certain, and how they exist for us. The second point of convergence is their conviction 

that we can never know other subjects as we know ourselves, or as they know themselves. For 

Merleau-3RQW\��³DXWUXL�Q¶H[LVWHUD�MDPDLV�SRXU�QRXV�FRPPH nous-même´��ZKLOH�autrui figures 

IRU�6DUWUH�DV�³FH�VXMHW�SXU�TXH�MH�QH�SXLV��SDU�GHILQLWLRQ��connaître��F¶HVW-à-dire poser comme 

REMHW´�157 At least in their framings of the problem of other subjects, then, and on some of the 

 
154 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 290.; Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. 412-413. 
155 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 290. [my italics] 
156 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. 400-1. 
157 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 495.; Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 310. 
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most basic points of their solutions to that problem, they turn out to share more common ground 

than much of the scholarship would indicate. This is not to suggest that their accounts of autrui 

are indistinguishable from one another, far from it. In fact, there are many moments where they 

do not align, notably where disagreements over the body resurface and become consolidated 

in their discussions of autrui: the charge that Merleau-Ponty levels at Sartre, of reproducing 

substance dualism, for example, recurs in his critique of the latteU¶V�PRGHO�RI�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��$�

reading of their works in turn, and comparatively, will once again serve to better conceptualise 

both their conflict on this point, and their respective theories of autrui. 

 In /¶Être et le néant, Sartre clearly lays out his intentions for his discussion of autrui. 

He wants to SURGXFH�D�³WKpRULH�SRVLWLYH�GH�O¶H[LVWHQFH�G¶DXWUXL´��ZKLFK�KDV�EHHQ�DFKLHYHG�E\ 

neither idealist nor realist thinkers, nor by Husserl, Hegel or Heidegger.158 This theory is not a 

VHDUFK� IRU� ³XQH� preuve QRXYHOOH� GH� O¶H[LVWHQFH� G¶DXWUXL´� RU� IRU� ³des raisons de croire à 

DXWUXL´�159 Instead, it is an attempt to account for how and in which ways autrui exists for us, 

and to do so within the terms of his phenomenological ontology. His discussion takes off from 

his reflection on consciousness, and thus from a resolutely first-person perspective: 

 
Sans sortir de notre attitude de description réflexive, nous pouvons 
rencontrer des modes de conscience qui semblent, tout en demeurant 
en eux-mêmes strictement pour-soi, indiquer un type de structure 
ontologique radicalement différent. Cette structure ontologique est 
mienne, c¶est à mon sujet que je me soucie et pourtant ce souci « pour-
moi » me découvre un être qui est mon être sans être-pour-moi.160  

 

This framing reveals two of the guiding themes in his account of the existence of other subjects: 

the desire to explain how we know that they exist, and the intention to provide an ontological 

MXVWLILFDWLRQ�IRU�WKHLU�H[LVWHQFH��:H�PXVW��KH�VD\V�VKRUWO\�WKHUHDIWHU��³UpSRQdre à deux questions 

ELHQ�DXWUHPHQW� UHGRXWDEOHV´��³FHOOH�GH� O¶H[LVWHQFH�G¶DXWUXL´��RQ� tKH�RQH�KDQG��DQG�³FHOOH�GH�

 
158 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 271. 
159 Ibid., pp. 289, 291. 
160 Ibid., p. 259. 
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PRQ�UDSSRUW�G¶être DYHF�O¶rWUH�G¶DXWUXL´��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�161 To answer the first, he posits that the 

H[LVWHQFH�RI�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV�PXVW�EH�D�³QpFHVVLWp�GH�IDLW´�OLNH�WKH�cogito, which is to say that it 

is necessary but contingent: other subjects exist, but they could not do so.162 Indeed, he states 

that for the existence of autrui WR�EH�PRUH�WKDQ�³XQH�YDLQH FRQMHFWXUH´��WKHUH�PXVW�EH�³TXHOTXH�

chose comme un cogito TXL�OD�FRQFHUQH´�163 7KLV�³cogito GH�O¶H[LVWHQFH�G¶DXWUXL´��KH�FODLPV��LV�

grounded in the cogito, and argues for a reconceptualisation of the cogito that attests not only 

to the certitude of the subMHFW¶V�RZQ�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��EXW�WR�WKDW�RI�RWKHU�FRQVFLRXVQHVVHV�� 

 
Il faut que le cogito [«] me jette hors de lui sur autrui, comme il m¶a 
jeté hors de lui sur l¶En-soi ; et cela, non pas en me révélant une 
structure a priori de moi-même qui pointerait vers un autrui également 
a priori, mais en me découvrant la présence concrète et indubitable de 
tel ou tel autrui concret, comme il m¶a déjà révélé mon existence 
incomparable, contingente, nécessaire pourtant, et concrète.164 

 

Therein, the relation of the cogito to other subjects LV�RQH�RI�QHJDWLRQ��³$XWUXL�GRLW�DSSDUDvWUH�

au cogito comme n¶étant pas PRL�´165 In this way, the answer to the first of the questions that 

he poses leads him to the second, namely the search for an ontological justification. 

 This relatLRQ�RI�QHJDWLRQ�LV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�EXLOGLQJ�EORFN�RI�6DUWUH¶V�RQWRORJLFDO�DFFRXQW�

RI�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³«�QRXV�VDLVLVVRQV�GRQF�LFL�XQH�QpJDWLRQ�FRPPH�VWUXFWXUH�FRQVWLWXWLYH�GH�

O¶rWUH-DXWUXL�´166 He begins this account with the claim that my relation to autrui is one of 

UHFLSURFDO�QHJDWLRQ��³$XWUXL��F¶HVW�FHOXL�TXL�Q¶HVW�SDV�PRL�HW�TXH�MH�QH�VXLV�SDV�´167 This relation 

is not a secondary or superficial feature of the pour-soi, but one of its fundamental structures: 

³«�OH�SRXU-soi, comme soi-PrPH��HQYHORSSH�O¶rWUH�G¶DXWUXL�GDQV�VRQ�rWUH�HQ�WDQW�TX¶LO�HVW�HQ�

 
161 Ibid., p. 261. 
162 Ibid., p. 289. 
163 Ibid., p. 290. 
164 Ibid. 
165 Ibid., p. 291. 
166 Ibid., p. 269. 
167 Ibid. 
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TXHVWLRQ�GDQV�VRQ�rWUH�FRPPH�Q¶pWDQW�SDV�DXWUXL�´168 6DUWUH¶V�EDVLF�FODLP�LV�WKDW�RXU�UHODWLRQ�WR�

RWKHU�VXEMHFWV�LV�QRW�HSLVWHPRORJLFDO��EXW�RQWRORJLFDO��³«�PRQ�UDSSRUW�j�DXWUXL�HVW�G¶DERUG�HW�

fondamentalement une relation d¶rWUH�j�rWUH��QRQ�GH�FRQQDLVVDQFH�j�FRQQDLVVDQFH�«´169 Indeed, 

the existence of other subjects grounds the third and final term of his ontology: the être-pour-

autrui, or being-for-others. No account of existence as pour-soi would be complete without 

WKLV�ILQDO�WHUP��³«�OD�UpDOLWp-humaine doit être dans son être, d¶un seul et même surgissement, 

pour-soi-pour-DXWUXL�´170 In Sartre¶s view, we exist not only for ourselves, as pour-soi, but for 

other subjects, as pour-autrui. At the most basic level, autrui reveals a hitherto undisclosed 

GLPHQVLRQ�RI�RXU�EHLQJ��³6¶il y a un autre, quel qu¶il soit, où qu¶il soit, quels que soient ses 

rapports avec moi, sans même qu¶il agisse autrement sur moi que par le pur surgissement de 

son être, j¶ai un dehors, j¶ai une nature «´171 If we exist for other subjects, it is not as pour-

soi, just as those subjects do not exist as pour-soi IRU�XV��EXW�DV�DQ�REMHFW��³$LQVL�DXWUXL�HVW�

d¶abord pour moi l¶être pour qui je suis objet, c¶est-à-dire l¶être par qui je gagne mon 

REMHFWLWp�´172 We can never know exactly how we exist for others, because to see ourselves as 

an object would require adopting an external perspective, that of other subjects, which is 

LPSRVVLEOH�� ³-H� VXLV�� SDU� GHOj� WRXWH� FRQQDLVVDQFH� TXH� MH� SXLV� DYRLU�� FH� PRL� TX¶un autre 

FRQQDvW�´173 In the mode of the pour-autrui, then, we have an awareness of ourselves as an 

REMHFW�IRU�DQRWKHU�VXEMHFW��³«�OD�SHUVRQQH�HVW�SUpVHQWH�j�OD�FRQVFLHQFH�en tant qu¶elle est objet 

pour autrui�´174 Crucially, given that we encounter other subjects in the world, the body figures 

as the primary term of my objective existence for them. Indeed, the body is only an object to 

 
168 Ibid., p. 323. 
169 Ibid., p. 283. 
170 Ibid., p. 255. 
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172 Ibid., p. 309. 
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the extent that it is pour-autrui��³Et, certes, la découverte de mon corps comme objet est bien 

une révélation de son être. Mais l¶être qui m¶est ainsi révélé est son être-pour-autrui�´175 

 Insofar as the body is that through which we encounter other subjects in the world, 

Sartre posits that our relation to them is mediated by the regard, which is, for him, none other 

WKDQ�³OD�UHODWLRQ�RULJLQHOOH�GH�PRL-PrPH�j�DXWUXL´�176 In effect, when we become aware that 

we are exposed to the regard of another subject, we experience ourselves in the mode of the 

pour-autrui. In other words, we become aware of our objective existence for another pour-soi: 

³Avec l¶apparition du regard d¶autrui, j¶ai la rpvplation de mon rtre-REMHW�«´177 With the 

regard, we experience not only ourselves differently, but also the world: ³Le regard d¶autrui 

m¶atteint à travers le monde et n¶est pas seulement transformation de moi-même, mais 

métamorphose totale du monde�´178 The appearance of another subject in our world triggers a 

dislocation of the world as the locus of our possibilities for action therein. Hence Sartre claims 

that autrui LV�H[SHULHQFHG�LQLWLDOO\�DV�³OD�IXLWH�SHUPDQHQWH�GHV�FKRVHV�YHUV�XQ�WHUPH�>TXL@�GpSOLH�

DXWRXU�GH�OXL�VHV�SURSUHV�GLVWDQFHV´��LQDXJXUDWLQJ�³XQH�VSDWLDOLWp�TXL�Q¶est pas ma VSDWLDOLWp´�

DQG�³XQH�RULHQWDWLRQ�qui me fuit´�179 The regard d¶autrui elicits the fixation not only of the 

ZRUOG��EXW�RI�WKH�YHU\�SRVVLELOLWLHV�IRU�DFWLRQ�WKHPVHOYHV��ZKLFK�EHFRPH�³PRUWHV-SRVVLELOLWpV´��

³«�MH�YLV�XQH�DOLpQDWLRQ�VXEWLOH�GH�WRXWHV�PHV�SRVVLELOLWpV�TXL�VRQW�DJHQFpHV�ORLQ�GH�PRL��DX�

milieu du monde, DYHF� OHV�REMHWV�GX�PRQGH�´180 Faced with the objectifying and alienating 

regard d¶autrui, the pour-soi can invert the situation by subjecting autrui to its own regard: 

³-H�SXLV�GRQF�WHQWHU�[«] de nier cet être qui m¶est confprp du dehors ; c¶est j-dire que je puis 

me retourner sur autrui pour lui confprer j mon tour l¶objectitp «�´181 The pour-soi thus 
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177 Ibid., p. 392. 
178 Ibid., p. 308. 
179 Ibid., pp. 293-294. 
180 Ibid., pp. 328, 304. 
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disposes of two modalities of relation to other subjects, which correspond to two modes of 

existence of other subjects: autrui-objet and autrui-sujet. In the encounter between two pour-

soi, each necessarily looks to subject the other to its own regard, so as to guarantee its own 

primacy and refuse the alienation of its possibilities. Hence Sartre posits that WKH�³VHQV�RULJLQDO�

GH�O¶rWUH-pour-DXWUXL´�LV�FRQIOLFW�182 In relation to autrui, the pour-soi must adopt one of two 

³DWWLWXGHV�SULPLWLYHV´� ³Transcender la transcendance d¶autrui ou, au contraire, engloutir en 

moi cette transcendance sans lui ôter son caractère de transcendance «´183 Each of these is 

doomed to fail, and in so doing, to prompt the pour-soi WR�DGRSW�WKH�RSSRVLWH�DWWLWXGH��³Chacune 

d¶elles est la mort de l¶autre, c¶est-à-dire que l¶échec de l¶une motive l¶adoption de l¶autre�´184 

If, then, we grasp our relation to autrui in terms of conflict, it is not in the sense of a Hegelian 

PDVWHU�VODYH� GLDOHFWLF�� EXW� DV� D� ³FHUFOH´� RI� ³rapports réciproques et mouvants´�� IDFHG�ZLWK�

autrui as a permanent possibility of alienation from the world and possibilities for action 

therein, the pour-soi is thus condemned to endlessly adopt one of two attitudes, each after the 

other, to try to stave off that permanent possibility.185 

 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FULWLTXHs of Sartre 

 

Just as on the question of the body, Merleau-3RQW\�UHSHDWHGO\�IRXQG�IDXOW�ZLWK�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�

of autrui, both in the Phénoménologie de la perception, and later works. Indeed, many scholars 

consider his critique of this account to be at the heart of his philosophical discord with Sartre. 

)RU�0RQLND�/DQJHU��³DOO�KLV�FULWLFLVPV�RI�6DUWUH�UHVROYH�WKHPVHOYHV�XOWLPDWHO\�LQWR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�

RI�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RU�DEVHQFH�RI�>DQ�LQWHUZRUOG@�LQ�WKH�ODWWHU¶V�SKLORVRSK\´�186 From the outset, 
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Sartre, ed. by Paul Arthur Schilpp (La Salle, Ill: Open Court, 1981), pp. 300-325 (p. 304). 
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Merleau-Ponty is concerned with demonstrating that Sartre does not adequately account for the 

existence of other subjects, or even that such an account is not articulable in the terms of his 

ontology. By extension, he appears to want to show that Sartre has failed to provide an account 

of the social world. Whitford argues that he adopts two lines of argument in his critique of 

6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�autrui. For one, ³that Sartre provides no adequate ontological foundation 

IRU�LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLW\´, and for another, ³that conflict is not our original and primordial relation 

ZLWK�WKH�2WKHU�´187 His reasoning for the first line of argument, concerning ontology, largely 

HFKRHV�WKDW�IRXQG�LQ�KLV�FULWLTXH�RI�6DUWUH¶V�ERG\��QDPHO\�WKDW�KLV�RQWRORJ\�UHSURGXFHV�WKH�YHU\�

dualism it is seeking to refute. Indeed, the accusation cited above, that /¶Être et le néant is 

³WURS�H[FOXVLYHPHQW�DQWLWKpWLTXH´��LV�D�FULWLTXH�QRW�RQO\�RI�6DUWUH¶V�RQWRORJ\��EXW�DOVR�RI�KLV�

account of autrui��WKH�DQWLWKHVLV�KH�WDNHV�SDUWLFXODU�XPEUDJH�ZLWK�KHUH�DUH�³O¶DQWLWKqVH�GH�PD�

vue sur moi-PrPH�HW�GH�OD�YXH�G¶DXWUXL�VXU�PRL´�DQG�³O¶DQWLWKqVH�GX�SRXU-VRL�HW�GH�O¶HQ-VRL´�188 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�EDVLF�FODLP��IROORZLQJ�:KLWIRUG��LV�WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�RQWRORJ\�LV�³SRODUL]HG�E\�D�

subject/object dualism which makes intersubjectivity incomprehensibOH�´189 The issue appears 

WR�FRPH�GRZQ�WR�KLV�YLHZ�RI�6DUWUH¶V�pour-soi DV�D�³FRQVFLHQFH�FRQVWLWXDQWH´��³Si je constitue 

le monde, je ne peux penser une autre conscience, car il faudrait qu¶elle le constituât elle aussi, 

et, au moins à l¶égard de cette autre vue sur le monde, je ne serais pas constituant�´190 In this 

RSWLF��6DUWUH¶V�WKHRU\�LV�³QHFHVVDULO\ VROLSVLVWLF´��VXFK�D�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�LV�³ZKROO\�FRQVWLWXWLYH�

RI� WKH�ZRUOG´�� VR� WKDW�³RWKHU�FRQVFLRXVQHVVHV�DUH� LQHYLWDEO\� LQFRUSRUDWHG� LQWR� WKDW�ZRUOG�DV�

objeFWV´�191 Elsewhere, he takes issue with the pour-soi and the pour-autrui on the grounds that 

such distinct ontological orders cannot adequately account for the existence of autrui: ³«�V¶il 

y avait deux sortes de catégories, comment pourrais-je avoir l¶expérience d¶autrui, c¶est-à-dire 
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d¶un alter ego"´192 At least as they are formulated in /¶Être et le néant, he claims, these 

categories cannot ground a theory of the social world.193 

 Merleau-3RQW\¶V�VHFRQG� OLQH�RI�FULWLTXH� LV�D�FKDOOHQJH� WR�6DUWUH¶V�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�RXU�

relations with autrui, namely that they are restricted to the regard, and therefore to conflict. 

7KLV�FULWLTXH�VWHPV�IURP�KLV�SUREOHPDWLVDWLRQ�RI�6DUWUH¶V�RQWRORJ\��DV�:KLWIRUG�DUJXHV� 

 
If the en-soi/pour-soi framework were valid, I would never, as Sartre 
claims I do, encounter another subjectivity; I could only encounter an 
en-soi, an object. For this reason, Merleau-Ponty continues to maintain 
that le regard is the only possible relationship for Sartre; it is the only 
UHODWLRQVKLS�LQWHOOLJLEOH�LQ�WHUPV�RI�6DUWUH¶V�RQWRORJ\�194  

 

+H�OD\V�RXW�KLV�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�6DUWUH¶V�regard clearly in the Phénoménologie de la perception: 

³Autrui me transforme en objet et me nie, je transforme autrui en objet et le nie, dit-on. En 

réalité le regard d¶autrui ne me transforme [pas] en objet, et mon regard ne le transforme [pas] 

en objet «´195 Such an objectification is possible, he goes on, but only with the heavy caveat 

WKDW�³nous nous retirons dans le fond de notre nature pensantH´�DQG�DV�VXFK�³QRXV�QRXV�IDLVRQV�

l¶un et l¶autre regard inhumain´�196 ,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��6DUWUH¶V�WKHRU\�RI�WKH�regard only applies 

to very specific moments in our experience of other subjects, notably when we come across 

³XQ�LQFRQQX´��DQG�IDLOV�WR�DFFRXQW�IRr many of our everyday modes of relation to them. He is 

clear in his opposition to the idea that other subjects figure as objects for the pour-soi through 

its own regard��³$XWUXL�Q¶HVW�>«@�MDPDLV�WRXW�j�IDLW�REMHW�SRXU�PRL�´197 We can never truly, in 

his viHZ��H[SHULHQFH�DQRWKHU�VXEMHFW�DV�DQ�REMHFW��³Autrui-REMHW�Q¶HVW�TX¶XQH�PRGDOLWp�LQVLQFqUH�

G¶DXWUXL «´198 Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�WKH�regard, and of a conceptualisation of relations 
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to autrui in terms of conflict, hinges upon the conviction that they are a reductive or incomplete 

understanding of such relations. This is evident in the stance he adopts in his Aventures de la 

dialectique��)RU�6DUWUH��KH�DUJXHV��LQVRIDU�DV�³MH�PH�VHQV�LPPpGLDWHPHQW�UHJDUGp´��³LO�Q¶\�D�SDV�

GH�FKDUQLqUH��GH�MRLQWXUH�RX�GH�PpGLDWLRQ�HQWUH�PRL�HW�DXWUXL´�199 To understand our relation to 

autrui as Sartre does is to foreclose an adequate account of the social dimension of existence: 

³/H� VRFLDO� Q¶DSSDUDvW� MDPDLV� GH� IDFH� il est tantôt piège, tantôt tâche, tantôt menace, tantôt 

promesse, tantôt derrière nous comme un remords, tantôt devant nous comme un projet «´200 

This is a later critique, but as early as 1945 he had already made clear his belief that Sartre fails 

to accoXQW�IRU�WKH�VRFLDO�ZRUOG��,QGHHG��LI�LQ�µ/D�4XHUHOOH�GH�O¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH¶�KH�FUHGLWV�6DUWUH�

LQVRIDU�DV�KH�³SRVH�OH�SUREOqPH�GHV�UHODWLRQV�UpFLSURTXHV�HQWUH�OD�FRQVFLHQFH�HW�OH�PRQGH�VRFLDO�

GH�OD�PDQLqUH�OD�SOXV�ULJRXUHXVH´��KH�ODWHU�ODPHQWV�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI a theory of the social world: 

³&HWWH�WKpRULH�GX�VRFLDO��/¶Être et le néant QH�QRXV�OD�GRQQH�SDV�HQFRUH�´201 

 On the one hand, Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FULWLTXHV�RI�6DUWUH¶V�WKHRU\�RI�autrui are many, and 

DPRQJ�KLV�PRVW�VWULQJHQW�REMHFWLRQV�WR�WKH�ODWWHU¶V�SKLORVRSKy. On the other, taken as a whole, 

they are also somewhat obscure and, at certain points, at odds with one another. There is what 

:KLWIRUG�WHUPV�³D�ODWHQW�DPELJXLW\´�LQ�KLV�ZLGHU�FULWLFLVP�RI�6DUWUH��RQH�ZKLFK�EHFRPHV�HYHQ�

more pronounced in his discussions of intersubjectivity and the social world.202 For one, he 

appears to contradict himself, even within the same text. For another, more so here than on the 

TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERG\��PDQ\�RI�KLV�OLQHV�RI�DUJXPHQW�GRQ¶W�KROG�XS�WR�DQ\�UHDO�VFUXWLQ\��:H�KDYH�

alreaG\�VHHQ�WKDW�KLV�UHDGLQJ�RI�6DUWUH¶V�RQWRORJ\�DV�GXDOLVWLF�LV�UHGXFWLYH�DW�EHVW��Hence, those 

critiques in his account of autrui predicated on that reading should not be taken at face value. 

Further, the argument that the pour-soi LV�D�³FRQVFLHQFH�FRQVWLWXDQWH´�DQG�therefore unable to 

account for other subjects appears untenable on two counts. First, Merleau-Ponty himself 
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credits Sartre with formulating a philosophy that attempts to go beyond traditional approaches, 

LQFOXGLQJ�WKRVH�ZKLFK�EHJLQ�ZLWK�D�³FRQVFLHQFH�FRQVWLWXDQWH�GX�PRQGH´�203 Second, Sartre is 

FDQGLG�LQ�KLV�FULWLTXH�RI�VXFK�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³2Q�rencontre autrui, 

RQ�QH�OH�FRQVWLWXH�SDV�´204 As for his argument that Sartre only sees relations with other subjects 

in terms of regard and conflict, and thus fails to adequately conceptualise these relations, there 

are also significant issues. Whitford posits that Merleau-3RQW\�LV�³LQFRUUHFW´�LQ�KLV�DVVXPSWLRQ�

WKDW�³WKH�RQO\�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�SHRSOH��IRU�6DUWUH��LV�WKH�QLKLODWLQg regard which reduces the 

2WKHU�WR�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�REMHFW�LQ�RUGHU�WR�DYRLG�EHLQJ�REMHFWLILHG�LWVHOI´�205 6LPRQH�GH�%HDXYRLU¶V�

GHIHQFH�RI�6DUWUH�SUHILJXUHV�WKLV�FODLP��³1RXV�VRPPHV�ORLQ�GH�OD�SKLORVRSKLH�GX�-H�HW�GH�O¶$XWUH�

où le seul rapport des hommes entrH� HX[� VHUDLW� DIIURQWHPHQW� LPPpGLDW�� SDU� OH� UHJDUG�´206 

Crucially, even within /¶Être et le néant, the regard is far from the only modality of relations 

WR�DQG�ZLWK�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��:H�RQO\�QHHG� WXUQ�WR�6DUWUH¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�GHVLUH��IRU�H[DPSOH��

wherein the relation is one of reciprocal incarnation, to conclusively refute such a claim. 

 Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�WKH�WKHRU\�RI�WKH�regard itself ± as objectifying ± also falls 

GRZQ��QRW�OHDVW�EHFDXVH�KH�KLPVHOI�DSSHDUV�WR�DGRSW�6DUWUH¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�LQ�KLV�RZQ�discussion 

of sexuality. Therein, we find a near reproduction of the Sartrean regard, albeit one formulated 

LQ�WKH�WHUPV�RI�+HJHO¶V�PDVWHU�VODYH�GLDOHFWLF� 

 
La pudeur et l¶impudeur prennent donc place dans une dialectique du 
moi et d¶autrui qui est celle du maître et de l¶esclave : en tant que j¶ai 
un corps, je peux être réduit en objet sous le regard d¶autrui et ne plus 
compter pour lui comme personne, ou bien, au contraire, je peux 
GHYHQLU�VRQ�PDvWUH�HW�OH�UHJDUGHU�j�PRQ�WRXU�>«@�'LUH�TXH�M¶ai un corps 
est donc une manière de dire que je peux être vu comme un objet et que 
MH�FKHUFKH�j�rWUH�YX�FRPPH�VXMHW�«207 
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If Merleau-Ponty¶s account of autrui tends to focus more on coexistence than conflict, it is far 

IURP�ODFNLQJ�LQ�PRPHQWV�RI�DOLHQDWLRQ�RU�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ��7KHUH�LV��LQ�KLV�SKLORVRSK\��ERWK�³DQ�

HOHPHQW�RI�DOLHQDWLRQ�DW�WKH�PRVW�IXQGDPHQWDO�OHYHO�RI�KXPDQ�H[LVWHQFH´�DQG�³D�YLROHQFH�ZKLFK�

is an LQHYLWDEOH�HOHPHQW�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�VLWXDWLRQ´�208 Indeed, he himself asserts the inevitability 

DQG�SHUPDQHQFH�RI�FRQIOLFW�LQ�RXU�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³Le conflit du moi et d¶autrui 

ne commence pas seulement quand on cherche à penser autrui et ne disparaît pas si on réintègre 

la pensée à la conscience non thétique et à la vie irréfléchie : il est déjà là si je cherche à vivre 

autrui «´209 Scholars have suggested that the apparent inconsistency in this critique might be 

due to a misreading of Sartre, namely a confusion of ontological conflict, which does underpin 

the account in /¶Être et le néant, with psychological conflict, which does not.210 Conflict in 

WKH�6DUWUHDQ�VHQVH��/DQJHU�FODLPV��LV�³VHSDUDWLRQ´��DQG�³QHHG�QRW�LPSO\�KRVWLOLW\´��³,W�VLPSO\�

PHDQV�WKDW�WKH�2WKHU¶V�VXEMHFWLYLW\�LV�XOWLPDWHO\�LQDSSUHKHQVLEOH�DQG�WKDW�KH�DQG�,�FDQ�QHYHU�

FRLQFLGH�´211 Further, where Merleau-Ponty looks to show that conflict and coexistence are two 

VLGHV�RI�WKH�VDPH�FRLQ��KH�GRHV�QRW�XQGHUPLQH�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW��EXW�LQ�IDFW�UHLQIRUFHV�LW��³Autrui 

ou moi, il faut choisir, dit-on. Mais on choisit l¶un contre l¶autre, et ainsi on affirme les 

GHX[�´212 Crucially, as Whitford points out, regardless of the validity of each of his lines of 

DUJXPHQW�� KH� FDQQRW� KROG� WKHP� ERWK� DW� WKH� VDPH� WLPH�� ³0HUOHDX-Ponty cannot claim 

simultaneously that for Sartre there is no intersubjectivity and that relations are always relations 

of conflict. For if there is no intersubjectivity, there is no conflict either «´213 

2QFH�DJDLQ��ZH�PLJKW�DWWULEXWH�VXFK�³ODWHQW�DPELJXLW\´�LQ�0HUOHDX-Ponty¶s critique on 

WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV�WR�WKH�SDUWLFXODU�³SUHRFFXSDWLRQV´�DQG�³SXUSRVHV´�WKDW structure 

his Phénoménologie de la perception. As we have seen, some of those are shared with Sartre: 
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he too is looking not to prove that other subjects exist, but to locate the source of our certitude 

that they do, as well as to elucidate the nature and modalities of our relations to them. Others 

are more idiosyncratic expressions of his particular phenomenological project, such as his clear 

desire to place autrui at the most fundamental level of existence. This is, in a sense, what he 

holds against Sartre: that, in his account, autrui is not fundamental enough. This is certainly a 

GULYLQJ�IRUFH�EHKLQG�KLV�FULWLTXH�RI�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�UHODWLRQV�ZLWK�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³«�IURP�

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�>«@�KLV�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�RXU�être-pour-autrui is not fundamental 

enough because it does not go beyond alienation to the intersubjective world which makes 

DOLHQDWLRQ�DQG�FRQIOLFW�SRVVLEOH�´214 He takes issue with the pour-autrui because it figures, in 

his view, as a secondary or cursory moment in the Sartrean theory of the subject, and he cannot 

FRQFHGH�D�PRGHO�RI�VXEMHFWLYLW\�ZKHUH�WKH�VRFLDO�LVQ¶W�LPPHGLDWHO\�JLYHQ�ZLWK�WKH�SHUVRQDO��

³/H� VRFLDO� HVW� GpMj� Oj� TXDQG� QRXV� OH� FRQQDLVVRQV� RX� OH� MXJHRQV�� >«@� $YDQW� OD� SULVH� GH�

conscience, le social existe sourdement et comme sollicitation�´215 For Merleau-Ponty, the 

VXEMHFW�LV�DOZD\V�DQG�LUUHPHGLDEO\�VRFLDO��³La subjectivité transcendantale est une subjectivité 

UpYpOpH�>«@�HW�j�FH�WLWUH�HOOH�HVW�XQH�LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLWp�´216 Just as he has shown, in his discussion 

of the body, that we are in the world ± au monde ± before we are anything else, he wants to 

SRVLW�WKDW�ZH�DUH�VRFLDO�EHIRUH�ZH�DUH�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH��³Notre rapport au social est, comme notre 

rapport au monde, plus profond que toute perception expresse ou que tout jugement�´217 Indeed, 

our être au monde FRPSULVHV�QRW�RQO\�WKH�PDWHULDO�ZRUOG��EXW�WKH�VRFLDO�RQH��³Je suis donné, 

F¶HVW-à-dire que je me trouve déjà situé et engagé dans un monde physique et social «´218 In 

short, for Merleau-Ponty, the social is not simply a dimension of our existence, but its very 

IRXQGDWLRQ�� ³Il nous faut donc redécouvrir, après le monde naturel, le monde social, non 
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comme objet ou somme d¶objets, mais comme champ permanent ou dimension d¶existence : 

je peux bien m¶en détourner, mais non pas cesser d¶être situé par rapport à lui�´219 

 Insofar as the existence of other subjects is given with the world, and forms part of our 

être au monde, he locates our certitude that they exist in the body, and notably at the level of 

perception and the corps sujet: ³«�LO�\�D�SRXU�QRXV�GHV�FKRVHV�HW�GHV�©�DXWUHV�ª�[«] par un acte 

violent qui est la perception même.´220 Other subjects exist for us prior to conscious or reflexive 

WKRXJKW�EHFDXVH�ZH�HQFRXQWHU� WKHP�DW� WKLV� OHYHO�� WKURXJK�RXU�VHQVHV�� ³En tant que j¶ai des 

fonctions sensorielles, un champ visuel, auditif, tactile, je communique déjà avec les autres, 

pris aussi comme sujets psychophysiques�´221 Indeed, it is only because that encounter takes 

place at this prepersonal, preconscious level that we can account for the existence of autrui:  

 
Mais si je trouve en moi-même par réflexion, avec le sujet percevant, 
un sujet prépersonnel, donné à lui-même, si mes perceptions demeurent 
excentriques par rapport à moi comme centre d¶initiatives et de 
jugements, si le monde perçu demeure dans un état de neutralité, ni 
objet vérifié, ni rêve reconnu pour tel, alors tout ce qui apparaît dans le 
monde n¶est pas aussitôt étalé devant moi et le comportement d¶autrui 
peut y figurer.222  

 

As corps sujets, we encounter other corps sujets who engage intentionally in the world just as 

ZH�GR��³«�c¶est justement mon corps qui perçoit le corps d¶autrui et il y trouve comme un 

prolongement miraculeux de ses propres intentions, une manière familière de traiter le monde 

«´223 It is here that Merleau-Ponty locates the origin of our certainty that other subjects exist: 

³Quelqu¶un se sert de mes objets familiers. Mais qui ? Je dis que c¶est un autre, un second moi-

même et je le sais d¶abord parce que ce corps vivant a la même structure que le mien�´224 In a 

 
219 Ibid., p. 415. 
220 Ibid. 
221 Ibid., p. 406. 
222 Ibid., p. 405. 
223 Ibid., p. 406. 
224 Ibid. 
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word, the existence of autrui is given at the level of perception to the extent that the corps sujet 

encounters other corps sujets whose intentional engagement in the world mirrors its own.  

By situating our encounter with autrui at the level of perception and the anonymous 

corps sujet, he seeks to overcome some of the conceptual difficulties that he perceives in 

accounts that start from the first-SHUVRQ�YLHZ��VXFK�DV�6DUWUH¶V��³'DQV�OD�SHUFHSWLRQ�G¶DXWUXL´��

KH�DIILUPV��³je franchis en intention la distance infinie qui séparera toujours ma subjectivité 

d¶une autre, je surmonte l¶impossibilité conceptuelle d¶un autre pour soi pour moi, parce que 

je constate un autre comportement, une autre présence au monde�´225 At the level of perception, 

we encounter not another body, but another comportement, and hence the presence of another 

VXEMHFW��³«�VL�OH�FRUSV�G¶autrui n¶est pas un objet pour moi, ni le mien pour lui, s¶ils sont des 

comportements, la position d¶autrui ne me réduit pas à la condition d¶objet dans son champ, 

ma perception d¶autrui ne le réduit pas à la condition d¶REMHW�GDQV�PRQ�FKDPS�´226 It is worth 

noting, as Whitford does, that Sartre also argues that the body of autrui is not for us an object, 

but a comportement��³0DLV�DXVVL�QH�SHUFHYRQV-nous jamais un poing serré : nous percevons 

XQ�KRPPH�TXL��GDQV�XQH�FHUWDLQH�VLWXDWLRQ��VHUUH�OH�SRLQJ�´227 None the less, where Sartre tends 

to underscore conflict and alienation, Merleau-Ponty principally conceives of relations to other 

VXEMHFWV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�³FRH[LVWHQFH´��,Q�ORFDWLQJ�WKH�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�autrui at the preconscious, 

anonymous level of perception, he stresses a fundamental relation of coexistence that exists 

SULRU�WR�DQG�LQGHHG�JURXQGV�FRQIOLFW��³La coexistence, doit être en tout cas vécue par chacun�´228 

/LNH�6DUWUH��KH�VHHV�UHODWLRQV�WR�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV�DV�QHFHVVDULO\�UHFLSURFDO��³Sans réciprocité, il 

n¶y a pas d¶alter Ego, puisque le monde de l¶un enveloppe alors celui de l¶autre et que l¶un se 

 
225 Ibid., p. 494. 
226 Ibid., p. 405 
227 Whitford, p. 101.; Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 387. 
228 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 410. 
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sent aliéné au profit de l¶autre.´229 Unlike Sartre, however, this is not primarily a reciprocity of 

regard or alienation, but of perceptive and intentional engagement in the world. 

 

The µXQLYHUVDO-VLQJXODU¶ 

 

Merleau-Ponty sees his account as distinct from SartrH¶V�LQVRIDU�DV�KH�VWUHVVHV�D�EDVLF�UHODWLRQ�

of coexistence with other subjects on the level of the corps sujet, that he places in opposition 

WR�6DUWUH¶V�³FHUFOH´�RI�FRQIOLFW�DQG�DOLHQDWLRQ��$V�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ��WKRXJK��WR�FRQFHLYH�RI�6DUWUH¶V�

theory of autrui solely in terms of conflict is reductive: not only are there other modalities of 

relating to other subjects in /¶Être et le néant, but conflict therein is ontological, rather than 

psychological. Further, as Merleau-Ponty himself concedes, conflict is simply one modality of 

relation to autrui, itself affirmatory of the existence of other subjects in the world, and of our 

VROLGDULW\�ZLWK� WKHP�� ³/D� FRQVFLHQFH� GX� FRQIOLW� Q¶est possible que par celle d¶une relation 

réciproque et d¶une humanité qui nous est commuQH�´230 +H�WKXV�DFNQRZOHGJHV�WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�

WKHRU\��ZKLOH�HPSKDVLVLQJ�FRQIOLFW��PXVW�QHFHVVDULO\�LPSO\�FRH[LVWHQFH��³1RXV�QH�QRXV�QLRQV�

l¶un l¶autre qu¶en nous reconnaissant l¶un l¶DXWUH�FRPPH�FRQVFLHQFHV�´231 Thus, while they do 

diverge in important ways in their accounts of autrui, and of our relations to other subjects, the 

claim that Merleau-Ponty accounts for intersubjectivity and Sartre does not, which the former 

can be seen to make, turns out to be a fundamental misreading of L¶Être et le néant. The origin 

of this misreading might be located in the difference in emphasis in their discussions of autrui: 

³,Q�FRQIURQWLQJ�FRQIOLFW�ZLWK�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ��0HUOHDX-Ponty prefers to stress those aspects of 

our relatiRQV�ZLWK�RWKHUV�ZKLFK�DUH�IUXLWIXO��6DUWUH¶V�HPSKDVLV�LQ�/¶Être et le néant, in contrast, 

LV�RQ�WKRVH�DVSHFWV�ZKLFK�SUHVHQW�FRQIOLFW�DQG�PHQDFH�´232 /LNHZLVH��/DQJHU�FODLPV�WKDW�³WKHUH�

 
229 Ibid. 
230 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH�FKH]�+HJHO¶��S����� 
231 Ibid. 
232 Whitford, p. 114. 
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are genuine grounds for [Merleau-3RQW\¶V@��PLV-) interpretation of SartrH´��QDPHO\��WKDW�³>KLV@�

ZKROH�HPSKDVLV�LV�RQ�LQWHUVXEMHFWLYLW\��RQ�FRPPXQLW\��RQ�GLDORJXH��RQ�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ´��DQG�WKDW�

³6DUWUH¶V�SKLORVRSK\�VHHPV�WR�GHQ\�WKHVH�RXWULJKW´�233 As our study has shown, however, this 

difference in emphasis belies what is in reality a point of accord, that our relation to autrui is 

simultaneously and always one of coexistence and conflict. Returning to Whitford��³)RU�ERWK��

WKH�VRFLDO�ZRUOG�LV�RQH�RI�FRQIOLFW�LQ�ZKLFK�SRVLWLYH�FRH[LVWHQFH�KDV�WR�EH�ZRUNHG�IRU�´234 In a 

word, to speak of conflict is also to speak of coexistence, and vice versa, because each of these 

terms necessarily implies the other. Crucially, both stress the reciprocity of relations with 

autrui, which turns out to be a further point of concordance in their theories: for Merleau-

3RQW\��³XQH�UpFLSURFLWp�SDUIDLWH´�subtends our communication with other subjects, while for 

Sartre, desire LQYROYHV�D�³UHODWLRQ�UpFLSURTXH´�DQG�D�³UpFLSURFLWp�G¶LQFDUQDWLRQ´�235 

 Their shared view of our relation to other subjects in terms of reciprocity speaks to their 

common conviction that autrui is in essence another µme¶ who is not µme¶. Hence, as we have 

seen, Merleau-3RQW\�DUJXHV�WKDW�UHFLSURFLW\�LV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�WKHUH�WR�EH�DQ�³$OWHU�(JR´�236 He 

HYRNHV�D�³UHODWLRQ� LQWHUQH´�EHWZHHQ� WKH�VHOI�DQG� LWV�RWKHU��RQH�ZKLFK� ³IDLW�DSSDUDvWUH� DXWUXL�

FRPPH�O¶DFKqYHPHQW�GX�V\VWqPH´��DQG�ZKLFK� LV�QHFHVVDULO\�PXWXDO�237 To some extent, this 

HFKRHV�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�RXU�UHODWLRQ�WR�autrui as one of mutual negation, where ontological 

negation struFWXUHV�D�EDVLF�UHFLSURFLW\�EHWZHHQ�VXEMHFWV��³«�LO�HVW�XQ�DXWUH�SRXU�PRL�HW�>«@ je 

suis pour lui un autre�´238 Therein, autrui is principally an ontological category that is defined 

by being that which is not the self, as he makes clear in his Cahiers pour une morale:    

 
L¶Autre n¶est pas une personne déterminée mais une catégorie ou si 
l¶on veut une dimension, un élément. Il n¶y a pas d¶objet ou de sujet 

 
233 Langer, p. 308. 
234 Whitford, p. 14. 
235 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 407.; Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, pp. 456, 438. 
236 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 410. 
237 Ibid., p. 405. 
238 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 424. 
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privilégié qui doive être considéré comme Autre, mais tout peut être 
Autre et l¶Autre peut être tout. C¶est seulement une manière d¶être.239  

 

The self is a pour-soi, and autrui is also a pour-soi, albeit one that cannot be experienced as 

VXFK�E\�WKH�VHOI��7KH\�H[LVW�IRU�RQH�DQRWKHU�DV�³WKDW�ZKLFK�LV�QRW�WKH�VHOI´�WKURXJK�DQ�RQWRORJLFDO�

relation of negation. The first-person perspective that subtends his phenomenological ontology 

is not a specific VHOI��LQ�WKLV�FDVH�6DUWUH¶V��EXW�DQ\�VHOI��KH�LQWHQGV�IRU�KLV�UHDGHU�WR�adopt that 

perspective as their own. All pour-soi are thus equivalent, and interchangeable. Hence, he 

FRQFHLYHV�RI�WKH�³PXOWLSOLFLWp�GHV�©�DXWUXL�ª´�DV�D�³WRWDOLWp´�EHFDXVH�³FKDTXH�DXWrui trouve son 

rWUH�HQ�O¶DXWUH´��DQG�IXUWKHU�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�LPSRVVLEOH�IRU�DQ\�VXEMHFW�WR�SODFH�WKHPVHOI�RXWVLGH�

RI�WKH�³WRWDOLWp´��WR�GR�VR�ZRXOG�EH�WR�DGRSW�D�pensée de survol.240 Insofar as it must necessarily 

be viewed from the perspective of one pour-soi��WKLV�³WRWDOLWp´�LV�WKXV�DOZD\V�³GpWRWDOLVpH´��³«�

l¶existence-pour-autrui étant refus radical d¶autrui, aucune synthèse totalitaire et unificatrice 

des « autrui » n¶est possible�´241 6DUWUH¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�of the self and autrui as interchangeable 

LV�DOVR�UHIOHFWHG�LQ�KLV�PHWKRGRORJ\��³,,�UHYLHQW�DX�PrPH�G¶étudier la façon dont mon corps 

apparaît à autrui ou celle dont le corps d¶autrui m¶DSSDUDvW�´242 Indeed, as Whitford notes, the 

conviction that all pour-soi DUH�LQWHUFKDQJHDEOH�LV�VR�IXQGDPHQWDO�KH�³WDNHV�>LW@�IRU�JUDQWHG�DW�

the beginning of his analysis of l¶être-pour-DXWUXL´��UDWKHU�WKDQ�VHHNLQJ�WR�SURYH�LWV�YDOLGLW\�243 

In spite of his emphasis on generality and anonymity, Merleau-Ponty also adopts a first-

person perspective in the articulation of his philosophy. As such, as we have seen in his framing 

of the problem of other subjects, he too adopts a view of self and autrui as interchangeable: 

³«�FRPPHQW�OH�PRW�-H�SHXW-il se meWWUH�DX�SOXULHO�>«@�FRPPHQW�SXLV-je parler d¶un autre Je 

que le mien, comment puis-je savoir qu¶il y a d¶autres Je [«] ?´244 His solution to this problem, 

 
239 Jean-Paul Sartre, Cahiers pour une morale, (Paris: Gallimard, 1983), p. 396. 
240 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH néant, p. 291. 
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242 Ibid., p. 379. 
243 Whitford, p. 102. 
244 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. 400-401. 



 103 

explored above, further cements this view. We HQFRXQWHU�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV�QRW�DV�³-H´�± the ego 

only being found in reflexive thought ± but at the preconcious level, as corps sujets, and we 

recognise them as subjects through our intentional engagement in the world, which reflects our 

own. Here, the existence of autrui QR�ORQJHU�SRVHV�D�FRQFHSWXDO�GLIILFXOW\��³&H�PRQGH�SHXW�

demeurer indivis entre ma perception et la sienne, le moi qui perçoit n¶a pas de privilège 

SDUWLFXOLHU�TXL�UHQGH� LPSRVVLEOH�XQ�PRL�SHUoX�«´245 Crucially, the coherence of this theory 

rests upon the assertion that the self and autrui are equivalent, or interchangeable. And yet, as 

he himself notes, this does not resolve the problem of autrui on the level of conscious or 

UHIOH[LYH�WKRXJKW��³�«�VL�OH�VXMHW�TXL�SHUoRLW�HVW�DQRQ\PH��O¶autre lui-même qu¶il perçoit l¶est 

aussi, et quand nous voudrons, dans cette conscience collective, faire apparaître la pluralité des 

FRQVFLHQFHV��QRXV�DOORQV�UHWURXYHU�OHV�GLIILFXOWpV�DX[TXHOOHV�QRXV�SHQVLRQV�DYRLU�pFKDSSp�´246 

While we may locate the source of our certainty of the existence of other subjects at this level, 

we cannot account for the existence of other conscious or personal selves therein, because it is 

by definition prepersonal and preconscious. In other words, when we shift from perception to 

conscious thought or reflexion, we are still faced with the same enigma of the existence of 

RWKHU�³-H´��³,O�\�D�Oj�XQ�VROLSVLVPH�YpFX�TXL�Q¶HVW�SDV�GpSDVVDEOH�´247 Once again, his solution 

to this enigma, which we might consider the second moment in his account of other subjects, 

consolidates the interchangeability of self and autrui��³/HV�FRQVFLHQFHV�VH�GRQQHQW�OH�ULGLFXOH�

d¶un solipsisme à plusieurs, telle est la situation qu¶LO� IDXW� FRPSUHQGUH�´248 In his view, all 

VXEMHFWV�DUH�³-H´�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV��DQG�RWKHU�IRU�RWKHUV��DQG hence fundamentally equivalent. 

 In both philosophies, then, we find an equivalence or interchangeability of subjects, so 

that the position of self and autrui are simply a question of perspective: any subject can adopt 

the first-person stance of the philosopher, and any other subject can figure as autrui. Such a 
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conception of subjects, and the methodology that it subtends, is not a superficial or fortuitous 

feature of their thought: it is an expression of the basic project of phenomenology. As we have 

seen, phenomenology, whether that of Husserl or Heidegger, or the existential iterations thereof 

proposed by Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, is predicated upon the assumption that the first-person 

± or singular ± is the requisite starting point and prism through which the basic or universal 

structures of existence might be uncovered. Phenomenological theories thus necessarily assert 

the fundamental equivalence of all subjects, and the method reflects this. While they diverge 

in their particular reorientations of German phenomenology, they none the less share two basic 

convictions. First, that philosophy must start with the first-person, so as to avoid a pensée de 

survol. Second, that this does not inevitably lead to relativism, certainly when the philosopher 

aims to explicit universal structures of existence that transcend the particularities of the first-

person perspective. We see this in Sartre¶s ontology, wherein the structures of being are prior 

to or beyond the specificities of lived experience, and thus apply to every subject. And in the 

Phénoménologie de la perception, where Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DWWHPSW�WR�H[SOLFLW�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�

VWUXFWXUHV�RI�H[LVWHQFH�XSWDNHV�WKH�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�SURMHFW�RI�³>UHYHQLU@�DX[�FKRVHV-PrPHV´��

ZKLFK�KH�XQGHUVWDQGV�WR�PHDQ�³UHYHQLU�j�FH�PRnde avant la connaissance dont la connaissance 

SDUOH�WRXMRXUV´�249 Therein, the subject has both a general or anonymous existence, as corps 

sujet, and a personal or individual one, as consciousness. The Merleau-Pontian subject is thus 

VLPXOWDQHRXVO\� XQLYHUVDO� DQG� SDUWLFXODU�� DV� KH� VWDWHV� LQ� D� ����� DUWLFOH�� ³0D� YLH�P¶DSSDUDvW�

DEVROXPHQW�LQGLYLGXHOOH�HW�DEVROXPHQW�XQLYHUVHOOH�´250 The meaning and truth of the world, he 

claims, as we have seen, emerge ³j�O¶LQWHUVHFWLRQ�GH�PHV�H[SpULHQFHV�HW�GH�FHOOHV�G¶DXWUXL´�251 

 Implicit, then, in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW��ZKLFK�ORRNV�WR�XQFRYHU�WKH�EDVLF�VWUXFWXUHV�

of existence from a first-person perspective, is the belief that such a perspective is equivalent 
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250 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�PpWDSK\VLTXH�GDQV�O¶KRPPH¶��S������ 
251 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. xv. 
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to and can open on to any other. Sartre, too, works from the assumption that the experiences 

KH�GHVFULEHV�DUH�XQLYHUVDO��³&KDFXQ�UHFRQQDvWUD��GDQV�FHWWH�GHVFULSWLRQ�DEVWUDLWH��FHWWH�SUpVHQFH�

immédiate et brûlante du regard d¶autrui qui l¶D�VRXYHQW�UHPSOL�GH�KRQWH�´252 Indeed, on some 

occasions, he refuses outright the possibility that his description does not apply to everyone: 

³4XH�FKDFXQ�VH�UHSRUWH�j�VRQ�H[SpULHQFH���LO�Q¶est personne qui n¶ait été un jour surpris dans 

XQH�DWWLWXGH�FRXSDEOH�RX�VLPSOHPHQW�ULGLFXOH�´253 Regardless of the validity of these particular 

claims, they betray a tacit assumption that there is a universality of existence, one which can 

be accessed through the first-person perspective. For both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, then, the 

phenomenological subject is both singular and universal, or more precisely, a subject whose 

singularity is that through which the universal might be accessed. The subject of existential 

philosophy is thus at once individual and general, particular and abstract, or, as it tends to be 

WHUPHG�� D� µXQLYHUVDO-VLQJXODU¶� VXEMHFW�� ,W� IROORZV�� LQHYLWDEO\�� WKDW� DOO� RI� WKH� IHDWXUHV� RI� WKLV�

subject are equally singular insofar as they are universal, and vice-versa. This comes through 

in the linguistic architecture of their works. Both tend to use the direct article in the singular: 

6DUWUH�WDONV�DERXW�³OH´�pour-soi DQG�³OH´�pour-autrui, for example, while Merleau-Ponty refers 

WR�³O¶H[LVWHQFH�DQRQ\PH´�RU�³OH�VXMHW�GH�OD�SHUFHSWLRQ´��&rucially, this is also true of the body, 

ZKLFK�ILJXUHV�DV�³OH�FRUSV´�LQ�ERWK�RI�WKHLU�ZRUNV��DQG�RI�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��ZKR�DSSHDU�YDULRXVO\�

DV�³O¶DXWUH´�DQG�³DXWUXL´��ERWK�RI�ZKLFK�DUH�VLQJXODU��DQG�WKXV�JHQHUDO��7KH�XVH�RI�WKH�VLQJXODU�

to describe the fundamental structures of existence further consolidates the universality of the 

particular subject, of all of its constituent features, and of other subjects. Neither Sartre nor 

Merleau-Ponty deny that all subjects are particular ± that there are differences in bodies or in 

situations ±, rather, they assert that the particularities of bodies and situations are ulterior to the 

basic structures of existence. Put simply, they recognise that each subject has a unique body 

 
252 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 309. 
253 Ibid., p. 307. 
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and situation, but only in so far as they circumscribe such particularities to the realm of the 

contingent, and thus outside of the scope of their universal theories. 

 ,QGHHG��WKLV�FRQWLQJHQF\�LWVHOI�WXUQV�RXW�WR�EH�D�XQLYHUVDO�IHDWXUH�RI�H[SHULHQFH��³>,O@�HVW�

WRXW�j�IDLW�FRQWLQJHQW�HW�DEVXUGH�´�6DUWUH�VWDWHV�LQ�QR�XQFHUWDLQ�WHUPV��³TXH�MH�VRLV�LQILUPH��ILOV�

GH�IRQFWLRQQDLUH�RX�G¶RXYULHU��LUDVFLEOH�HW�SDUHVVHX[�HW�>LO@�HVW�SRXUWDQW�nécessaire que je sois 

cela RX�DXWUH�FKRVH´�254 And where Merleau-Ponty conceives of variations between bodies in 

terms oI�³OHV�KDVDUGV�GX�FRUSV�REMHFWLI´��KH�makes this selfsame claim: if my particular body is 

D�SXUH�PDWWHU�RI�FKDQFH��³KDVDUG´��WKHQ�LW�LV�QHFHVVDU\�WKDW�,�KDYH�a body, but entirely contingent 

DQG�DEVXUG��WR�WDNH�XS�6DUWUH¶V�ODQJXDJH��WKDW�,�KDYH�this or that body.255 It is in this sense that, 

for Merleau-3RQW\��³>WRXW@�HVW�FRQWLQJHQFH�GDQV�O¶KRPPH´��WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�ERG\��WKLV�SDUWLFXODU�

VLWXDWLRQ��³FHWWH�PDQLqUH�KXPDLQH�G¶H[LVWHU�Q¶HVW�SDV�JDUDQWLH�j�WRXW�HQIDQW�KXPDLQ´�256 Hence, 

WR�EH�IUHH��LQ�6DUWUH¶V�YLHZ��³Q¶HVW�SDV�FKRLVLU�OH�PRQGH�KLVWRULTXH�R��O¶RQ�VXUJLW�± FH�TXL�Q¶DXUDLW�

point de sens ± mais se choisir dans le monde��TXHO�TX¶LO�VRLW�´257 The subjunctive ± ³TXHO�TX¶LO�

soit´�± recalls Merleau-3RQW\¶V�³KDVDUGV´��LPSRUWDQW��KHUH��LV�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�as contingent ± the 

fact of having a situation ± rather than the situation as particular. In effect, once again, their 

OLQJXLVWLF�FKRLFHV�DUH�LQVWUXFWLYH��WKHLU�WHQGHQF\�WR�UHIHU�WR�³OD�VLWXDWLRQ´��RU�DVSHFWV�WKHUHRI�± 

³OD�FODVVH´��³OD�QDWLRQDOLWp´��HWF��± in the singular further cements the reality that what matters 

is the fact of having a situation, class, or nationality, rather than the concrete particularities that 

GHILQH�D�JLYHQ�VXEMHFW¶V�VLWXDWLRQ��7KLV�LV�QRW�WR�VD\�WKDW�WKH\�RQO\�VSHDN�RI�Flass, for example, 

in such abstract terms: both discuss concrete social classes, and differentiate to some degree 

between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Rather, it is to claim that what matters, in each of 

their existential phenomenologies, is the situation as contingent. Or perhaps, more exactly, that 

only the situation as contingent is articulable in the terms of those phenomenologies. Therein, 
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257 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 566. 



 107 

the situation as particular is thus not merely unimportant, it is quite simply inconceivable, and 

therefore inexpressible. Put simply, to the extent that existential phenomenology is grounded 

in the universal-singular, its framework and methodology are antithetical to an appreciation of 

the concrete particularities of bodies, and situations. And, given the centrality of the universal-

singular to Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSKLHV��WKLV�incapacity to engage with the body 

or situation as particular turns out to be a fundamental, rather than incidental, feature of their 

thought. Hence, the theories of the body and of autrui that they formulate from the perspective 

of the universal-singular are wholly dispossessed of the means to acknowledge and interrogate 

the concrete particularities of bodies, and situations. Insofar as those theories are the necessary 

cornerstone for any account of bodily otherness, we are faced with a pressing question: to what 

extent do Sartre and Merleau-Ponty take stock of bodily otherness in /¶Être et le néant and the 

Phénoménologie de la perception? Indeed, to what extent can they do so within the terms of 

the existential phenomenologies that they themselves set out? 
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Chapter III: Elements of a critique of existential phenomenology 

 

Philosophy and the human sciences have historically failed to accurately portray experiences 

of bodily otherness on two counts. On the one hand, they have tended to disregard such people 

and experiences, often subsuming them under an ostensibly abstract model that turns out to be 

a particular, normative one. On the other, they have been complicit in the reproduction and 

confirmation of normative ideologies, taking the socially-constructed categories, values and 

KLHUDUFKLHV�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�DV�JLYHQ��UDther than interrogating them. In theory at least, 

Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�H[LVWHQWLDO�SKHQRPHQRORJLHV�VKDUH�D�VHULHV�RI�EDVLF�SULQFLSOHV�WKDW�

should preclude them falling into either of these traps. The universal-singular framework is one 

such principle: against an abstract universal subject, they begin with a recognition that bodies 

and situations vary ± are contingent ± and that this shapes lived experience. Their philosophy 

thus rests upon a refusal to presume the identity of all existences, and a will to take stock of 

the concrete particularities of their own bodies and situations. This is complemented by their 

critique of the pensée de survol and their view of knowledge as embodied: if ³>WRXW@�FH�TXH�MH�

sais du monde >«@ MH�OH�VDLV�j�SDUWLU�G¶XQH�YXH�PLHQQH�RX�G¶XQH�H[Sérience du monde´��WKHQ�

we find a recognition that these concrete particularities determine our relation to knowledge 

and truth.1 This critique is most often levelled at science, and its realist understandings of the 

world, which Merleau-3RQW\� FRQVLGHUV� ³toujours naïves et hypocrites´�EHFDXVH� WKH\� ³sous-

entendent, sans la mentionQHU��FHWWH�DXWUH�YXH��FHOOH�GH�OD�FRQVFLHQFH´.2 Here, he HFKRHV�6DUWUH¶V�

LQVLVWHQFH� XSRQ� WKH� QHHG� WR� ³UpLQWpJUHU� O¶REVHUYDWHXU� DX sein du système scientifique >«@ 

comme un rapport originel au monde, comme une place, comme ce vers quoi s¶orientent tous 

OHV�UDSSRUWV�HQYLVDJpV�´3 Their critique of the pensée de survol is not merely conceptual, but 

 
1 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. ii. 
2 Ibid., p. iii. 
3 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 346. 
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also political: both decry democratic or liberal worldviews that herald an abstract universality, 

and in so doing obfuscate systems of exploitation and domination. For Merleau-Ponty: ³«�XQH�

politique fondée sur l¶homme en général, le citoyen en général, la justice en général, la vérité 

en général >«@ fonctionne au profit d¶LQWpUrWV� WUqV� SDUWLFXOLHUV� «´4 In a word, French 

existentialism turns upon a refusal of abstract universalities and presumptions of disembodied 

objectivity, be they scientific, political, or philosophical, in favour of a recognition of concrete 

particularities, their variations, and their influence on our worldview. 

  The scepticism that they exhibit towards science is perhaps most striking where they 

problematise scientific conceptions of bodies. In effect, both consider such conceptions to be 

inadequate to account for lived experience in a body. Merleau-Ponty repeatedly highlights the 

LQFRQVLVWHQFLHV�LQ�VFLHQWLILF�PRGHOV�RI�HPERGLPHQW��LQVLVWLQJ�WKDW�ZH�DUH�QRW�³OH�UpVXOWDW�RX�

l¶HQWUHFURLVHPHQW�GHV�PXOWLSOHV�FDXVDOLWpV�TXL�GpWHUPLQHQW�>QRV@�FRUSV´��QRU�FDQ�ZH�FRQFHLYH�

RI�RXUVHOYHV�DV�³OH�VLPSOH�REMHW�GH�OD�ELRORJLH��GH�OD�SV\FKRORJLH�HW�GH�OD�VRFLRORJLH´�5 Similarly, 

Sartre regards science ± QDPHO\�³l¶anatomie´�DQG�³la physiologie´�± as singularly dispossessed 

ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�GHVFULSWLRQV�RI�H[SHULHQFH��³[La science] s¶est condamnée, dès le départ, à 

ne rien comprendre à la vie puisqu¶elle la conçoit simplement comme une modalité particulière 

GH�OD�PRUW�«´6 It is particularly significant that he makes this claim in a discussion of autrui: 

³,O�\�DXUDLW�GRQF�XQH�HUUHXU�pQRUPH�j�FURLUH�Tue le corps d¶autrui qui se dévoile originellement 

à nous, c¶est le corps de l¶anatomo-SK\VLRORJLH�´7 Herein, we find one of several guiding axes 

of existential phenomenology that lay the foundation for a refusal of normative conceptions 

and evaluations oI�ERGLHV��3XW�VLPSO\��LI�WKH�FDWHJRULHV�DQG�PHDQLQJV�RI�QRUPV��µRWKHUV¶��DQG�

normative hierarchies are sustained and naturalised through a tacit acceptance of the scientific 

 
4 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Humanisme et terreur: Essai sur le problème communiste, (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), p. 
133. 
5 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. ii. 
6 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, pp. 388-389. 
7 Ibid., p. 389. 
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view of the body as universal and objective, then a philosophy that challenges this view might 

problematise such categories, meanings, and hierarchies. What is more, the eidetic reduction, 

which both adopt to varying degrees, offers a similar possibility of suspending normative 

conceptions of bodies: such conceptions surely form part of WKH�³DIILUPDWLRQV�VSRQWDQpHV�GDQV�

OHVTXHOOHV�MH�YLV´�WKDW�0HUOHDX-3RQW\�VHHNV�WR�³PHWWUH�HQ�VXVSHQV�HW�FRPPH�KRUV�DFWLRQ´�ZLWK�

the reduction.8 :KLOH�6DUWUH¶V�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�UHGXFWLRQ�LV�DW�WLPHV�DPELYDOHQW��KLV�FODLP�WKDW�

O¶H[LVWHQFH�SUpFqGH�O¶HVVHQFH operates similarly to criticise notions of human nature or instinct 

WKDW�SURS�XS�QRUPDWLYH�FDWHJRULVDWLRQV��YDORULVDWLRQV��DQG�KLHUDUFKLHV��3XW�VLPSO\��LI�PDQ�³Q¶HVW�

SDV�GpILQLVVLEOH´�EHFDXVH�³LO�Q¶HVW�G¶DERUG�ULHQ´��DQG�LI�³O¶KRPPH�H[LVWH�G¶DERUd, se rencontre, 

VXUJLW�GDQV�OH�PRQGH��HW�VH�GpILQLW�DSUqV´��WKHQ�WKH�JXLGLQJ�SULQFLSOH�RI�H[LVWHQWLDOLVP�WXUQV�RQ�

a pledge to strip back normative preconceptions about how bodies should be or act.9 From the 

outset, then, Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�H[LVWHntial phenomenologies are motivated by a series 

of theoretical and methodological commitments that offer a compelling framework for resisting 

normative beliefs about bodies, acts and desires, as well as for seeking to account for a range 

of experiences, including those marked by bodily otherness. 

 We might therefore be somewhat surprised to discover that both philosophers have been 

subject to a range of critiques that charge them on both counts: of failing to take experiences 

of bodily otherness into account, on the one hand, and of reproducing normative ideologies, on 

WKH�RWKHU��0DQ\�KDYH�ODPHQWHG�WKH�DEVHQFH�RI�ERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV�LQ�WKHLU�ZRUNV��/H�'°XII�QRWHV�

WKDW�³6DUWUH�QH�SURSRVH�QXOOH�SDUW�XQH�WKpRULH�GH�O¶rWUH-IHPPH´��ZKLOH�=RH�%HOLQVN\�DUJXHV�WKDW�

Merleau-3RQW\� GLVUHJDUGV� GLVDELOLW\� LQVRIDU� DV� KH� ³GRHV� QRW� UHFNRQ� ZLWK� D� VXEMHFW� ZKRVH�

incapacities haunt the perceptual horizon through which they appraise their sense of their own 

 
8 Merleau-Ponty, Les sciences de l'homme et la phénoménologie, p. 20. 
9 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, pp. 21-22. 
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ERGLO\�SRVVLELOLWLHV´�10 (OVHZKHUH��*DLO�:HLVV�KDV�SLQSRLQWHG�³DQ�DEVHQFH�RI any discussion of 

how racial, sexual, age, ethnic, class, moral, and technological differences are marked on our 

ERGLHV´�DV�D�³VHULRXV�GLIILFXOW\´�LQ�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�ZRUN�11 Against these critiques, scholars 

such as Sara Ahmed have argued that we might read between the lines to infer an account of 

ERGLO\� RWKHUQHVV�� ³«� LQ�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V� ZULWLQJ� ERGLHV� DUH� DOUHDG\� UDWKHU� TXHHU�´12 This 

recalls Gayle SalaPRQ¶V�EHOLHI�WKDW�LW�LV�SUHFLVHO\�WKH�DPELJXLW\�RI�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�FRQFHSWLRQ�

of sexuality that constitutHV�LWV�DSSHDO�IRU�³PRUH�LGHQWLWDULDQ�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�VH[XDO�GLIIHUHQFH�

DQG�VH[XDO�LGHQWLW\�´13 Others still regard these absences as productive, insofar as they might 

shed light on experiences both within and without the norm. Following Julien S. Murphy: 

³:LWKRXW�LQWHQGLQJ�WR��6DUWUH�KDV�SURYLGHG�XV�ZLWK�D�SDUWLFXODUO\�XVHIXO�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�

H[SHULHQFH�RI�GHYDOXDWLRQ�LQ�D�ZRUOG�ZKHUH�PHQ�DUH�GRPLQDQW�´14 Herein, we find an inflection 

of the second charge, namely that their philosophies reproduce normative conceptions of 

bodies and social relations. Sartre has regularly been accused of misogyny, perhaps most 

QRWDEO\�ZLWK�0DUJHU\�&ROOLQV�DQG�&KULVWLQH�3LHUFH� ILQGLQJ�KLP�JXLOW\�RI�³EODWDQW�VH[LVP´�15 

Jeffner Allen has broadened the scope of this charge to include Merleau-3RQW\��³([LVWHQWLDOLVP�

LV�� LQ� SULQFLSOH�� SDWULDUFKDO� H[LVWHQWLDOLVP�´16 Indeed, Allen goes as far as to claim that 

³H[LVWHQWLDOLVP� FDQQRW� EH� UHIRUPHG´�� VR� foundational is its investment in patriarchy.17 Her 

VFHSWLFLVP�HFKRHV�*URV]¶V�SHWLWLon, cited above, IRU�IHPLQLVWV�³WR�VHULRXVO\�TXHVWLRQ�ZKHWKHU�

 
10 /H�'°XII��/¶eWXGH�HW�OH�5RXHW, p. 76.; Zoe Belinsky, 'Transgender and Disabled Bodies: Between Pain and the 
Imaginary', in Transgender Marxism, HG�� E\� -XOHV� -RDQQH�*OHHVRQ� DQG�(OOH�2¶5RXUNH� �/RQGRQ��3OXWo Press, 
2021), pp. 179-199 (p. 188). 
11 Gail Weiss, Body Images: Embodiment as Intercorporeality, (New York; London: Routledge, 1999), p. 3. 
12 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, (Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2006), p. 106. 
13 Gayle Salamon, Assuming a Body: Transgender and Rhetorics of Materiality, (New York: Colombia University 
Press, 2010), p. 49. 
14 Julien S. Murphy, 'The Look in Sartre and Rich', Hypatia, 2 (1987), 113. 
15 Margery Collins and Christine Pierce, 'Holes and Slime: Sexism in Sartre's Psychoanalysis', Philosophical 
Forum, 5 (1973), 117. 
16 Jeffner Allen, 'An Introduction to Patriarchal Existentialism: A Proposal for a Way Out of Existential 
Patriarchy', in The Thinking Muse: Feminism and Modern French Philosophy, ed. by Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion 
Young (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1989), pp. 71-84 (p. 78).  
17 Ibid., p. 75. 
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SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�GHVFULSWLRQV�DUH�DSSURSULDWH�IRU�ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH´�RU�³ZKHWKHU��LQVWHDG��

DOWRJHWKHU� QHZ� DQG� GLIIHUHQW� WKHRUHWLFDO� WHUPV� DUH� QHFHVVDU\´�18 Conversely, some scholars 

have not sought to discount accusations of misogyny or normativity, but insisted instead that 

these are irrelevant to their fundamental theories: Constance Mui argues that Sartre grants 

ZRPHQ�³IXOO-IOHGJHG�FRQVFLRXVQHVV´�³LQ�VSLWH�RI�KLV�LOO�IHHOLQJV�WRZDUG�>WKHP@´��while Hazel 

Barnes conceives of 6DUWUH¶V� VH[LVP� DV� ³FRQWLQJHQW´� DQG� WKHUHIRUH� ³QRW� HVVHQWLDO� WR� RXU�

MXGJPHQW�RQ�WKH�SKLORVRSK\�DQG�LWV�SRWHQWLDO�YDOXH�DV�D�VXSSRUW�WR�IHPLQLVP´�19  

Two sites of contestation thus emerge in critical discussion of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty 

on the matter of bodily otherness. In the first place, there is disagreement over how far they are 

able to distance themselves from abstract universalities and normative ideologies. In the 

second, there is debate over the extent to which their success or failure therein impacts their 

philosophies as a whole. If, then, we are to build upon their thought and formulate an existential 

phenomenology of bodily otherness, we must set out by engaging with both of these points, 

and thus situate ourselves in these sites of contestation. Indeed, an immediate objection to any 

suggestion that Sartre and Merleau-Ponty failed to account for bodily otherness might emerge 

in light of their respective legacies: both are renowned for their political engagements on 

questions of oppression, social inequality and discrimination. In effect, in the years during and 

following the publication of /¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception, they 

explicitly engaged with questions of bodily otherness in a range of works, articles and literary 

contributions. While not all explicitly philosophical in nature, most of these texts reflect and 

indeed elaborate the frameworks set out in their existential phenomenologies. Their discussions 

of bodily otherness are not limited to the 1940s, but only those produced during this period will 

be considered here: given the shifts in their philosophical outlooks by the turn of the decade, 

 
18 Grosz, p. 111. 
19 Constance Mui, 'Sartre's Sexism Reconsidered', Auslegung: A Journal of Philosophy, 16 (1990), 32.; Hazel E. 
Barnes, 'Sartre and Sexism', Philosophy and Literature, 14 (1990), 341. 
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later texts cannot serve as a reliable reflection of their phenomenological projects. Even in this 

relatively short time, however, they produced a wealth of writing on norms, bodily otherness, 

and normative socio-HFRQRPLF�GLVWULEXWLRQV��6DUWUH¶V�GLVFXVVLRQV�RI�UDFH��DQWL-Blackness and 

colonialism are well-documented. Perhaps most notable of these are his 1947 contribution to 

the first issue of the revue Présence africaine��µ3UpVHQFH�QRLUH¶��DQG�KLV�SUHIDFH� WR�/pRSROG�

6pGDU� 6HQJKRU¶V�Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache de langue française, 

µ2USKpH�QRLU¶��SXEOLVKHG�LQ�������+LV�FRQFHSWLRQV�RI�UDFH�DQG�UDFLVP�DUH�DOVR�RXWOLQHG�LQ�KLV�

Réflexions sur la question juive, arguably his most comprehensive interrogation of racial 

prejudice and its effects, written in 1944 under Nazi occupation, wherein he talks about Jewish 

identity in terms of race, and sees anti-semitism and racism as synonymous. 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V� ZULWLQJV� RQ� PDWWHUV� RI� ERGLO\� RWKHUQHVV� DQG� QRUPDWLYH� VRFLDO�

hierarchies are somewhat sparser, with the discussion running through many of his written 

interventions in the latter half of the 1940s, rather than figuring as their explicit subject. There 

are, however, some texts where he explicitly addresses such matters: he too reflects upon anti-

sHPLWLVP�DQG�LWV�VRFLDO�UHSHUFXVVLRQV�LQ�KLV������DUWLFOH�µ/D�*XHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��ZKLOH�KLV������

Humanisme et terreur comprises a sustained critique of racism and colonial exploitation. An 

LQWHUURJDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�WH[WV�PLJKW�VKHG�OLJKW�XSRQ�ERWK�WKLQNHUV¶�UHVSHFWLYH�UHODWLRQV�WR�ERGLO\�

otherness. It is important to note, however, that they often use terminology that would now be 

regarded as discriminatory, if not actively violent. This is most notable in their reflections upon 

race and racism, although not limited to them. In what follows, we will cite the sources in the 

original, including such terminology. Our decision to do so reflects neither a disregard for the 

present sense of these terms, nor a dismissal of the destructive material, social or emotional 

effects that they may have in contemporary Western society. Rather, it speaks to a desire to 

UHSURGXFH�WKHLU�YLHZV�RI�QRUPV��µRWKHUV¶��DQG�ERGLO\�RWKerness as faithfully as possible, so as 

to formulate a robust critique of those views. Any such critique might begin with a recognition 
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that these writings bear witness to a genuine and at points discerning recognition of the reality 

RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶� of their social construction, and the fallacies therein, and of the socio-

economic hierarchies and inequalities that they motivate. There are some differences in their 

approaches to these matters, as there are in the conclusions that they draw, and their discussion 

here in tandem is not intended to flatten those differences. Rather, the conviction that they 

might and in fact should be read together speaks to their implication over this period in a shared 

philosophical and political movement ± existentialism ±, made tangible with their co-founding 

of the revue Les Temps Modernes in 1945. Hence, while discordance in their engagements with 

bodily otherness should not be dismissed ± it LV�SHUKDSV�VLJQLILFDQW��IRU�H[DPSOH��WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�

are more, for the most part, more explicit and frequent than Merleau-3RQW\¶V�± we might none 

the less interrogate them jointly, as two allied but distinct expressions of existential thought.  

 

Perceiving QRUPV��DQG�µRWKHUV¶ 

 

In this optic, we can locate moments in their writings where they display a certain lucidity of 

the reality of norms and normative ideas, notably where they point to their social construction. 

In a discussion of Marxism, Merleau-Ponty highlights the artifice of the very QRWLRQ�RI�³QDWXUH�

VRFLDOH´��DUJXLQJ�WKDW�WKRVH�WUDLWV�DWWULEXWHG�WR�VXFK�D�QDWXUH�³VRQW�HQ�UpDOLWp�OHV�DWWULEXWV��HW�OHV�

masques)  d¶XQH�FHUWDLQH�©�VWUXFWXUH�VRFLDOH�ª��OH�FDSLWDOLVPH´�20 Elsewhere, he manifests an 

awareQHVV�RI�WKH�SDUWLFXODU��KLVWRULF�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�-HZLVK�SHRSOH�DV�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�KLV�DVVHUWLRQ�

that anti-VHPLWLVP�³V¶HVW�FRQoX�DX[�FUHX[�GH�O¶KLVWRLUH´�21 6DUWUH�WRR�UHFRJQLVHV�WKH�µRWKHUQHVV¶�

of Jewish people as socially constructed, arguing that they have bHHQ�PDGH�LQWR�DQ�³HVSqFH�

G¶KRPPHV�TXL�Q¶D�GH�VHQV�TXH�FRPPH�SURGXLW�DUWLILFLHO�G¶une société capitaliste (ou féodale), 

 
20 Merleau-3RQW\��µ0DU[LVPH�HW�SKLORVRSKLH¶��S����3. 
21 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��S������ 
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qui n¶a pour raison d¶rWUH�TXH�GH�VHUYLU�GH�ERXF�pPLVVDLUH´�22 Further, both philosophers seek 

to expose the fallacy of some of the naturalistic accounts that ground certain norms. Merleau-

3RQW\�SUREOHPDWLVHV�WKH�SUHVXPHG�QDWXUDO�VXSUHPDF\�RI�KHWHURVH[XDO�PRQRJDP\��³3DV�SOXV�

que le trio, le couple humain n¶est une réalité naturelle ; l¶échec du trio >«@ ne peut pas être 

PLV�DX�FRPSWH�GH�TXHOTXH�SUpGLVSRVLWLRQ�QDWXUHOOH�´23 Similarly, Sartre critiques naturalistic 

DFFRXQWV�RI�UDFH��UDFLDO�GLIIHUHQFH��DQG�UDFLDO�KLHUDUFKLHV��³6L�O¶on entend par race ce complexe 

indéfinissable où l¶on fait entrer pêle-mêle des caractères somatiques et des traits intellectuels 

et moraux, je n¶y crois pas plus qu¶DX[�WDEOHV�WRXUQDQWHV�´24 Crucially, he wields a sophisticated 

JUDVS�RI�WKH�SURFHVVHV�RI�QDWXUDOLVDWLRQ�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�DUH�PDQXIDFWXUHG�

DQG�REIXVFDWHG��³4X¶on ne s¶y trompe pas : les explications par l¶hérédité et la race sont venues 

plus tard, elles sont comme le mince revêtement scientifique de cette conviction primitive «´25  

7KLV� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI� QRUPV� DQG� µRWKHUV¶� DV� VRFLDO� FRQVWUXFWLRQV� GRHV� QRW� HQWDLO� a 

dismissal of their social and material effects. Anti-VHPLWLVP��IROORZLQJ�6DUWUH��LV�D�³VWUXFWXUH�

VRFLDOH�UpJUHVVLYH´��RQH�ZKLFK�UHVWV�XSRQ�D�³FRQFHSWLRQ�GX�PRQGH�SUpORJLTXH´�26 In stressing 

the FRQFUHWH�UROH�RI�LGHRORJ\�LQ�VXVWDLQLQJ�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��themselves regarded as a social 

VWUXFWXUH��6DUWUH�PLUURUV�KLV�FRQWHPSRUDU\¶V�FODLP�WKDW�GRPLQDQW�LGHRORJLHV�³QH�VRQW�SDV�GHV�

apparences >«@ Elles sont exactement aussi « réelles » que les structures de l¶économie 

capitaliste, avec lesquelles elles forment XQ�VHXO�V\VWqPH�´27 Merleau-Ponty expands on this in 

a discussion of anti-VHPLWLVP��³«�OHV�LGpRORJLHV��XQH�IRLV�FRQVWLWXpHV��RQW�OHXU�SRLGV�SURSUH��

elles entraînent l¶KLVWRLUH�FRPPH�OH�YRODQW�HQWUDvQH� OH�PRWHXU�´28 They thus share a view of 

QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��DQG�QRWDEO\�WKRVH�RI�UDFH��DV�VRFLDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQV�ZKRVH�PDWHULDO�DQG�VRFLDO�

 
22 Jean-Paul Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, (Paris: Gallimard, 1954), p. 165. 
23 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/H�URPDQ�HW�OD�PpWDSK\VLTXH¶��S����� 
24 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 73. 
25 Ibid., p. 44. 
26 Ibid., p. 173. 
27 Merleau-3RQW\��µ0DU[LVPH�HW�SKLORVRSKLH¶��S������ 
28 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D HX�OLHX¶��S������ 
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effects are produced and justified by normative ideologies. What is more, Sartre displays an 

awareness of the nature and extent of such effects. He provides a particularly astute observation 

of these effects in the case of anti-VHPLWLVP�DV�³une atmosphère´��³«�un sens subtil des visages 

et des mots, une menace qui se dissimule dans les choses «´29 He goes on to exhibit an 

DSSUHFLDWLRQ�RI�KRZ�µRWKHUV¶��LQ�WKLV�FDVH�-HZLVK�SHRSOH��H[SHULHQFH�WKLV�DWPRVSKHUH� 

 
8Q�,VUDpOLWH�Q¶HVW�MDPDLV�V�U�GH�VD�SODFH�RX�GH�VHV�SRVVHVVLRQV���LO�
ne saurait même affirmer qu¶il sera encore demain dans le pays 
TX¶LO�KDELWH�DXMRXUG¶KXL��VD�VLWXDWLRQ��VHV�SRXYRLUV�HW�MXVTX¶j�VRQ�
droit de vivre peuvent être mis en question d¶une minute à 
l¶autre ��HQ�RXWUH��LO�HVW��QRXV�O¶DYRQV�YX��KDQWp�SDU�FHWWH�LPDJH�
insaisissable et humiliante que les foules hostiles ont de lui.30 

 

Further still, Sartre provides a compelling description of the nature of mechanisms of othering, 

arguing that they promote the ³DEDLVVHPHQW´��³KXPLOLDWLRQ´��³EDQQLVVHPHQW´�RI�µRWKHUV¶�± here, 

Jewish people ± DQG�LQ�VR�GRLQJ�FRQVWLWXWH�VR�PDQ\�³PHXrtres symEROLTXHV´�31 He and Merleau-

Ponty alike are cognisant of how normativity, and the socio-economic inequalities it motivates, 

are not abstract social structures, but enshrined in and indeed preserved by the law, and state 

practices: writing about anti-BlacknHVV�LQ�WKH�86��6DUWUH�QRWHV�WKDW�VODYHU\�LV�³[institutionnel]´��

WKDW�LV�WR�VD\�³[garanti] par la loi´�32 For his part, Merleau-Ponty seeks to lay bare the fallacy 

of de jure equality in Western democracies, gesturing towards its complicity in concealing and 

reproducing de facto LQHTXDOLW\�� ³«� l¶égalité formelle des droits et la liberté politique 

masquent les rapports de force plutôt qu¶elles ne les suppriment�´33 

 Central to their recognition of norms and normative social systems is an understanding 

of them as mutually-FRQVWLWXWLYH�DQG�FRPSOHPHQWDU\��6DUWUH�RXWOLQHV�WKLV�FOHDUO\��³/H�-XLI�Q¶est 

 
29 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 111. 
30 Ibid., p. 161. 
31 Ibid., p. 58. 
32 Jean-Paul Sartre, 'La violence révolutionnaire', in Cahiers pour une morale, (Paris: Gallimard, 1983), pp. 579-
594 (p. 579).  
33 Merleau-3RQW\��µ$XWRXU�GX�PDU[LVPH¶��SS�����-125. 
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ici qu¶XQ�SUpWH[WH���DLOOHXUV�RQ�VH�VHUYLUD�GX�QqJUH��DLOOHXUV�GX�MDXQH�´34 This conception of a 

VSHFLILF�µRWKHU¶�DV�a pretext challenges realist justifications of norms and normative hierarchies: 

WR�VHH�WKH�µRWKHU¶�as a social role rather than a natural reality is to reveal the lie of essentialism 

at the bedrock of normative ideologies. It also gestures towards the utility or function of norms 

DQG�µRWKHUV¶��DQG�QRUPDWLYH�VRFLR-economic inequalities, in and for capitalist society. In effect, 

both he and Merleau-Ponty regard these phenomena as inextricably bound up in the emergence 

and evolution of Western capitalism. This FRPHV�WKURXJK�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�FODLP�WKDW�DQWL-semitism 

³ne saurait exister dans une société sans classe´�35 As it does in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�

the dominant ± bourgeois ± ideology in Western society, which, as we have seen, he charges 

with sustaining QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��LV�PDGH�XS�RI�³les vues et les valeurs qui en fait rendront 

possible le maintien du capitalisme´�36 In other words, both philosophers align in a conviction 

that normative categories, values, and hierarchies, serve a clear purpose for Western capitalism, 

and those in power therein. Indeed, following Sartre, if anti-VHPLWLVP�³canalise les poussées 

révolutionnaires vers la destruction de certains hommes, non des institutions´��LW�functions as a 

³soupape de sûreté pour les classes possédantes´: it foments ³une haine bénigne contre les 

SDUWLFXOLHUV´�LQ�SODFH�RI�³XQH�KDLQH�GDQJHUHXVH�FRQWUH�XQ�Uégime´�37 Merleau-Ponty paints a 

VLPLODU�SLFWXUH�RI�:HVWHUQ�VRFLHW\�LQ�WKH�DIWHUPDWK�RI�WKH�ZDU��ZKHUHLQ�³les rapports de classe 

sont plus que MDPDLV�PDVTXpV�SDU�G¶DXWUHV�RSSRVLWLRQV´�38 They recognise that norms function 

as a cohesive force, allying members of diverse social groups and classes against a common 

µRWKHU¶��DQG�WKXV�GLYHUWLQJ�DWWHQWLRQ�DZD\�IURP�HFRQRPLF�GLVSDULWLHV��6DUWUH�FODLPV�What anti-

sHPLWLVP�VXEGXHV�³les distinctions entre riches et pauvres, entre classes travailleuses et classes 

possédantes´��E\�³les [résumant] toutes en celle du juif et du non-juif´�39 Elsewhere, he points 

 
34 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 63. 
35 Ibid., p. 191. 
36 Merleau-3RQW\��µ$XWRXU�GX�PDU[LVPH¶��SS�����-135. 
37 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 51. 
38 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�TXHUHOOH�GH�O¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH¶��S����� 
39 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, pp. 180-181. 
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to the vested interest that even the most disenfranchised white people have in racial hierarchies: 

³«�en dépit de lui-PrPH�O¶RXYULHU�EODQF�SURILWH�XQ�SHX�GH�OD�FRORQLVDWLRQ���VL�EDV�TXH�VRLW�VRQ�

niveau de vie, sans elle il serait plus bas encore�´40 His analysis here is particularly striking in 

its insight, prefiguring some of the claims made by scholars of race and racism cited in our 

GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�ERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV��³3OXV�JpQpUDOHPHQW�OH�P\WKH�GH�O¶pJDOLWp�GHV�FODVVHV�VXSpULHXUHV�

HVW�PDLQWHQX�DX�SRLQW�TXH�OHV�SDXYUHV�%ODQFV�QH�V¶DSHUoRLYHQW�SDV�GH�O¶exploitation dont ils 

VRQW�YLFWLPHV��WRXW�RFFXSpV�TX¶LOV�VRQW�j�SHQVHU�OHXU�DSSDUWHQDQFH�j�OD�FODVVH�VXSpULHXUH�´41 

 The same might be said of his understanding of how norms are produced and sustained. 

In several discussions of race, he displays an awareness of how norms function as the universal. 

+H�UHPDUNV�WKDW�&KULVWLDQV�LQ�(XURSH�³RQW�HX�O¶DUW�HW�O¶DXGDFH�GH�SUpWHQGUH�HQ�IDFH�GX�-XLI�TX¶LOV�

Q¶pWDLHQW�SDV�une autre race, mais purement et simplement O¶KRPPH´��DQG�WKXV�WKDW�WKH\�ILJXUH�

in Western society aV�³O¶DQRQ\PDW��O¶KXPDQLWp�VDQV�UDFH´�42 Similarly, he describes whiteness 

DV�³FHWWH�DEVWUDLWH�KXPDQLWp�LQFRORUH´�43 Such a conception of the norm as universal, and thus 

marked by an absence of essence or particularity, chimes with Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FODLP�RQ�the 

VXEMHFW�RI�LOOQHVV�WKDW�³O¶KRPPH�VDLQ�HVW�XQ�P\WKH��SURFKH�SDUHQW�GHV�P\WKHV�QD]LV´�44 In effect, 

both reveal an understanding of the reality of the norm as definitionally incoherent or 

inconsistent, if not empty, and even as an impossibility. Hence SaUWUH�SRLQWV�WR�³un brouillard 

insaisissable´�WKDW�FKDUDFWHULVHV�³la vraie France, avec ses vraies valeurs, son vrai tact, sa vraie 

moralité´�LQ�DQWL-semitic thinking.45 This foregrounds an appreciation of norms as defined in 

RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�µRWKHUV¶��RQH�PDQLIHVW�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ�RQ�UDFH��³«�OD�YDOHXU�GH�OD�%ODQFKH�

YLHQW� WUqV�H[DFWHPHQW�GH�FH�TX¶HOOH�HVW�FHOOH�TX¶RQ�QH�WUDLWH�SDV�FRPPH�XQH�1RLUH�´46 Here, 

 
40 Jean-Paul Sartre, 'Orphée noir', in Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache de langue française ed. 
by Léopold Sédar Senghor (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1948),  (p. xiv). 
41 6DUWUH��µ/D�YLROHQFH�UpYROXWLRQQDLUH¶��S������ 
42 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 119.  
43 6DUWUH��µ2USKpH�QRLU¶��S��[LY� 
44 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH�FKH]�+HJHO¶��S����� 
45 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 100. 
46 6DUWUH��µ/D�YLROHQFH�UpYROXWLRQQDLUH¶��S������ 
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µRWKHUV¶�DUH�FRQVWLWXWHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�QRUP��E\�WKRVH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUP��³«�si le Juif n¶existait pas, 

l¶antisémite l¶inventerait.´47 µ2WKHUQHVV¶��KH�VWDWHV�LQ�D�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�%ODFN�SHRSOH��LV�QRWKLQJ�

PRUH�RU�OHVV�WKDQ�WKH�IDFW�RI�EHLQJ�PDGH�µRWKHU¶��³Mais ce qui les rend autres, c¶est que nous 

les avons mis a priori dans une situation où ils ne peuvent nous apparaître que comme 

$XWUHV�´48 )XUWKHU�� WR�EH�PDGH�µRWKHU¶� LV� WR� ILJXUH� DV�SDUWLFXODU� LQ� UHODWLRQ� WR�DQ�DEVWUDFW�RU�

universal norm, as is clear in the casH� RI� -HZLVK� SHRSOH�� ³Mais le Juif a comme nous un 

caractère et par-dessus le marché, il est Juif [«] Il est surdéterminé�´49 This particularity 

H[FOXGHV�WKHP�IURP�WKH�QRUP��DV�ZLWK�-HZLVK�FKLOGUHQ�ZKRVH�³nom spécial´�VHWV�WKHP�DSDUW�

from their non-Jewish peers, ³des enfants normaux´�50 His analysis thus posits the existence of 

DQ�DV\PPHWULF��0DQLFKHDQ�ELQDU\�WKDW�VXEWHQGV�WKH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�QRUPV�DQG�WKHLU�µRWKHUV¶��

This is particularly salient where he asserts that the very concept of race necessarily implies 

LQHTXDOLW\��³«�n¶englobe-t-elle pas, dans sa structure profonde, un jugement de valeur, puisque 

l¶idée même de race implique celle d¶inégalité "´51 ,Q�VKRUW��6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�UDFLDO�QRUPV�

DQG�µRWKHUV¶�± of norms as universal and empty, and as constituted in opposition to particular 

µRWKHUV¶�± is compelling in the context of the present study, most notably in its coherence with 

the vision set out by many of the scholars of bodily otherness cited earlier in this thesis. 

 Along with Merleau-Ponty, he also describes how this Manichean binary posits those 

ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUP�DV�VXSHULRU�WR�WKRVH�RXWVLGH�RI�LW��+HUHLQ��WKH�µRWKHU¶�LV�UHQGHUHG�³un moindre 

Autre, un Autre inférieur et soumis.´52 Both philosophers point to the ascription of inferiority 

DQG�QRWH�KRZ�LW�ZRUNV�WR�VWULS�µRWKHUV¶�RI�WKHLU�KXPDQLW\��LQ�WXUQ�IRUHJURXQGLQJ�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�

and violence. Anti-semitic violence is predicated, in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�YLHZ��RQ�D�PLVUHDGLQJ�RI�

-HZLVK�SHRSOH��ZKLFK�LV�SUHFLVHO\�D�UHIXVDO�WR�FRQVLGHU�WKHP�DV�UHDO�SHRSOH��³Un antisémite ne 

 
47 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 14. 
48 Sartre, Cahiers pour une morale, p. 443. 
49 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 96. 
50 Ibid., p. 96. 
51 Ibid., p. 145. 
52 Sartre, Cahiers pour une morale, p. 398. 
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SRXUUDLW�SDV�YRLU�WRUWXUHU�OHV�MXLIV�V¶LO�OHV�YR\DLW�YUDLPHQW��V¶LO�SHUFHYDLW�FHWWH�VRXIIUDQFH�HW�FHWWH�

agonie dans une vie individuelle, mais justement, il ne voit pas les juifs qui souffrent, il est 

dans le mythe du juif.´53 6LPLODUO\��6DUWUH¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�GLOHPPD�IDFHG�E\�ZKLWH�SHRSOH�

in the US ± RI�ZKHWKHU�WR�WUHDW�%ODFN�SHRSOH�³humainement´��DQG�³les [reconnaître] comme 

hommes´�± speaks to a conviction that the exploitation of Black people has historically required 

a refusal to regard them as human.54 Building upon this, we find an appreciation of the ways 

in which these processes of othering and dehumanisation shape the experience of those outside 

the norm. &RQVLGHU�6DUWUH¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�the experience of Jewish people in Western society: 

³Vigoureusement attaqué, faiblement défendu, le Juif se sent en danger dans une société dont 

O¶DQWLVpPLWLVPH�HVW�OD�WHQWDWLRQ�SHUSpWXHOOH�´55 +H�QRWHV�KRZ�µRWKHUV¶�DUH�forced to confirm to 

normative expectations, and behave in the ways prescribed by those within the norm: if Black 

SHRSOH�DSSHDU�WR�EHKDYH�GLIIHUHQWO\�IURP�ZKLWH�SHRSOH��KH�VD\V��WKLV�LV�SUHFLVHO\�EHFDXVH�³nous 

obligeons les Noirs à se comporter ainsi´�56 In other words, he recognises the mutual processes 

of othering and naturalisation through which difference between groups is fabricated by the 

very social differentiations that it is supposed to ground. He expands this view to include 

Jewish people ± ³Les antisémites ont raison de dire que le Juif mange, boit, lit, dort et meurt 

comme un Juif. Que pourrait-il faire d¶DXWUH�"´�± and women��³-¶ai rencontré parfois ce genre 

de sottise chez les hommes mais elle est plus fréquente encore chez les femmes. Cela parce 

que justement la femme est tenue a priori pour inefficace ; elle est mise entre parenthèses�´57  

Crucially, Sartre shows an awareness that these processes shape not only the behaviour, 

but the consciousness of tKRVH�GHVLJQDWHG�DV�µRWKHU¶��+H�describes the experience of a Jewish 

person LQ�:HVWHUQ�VRFLHW\��³On lui a aliéné jusqu¶à son propre corps, on a coupé en deux sa vie 

 
53 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��S������ 
54 6DUWUH��µ/D�YLROHQFH�UpYROXWLRQQDLUH¶��S������ 
55 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 94. 
56 6DUWUH��µ/D�YLROHQFH�UpYROXWLRQQDLUH¶��S������ 
57 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 107.; Sartre, Cahiers pour une morale, p. 315. 
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DIIHFWLYH�«´58 7KLV�LQ�WXUQ�LV�VHHQ�WR�KDYH�UHSHUFXVVLRQV�XSRQ�HPERGLPHQW��7KH�-HZLVK�µRWKHU¶�

LV�³>mal] à l¶aise jusque dans sa peau, ennemi irréconcilié de son corps´��DQG Jewish people, in 

his view, ³Q¶DGKqUHQW�SDV�j�OHXU�FRUSV�DYHF�FHWWH�FRPSODLVDQFH��FH�VHQWLPHQW�WUanquille de la 

propriété qui caractérisent la plupart des « Aryens »�´59 In this sense, his view of anti-semitism 

might be UHDG�DV�WKH�DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�D�-HZLVK�µFRQGLWLRQ¶��VLPLODU�WR�1GLD\H¶V�³FRQGLWLRQ�QRLUH´��

insofar as it evokes a collective experience RI�EHLQJ�PDGH�µRWKHU¶�± here Jewish, DQG�LQ�1GLD\H¶V�

work, Black ± and treated as such in a society underwritten by the supremacy of those within 

the norm. In fact��KH�ORFDWHV�WKH�³lien commun´�EHWZHHQ�-HZLVK�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�³ils ont 

une situation FRPPXQH�GX�-XLI��F¶HVW-à-GLUH�TX¶LOV�YLYHQW�DX�VHLQ�G¶XQH�FRPPXQDXWp�TXL�OHV�

tient pour Juifs�´60 Sartre also meditates on the reverse dynamic: the ways in which normative 

ideologies and social differentiations shape the consciousness of those within the norm. In a 

discussion of slavery, he points to the perceptive limitations generated by normative epistemic 

regimes, describing something DNLQ�WR�0LOOV¶V�µVWUXFWXUDO�EOLQGQHVVHV¶��³Ainsi l¶oppression ne 

se découvre pas d¶abord à l¶oppresseur. Elle est masquée.´61 He goes on to underscore the role 

RI�QDWXUDOLVDWLRQ�LQ�WKLV�SKHQRPHQRQ��³L¶oppression est dans la Nature puisque c¶est un fait 

naturel que le Noir est inférieur au Blanc�´62 Recollecting life before the war, Merleau-Ponty, 

too, acknowledges the perceptive shortcomings of those within the norm, notably in relation to 

identifying normative hierarchies and systems of domination: ³Si nous avions mieux regardé, 

nous aurions déjà trouvé, dans la société des temps de paix, des maîtres et des esclaves «´63 

7KLV�VWDQFH�LV�GHYHORSHG�IXUWKHU�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�WKRXJKW��ZKHUH�KLV�FODLP�WKDW�³pour voir clair dans 

une situation injustifiable, il n¶est pas suffisant que l¶oppresseur la regarde honnêtement, il faut 

aussi qu¶il change la structure de ses yeux´�VSHDNV�WR�D�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�SHUFHSWLRQ�

 
58 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 164. 
59 Ibid., pp. 161, 144. 
60 Ibid., p. 81. 
61 6DUWUH��µ/D�YLROHQFH�UpYROXWLRQQDLUH¶��S������ 
62 Ibid. 
63 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��S������ 
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and knowledge are restricted, under the Western epistemic regime, to that which confirms and 

justifies normative ideologies and the socio-economic constellations they motivate.64  

 

The limits of that perception 

 

In the years following the publication of /¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la 

perception, during which most ± if not all ± of their writing was anchored in their existential 

phenomenologies, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty can thus be seen to display a striking appreciation 

RI�WKH�UHDOLW\�DQG�QDWXUH�RI�QRUPV��µRWKHUV¶��DQG�QRUPDWLYH�VRFLDO�KLHUDUFKLes. At times, as we 

have seen, their grasp of these social phenomena is particularly remarkable, mirroring and even 

anticipating perspectives put forward by later scholars of bodily otherness. At this stage, then, 

the claim that they do not ± let alone can not ± account for bodily otherness within the terms 

of their existential philosophies may appear unfounded. Upon closer inspection, however, their 

XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�RIWHQ�IDOOV�VKRUW��HYHQ�DQG�SHUKDSV�PRVW�saliently in those 

moments where they come closest to a true appraisal of social realities. If we begin with some 

of these later writings, and explore where even they betray normative biases, we will be well 

placed to turn that critical light on the existential phenomenologies in which they are grounded. 

,QGHHG��6DUWUH¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI the perceptive and epistemic limitations of those within the norm 

provides a compelling starting point for such a critique. In effect, if he states in a discussion of 

négritude WKDW�³un blanc ne saurait en parler convenablement, puisqu¶il n¶en a pas l¶expérience 

LQWpULHXUH´ DQG�WKDW�KH�³>devrait] donc laisser le lecteur la rencontrer au fil de ces pages´��KH�

LPPHGLDWHO\� FRQWUDGLFWV� KLPVHOI�� EHJLQQLQJ� KLV� QH[W� VHQWHQFH�ZLWK� ³0DLV «´�� and writing 

several more pages on the subject.65 In spite of an apparent sensitivity to his complicity in 

 
64 6DUWUH��µ/D�YLROHQFH�UpYROXWLRQQDLUH¶��SS�����-591. 
65 6DUWUH��µ2USKpH�QRLU¶��S��[[L[� ³0DLV�FHWWH�LQWURGXFWLRQ�VHUDLW�LQFRPSOqWH�VL��DSUqV�DYRLU�LQGLTXp que la quête du 
Graal noir figurait dans son intention originelle et dans ses méthodes la plus authentique synthèse des aspirations 
révolutionnaires et du souci poétique, je ne montrais qXH�FHWWH�QRWLRQ�FRPSOH[H�HVW��HQ�VRQ�F°XU��3RpVLH�SXUH��-H�
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normative regimes, he ultimately draws a distinction between himself and those white people 

that he regards as more actively implicated in racism, and anti-Blackness��WKH�XVH�RI�³QRXV´�LQ�

³nous obligeons les Noirs à se comporter ainsi´��FLWHG�DERYH��IRU�H[DPSOH��LV�WHPSHUHG�VKRUWO\�

DIWHUZDUGV�E\�KLV�XVH�RI�³vous´�WR�DGGUHVV�RWKHU�such white people, which quietly exonerates 

him from many of the most serious charges of racial oppression�� ³Mais si vous les traitez 

KXPDLQHPHQW�� F¶HVW� TXH� YRXV� OHV� UHFRQQDLVVH]� FRPPH� KRPPHV� HW� LOV� SUHQQHQW� GDYDQWDJH�

FRQVFLHQFH�GH�OHXU�pWDW�´66 Merleau-3RQW\¶V�YLHZ�RI�German anti-semitism DV�³un mystère´�IRU�

)UHQFK�SHRSOH�RSHUDWHV�VLPLODUO\�WR�REVFXUH�KLV�FROODERUDWLRQ�LQ�QRUPDWLYH�UHJLPHV��³«�formés 

comme nous l¶étions, nous devions nous demander chaque jour pendant ces quatre années : 

comment l¶antisémitisme est-il possible ?´67 His incredulity in the face of racial discrimination, 

taken alongside his claim that occupation forced SHRSOH�WR�DGRSW�³conduites puériles´��VXFK�DV�

³MXJHU�GHV�JHQV�VXU�O¶KDELW´��itself suggestive of a belief that people did not judge others based 

upon their appearance before the war, point to a basic ignorance of the ubiquity of normative 

social structures and processes.68 Against a nascent recognition of their complicity in such 

processes, and their inability to see clearly in systems of domination, then, both he and Sartre 

ultimately tend to regard themselves as exceptions from the rule, able to distance themselves 

from and disengage with normative ideologies. 

This presumption of innocence rings particularly false if we subject these writings to 

further scrutiny: upon closer inspection, they contain a multitude of normative assumptions, 

some of which are not merely incidental, but foundational. In fact, both thinkers turn out to be 

heavily invested in the very epistemic regime that they outwardly FULWLTXH��6DUWUH¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�

scientific models of race, and crucially of the role of science in justifying racism, ultimately 

 
me bornerai donc j examiner ces poèmes objectivement comme un faisceau de témoignages, et j recenser 
quelques-XQV�GH�OHXUV�WKqPHV�SULQFLSDX[�´ 
66 6DUWUH��µ/D�YLROHQFH�UpYROXWLRQQDLUH¶��S������ 
67 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��S������ 
68 Ibid., p. 172. 
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IDOOV�VKRUW��³«�QRXV�Q¶DFFHSWRQV�G¶XWLOLVHU�OHV�FRQFHSWV�HWKniques que dans les domaines où ils 

ont reçu des confirmations expérimentales, à savoir ceux de la biologie et de la pathologie «´69 

Perhaps most critical, both he and Merleau-Ponty collude in flagrant eurocentrism. If Merleau-

Ponty begins by problematising the eurocentrism of descriptions of countries in terms such as 

³DUULpUpV´�DQG�³DYDQFpV´��KH�later characterises colonised countries in those very terms, as in 

an ³pWDW�DUULpUp´�70 6DUWUH¶V�HXURFHQWULVP�DQG�UDFLVP�DUH�PDQLIHVW�ZKHUH�KH�HPSOR\V�UHIHUHQFHV�

to non-Europeans allegorically to degrade anti-VHPLWHV��GHSLFWLQJ�WKHP�DV�DFWLQJ�³comme les 

SULPLWLIV�TXL�GRWHQW�OH�YHQW�RX�OH�VROHLO�G¶XQH�SHWLWH�kPH´�DQG�³FRPPH�OHV�LQGLJqQHV�IUDSpés 

d¶un tabou´�71 For both, this eurocentrism belies an adherence to normative ideologies and their 

GHYDOXDWLRQ�RI�µRWKHUV¶��LQFOXGLQJ�UDFLDO�VWHUHRW\SHV��,Q�KLV�UHIOHFWLRQ�RQ�négritude, for example, 

Sartre reproduces racist imagery. Black people are at once degendered ± ³«�la négritude, en 

VD�VRXUFH�OD�SOXV�SURIRQGH��HVW�XQH�DQGURJ\QLH�«´�± DQG�K\SHUVH[XDOLVHG��³«�le noir reste le 

JUDQG�PkOH�GH�OD�WHUUH��OH�VSHUPH�GX�PRQGH�´72 The ascription of an abnormal sexuality to Black 

people, and notably to Black men, recalls both )HUJXVRQ¶V�assertion that people of colour are 

sexualised as non-heteronormative, and )DQRQ¶V�SDVWLFKH�RI�ZKLWH�DWWLWXGHV��LWVHOI�SRVVLEO\�D�

UHIHUHQFH�WR�WKLV�YHU\�SDVVDJH�LQ�µ2USKpH�QRLU¶��³/HV�QqJUHV��HX[��RQW�OD�SXLVVDQFH�VH[XHOle [«] 

,O�SDUDvW�TX¶LOV�FRXFKent partout, et à tout moment. Ce sont des génitaux�´73 Moreover, their 

critiques of anti-semitism are interwoven with anti-semitic imagery. Merleau-Ponty ORFDWHV�³le 

rôle que les MXLIV�RQW�MRXp�MDGLV�GDQV�OH�GpYHORSSHPHQW�G¶XQ�FHUWDLQ�FDSLWDOLVPH´�DV�FRQWULEXWLQJ�

to anti-semitism, thus resurrecting the age-old anti-semitic association between Jewish people 

and wealth.74 Even where he looks to defend Jewish people, Sartre repeatedly describes them 

 
69 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, pp. 71-72. 
70 Merleau-3RQW\��µ3RXU�OD�YpULWp¶��S������ 
71 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, pp. 43, 50.  
72 6DUWUH��µ2USKpH�QRLU¶��SS��[[[LLL��[[[LL� 
73 Frantz Fanon, Peau noire, masques blancs, (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1971), p. 128.  
74 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��S������ 
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as physically inferior to their non--HZLVK�FRXQWHUSDUWV��³«�il s¶agit la plupart du temps d¶un 

être faible et qui, mal préparé à la violence, ne parvient pas même à se défendre�´75  

7KURXJKRXW��6DUWUH�SRVLWLRQV�µRWKHUV¶�DV�VLWHV�RI�ZHDNQHVV�DQG�SDVVLYLW\��-HZLVK�SHRSOH�

are frequently typified by ³IDLEOHVVH´��DV�DUH�ZRPHQ, with references to ³O¶LPSXLVVDQFH�GH�OD�

IHPPH´�DQG�³VD IDLEOHVVH´�76 So fundamental is this weakness to womanhood that it operates 

HYHQ�DW�WKH�OHYHO�RI�RQWRORJ\��³'DQV�O¶être même de la femme, dans son impuissance «´77 

Women are not only physically LQIHULRU�WR�PHQ��EXW�PHQWDOO\�VR��³/H�UHFRXUV�j�l¶intuition est 

IUpTXHQW�FKH]�OHV�IHPPHV�«´78 In line with the dominant epistemic regime, time and again he 

dismisses the intellect and lived experiences of various µRWKHUV¶��³,O�\�D�WRXMRXUV�XQH�PDQLqUH�

GH�FRPSUHQGUH�O¶LGLRW��O¶HQIDQW��OH�SULPLWLI�RX�O¶pWUDQJHU��SRXUYX�TX¶RQ�DLW�OHV�UHQVHLJQHPHQWV�

VXIILVDQWV�´79 Those outside the norm are positioned as passive, as evidenced by his view of the 

KLVWRU\�RI�-HZLVK�FRPPXQLWLHV�DV�³XQH�ORQJXH�SDVVLYLWp´��DQG a description he gives of women: 

³(W�FRPPH�OD�IHPPH�HVW�SDVVLYLWp��OH�PRQGH�HVW�VHQWL�FRPPH�SpQpWUDQW�HQ�HOOH�«´80 Manifest 

in this description is the objectification of women through the prism of masculine heterosexual 

desire. Women figure as passive, sexual objects for men, both literally and figuratively. This 

is not only true of Sartre, but of Merleau-3RQW\��ZKR�OLNHQV�UHYROXWLRQ�WR�³XQ�DFFRXFKHPHQW�

>TXL@�SHXW�VH�WHUPLQHU�SDU�OD�PRUW�GH�OD�PqUH�HW�GH�O¶HQIDQW�VL�TXHOTX¶XQ�Q¶HVW�SDV�Oj�SRXr aider 

OD�QDWXUH�´81 Throughout their writings, we can trace the erection of the subject/object binarism 

that we have already located at the heart of the Western epistemic regime, wherein those within 

the norm are granted subjectivity, while those outside of it are constituted as objects for the 

normative subject. Their language is further testament to this dynamic. The ostensibly general 

 
75 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 54. 
76 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 54.; Sartre, Cahiers pour une morale, p. 245. 
77 Sartre, Cahiers pour une morale, p. 246. 
78 Ibid., p. 222. 
79 Sartre, /¶([LVWHQWLDOLVPH�HVW�XQ�KXPDQLVPH, p. 70. 
80 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 81.; Sartre, Cahiers pour une morale, p. 330. 
81 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�TXHUHOOH�GH�O¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH¶��SS�����-101. 
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subject of their work ± ³on´ or ³nous´ ± turns out to be specific: that of the normative subject. 

Sartre sets Jewish people against an ³on´�and a ³nous´, thus excluding them from a non-Jewish 

VXEMHFWLYLW\��³/HV�-XLIV�TXL�QRXV�HQWRXUHQW�«´82 Merleau-Ponty, for his part, pits his own µRQ¶�

DQG�µQRXV¶�against non-European people of colour��³4XH�UpSRQGUH�TXDQG�XQ�Indochinois ou un 

Arabe nous fait observer TX¶LO�D�ELHQ�YX�QRV�DUPHV��PDLV�QRQ�QRWUH�KXPDQLVPH�"´83 Even here, 

in a discussion of racial inequality and colonialism��³QRXV´�LV�RSSRVHG�WR�³OHV�DXWUHV´.84 Just as 

even at the most OXFLG�PRPHQWV�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�analysis of anti-semitism, those outside of the norm 

are often ³ils´ or ³eux´��³,OV�VH�VHQWHQW�VpSDUpV��UHWUDQFKpV�GH�OD�VRFLpWp�«´85 Throughout their 

writings, the subject is a patently normative one ± white, non-Jewish, European, masculine, 

heterosexual, etc. ± IRU�ZKRP�µRWKHUV¶�RI�YDULRXV�NLQGV�ILJXUH�DV�REMHFWV� 

The ambiguity of the subject of these works ± sometimes general, often implicitly coded 

as normative ± reflects a basic flaw in their accounts of normative categories and hierarchies. 

In effect, these instances of linguistic slippage are indicative of a wider dynamic through which 

normative, unilateral structures of othering and domination are stripped of their specificity, and 

thus their very foundation. If, as we have seen, both thinkers appear to recognise the historic 

FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�FHUWDLQ�JURXSV�DV�µRWKHUV¶��WKH\�XOWLPDWHO\�IROG�WKHVH�UHDOLWLHV�EDFN�LQWR�XQLYHUVDO�

models of oppression that can never truly reflect the reality of norms and the social distributions 

they establish. 7KLV�LV�QRWDEO\�HYLGHQW�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�DSSUDLVDO�RI�DQWL-semitism, where he argues 

WKDW�³QRXV�ULVTXRQV�G¶HQ�rWUH��QRXV�DXVVL��OHV�YLFWLPHV´��DQG�WKDW�³OH�GHVWLQ�GHV�-XLIV´ is that of 

each and every one of us.86 This echoes Merleau-3RQW\¶V� DVVHUWLRQ� WKDW� QRQ-Jewish people 

XQGHU�RFFXSDWLRQ�³>Q¶pWDLHQW@�SDV�SOXV�OLEUHV�>«@ que le juif ou le déporté´�87 In affirming the 

equivalence of non-Jewish and Jewish people and experiences in discussions of anti-semitism, 

 
82 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, pp. 45, 79, 96, 143. 
83 Merleau-Ponty, Humanisme et terreur, p. 182. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive, p. 92. 
86 Ibid., pp. 184-185. 
87 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��S������ 
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they efface its historical contingency and unilaterality, bending it into an abstract universal 

worldview that precludes an appreciation of the very unilateral power relations that they seek 

to highlight elsewhere. Merleau-Ponty gives succinct testimony WR�WKLV��³«�nous sommes tous 

les juifs dans la mésure où nous avons le souci de l¶universel «´88 This dynamic is not 

restricted to their engagements with anti-VHPLWLVP��DV�LV�HYLGHQFHG�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�VKLIW�DZD\�IURP�

an apparent awareness of the historic specificity of négritude to an insistence upon the 

universality of both its authors and its audience: ³Je voudrais montrer par quelle voie on trouve 

DFFqV�GDQV�FH�PRQGH�GH� MDLV�HW�TXH�FHWWH�SRpVLH�TXL�SDUDvW�G¶DERUG�UDFLDOH�HVW�ILQDOHPHQW�XQ�

chant de tous et pour tous.´89 The strength of this commitment to universal frameworks should 

not be underestimated: it subtends the totality of their reflections on bodily otherness, revealing 

a basic incapacity to take stock of norms and the processes that sustain them, and, critically, of 

their complicity therein. Such a critique does not undermine the insightful claims that they do 

make, but rather contextualises them as rare moments of perspicacity that stand out against a 

backdrop of misrecognition and a fidelity to universal theories. A close reading of the texts that 

emerge in the wake of their major phenomenological works thus paints a more nuanced picture 

of their UHODWLRQ�WR�µRWKHUV¶��RQH�ZKLFK�XQGHUVFRUHV�WKHLU�IDLOXUH�WR�DFFRXQW�IRU�ERGLO\�RWKHUQHVV��

and their complicity in reproducing normative ideologies and epistemic frameworks. 

 

Cracks in the foundations 

 

The deficiencies in these accounts speaks to two factors that played a decisive role in their 

emergence: the influence of their own personal experiences during the war, on the one hand, 

and the nature of existential phenomenologies that serve as their foundation, on the other. As 

 
88 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/¶H[LVWHQWLDOLVPH�FKH]�+HJHO¶��S����� 
89 6DUWUH��µ2USKpH�QRLU¶��S��[L� 
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we have seen, the advent of the Second World War signalled a shift in Sartre and Merleau-

3RQW\¶V�SROLWLFDO�DQG�SKLORVRSKLFDO�RXWORRNV��7KH�YDVW�PDMRULW\�RI�WKH�ZRUNV�FLWHG�DERYH��ZKHUH�

they grapple with questions of bodily otherness, were written either in the latter years of the 

conflict, or in its immediate aftermath. This is hardly a coincidence: their discussions of anti-

semitism and other systems of domination emerge directly from those very experiences. In 

effect, both acknowledge that the war triggered an awakening to social realities, and notably to 

systems of domination: Merleau-Ponty states that Nazi anti-VHPLWLVP�ODLG�EDUH�³une vérité que 

nous ignorions en 1939´��ZKLOH�6DUWUH�FKDUJHV�WKH�HQHP\�ZLWK�³nous contraignant à nous poser 

ces questions TX¶RQ�pOXGH�GDQV�OD�SDL[´�90 Residing within many of the norms central to this 

thesis, othering and anti-semitism had SUHYLRXVO\�EHHQ�FRQILQHG�WR�³O¶XQLYHUV�GH�OD�SHQVpH´��

ZLWK�WKH�DGYHQW�RI�FRQIOLFW��WKH\�ZHUH�IRU�WKH�ILUVW�WLPH�³en présence de la cruauté de la mort´��

and forced to engage with normative social structures and processes.91 5HIOHFWLQJ�RQ�6DUWUH¶V�

engagements with race and colonialism, Noureddine Lamouchi notes that the philosopher, who 

³V¶pWDLW�GpVLQWpUHVVp��MXVTX¶j�OD�JXHUUH��GH�OD�SROLWLTXH�HW�GH�WRXW�HQJDJHPHQW´��XQGHUZHQW�³XQH�

première évolution nette dans sa pensée et son comportement politiques´��QDPHO\�WKH�³SDVVDJH�

d¶XQ�DSROLWLVPH�WRWDO�j�XQ�HQJDJHPHQW´�92 Significantly, Lamouchi regards this ³SDVVDJH´ as 

³Qp�G¶XQH�VLWXDWLRQ�FRQFUète´�93 6DUWUH¶V�RZQ�DFFRXQW�RI�PRELOLVDWLRQ�FRUURERUDWHV�WKLV�FODLP:  

 
&H�TXL�D�IDLW�pFODWHU�WRXW�oD��F¶HVW�TX¶XQ�MRXU�GH�VHSWHPEUH�������
M¶DL�UHoX�XQH�IHXLOOH�GH�PRELOLVDWLRQ�HW�M¶DL�pWp�REOLJp�G¶DOOHU�j�OD�
caserne de Nancy rejoindre des gars que je ne connaissais pas et 
TXL� pWDLHQW�PRELOLVpV� FRPPH�PRL��&¶HVW� oD�TXL� D� IDLW� HQWUHU� OH�
social dans ma tête : j¶ai compris soudain que j¶étais un être social 
quand je me suis vu arraché de l¶HQGURLW�R��M¶pWDLV��HQOHYp�DX[�
gens qui comptaient pour moi et emmené en train quelque part 
où je n¶avais aucune envie d¶DOOHU�«94 

 
90 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��S������; Sartre, Situations, III, p. 12. 
91 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��SS�����-170. 
92 Noureddine Lamouchi, Jean-Paul Sartre et le Tiers Monde: Rhétorique d'un discours anticolonialiste, (Paris: 
L'Harmattan, 1996), pp. 32-34. 
93 Ibid., p. 34. 
94 Sartre, Situations, X, p. 79.  
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Central to the politicisation of his thought, then, were his experiences of mobilisation, captivity 

as a prisoner of war, DQG�RFFXSDWLRQ��ZKHUHLQ�³>la] présence [des Allemands] était parmi nous, 

on la sentait à une certaine manière qu¶DYDLHQW�OHV�REMHWV�G¶rWUH�PRLQV�j�QRXV��SOXV�pWUDQJHV��

SOXV�IURLGV��SOXV�SXEOLFV�HQ�TXHOTXH�VRUWH��FRPPH�VL�XQ�UHJDUG�pWUDQJHU�YLRODLW�O¶LQWLPLWp�GH�QRV�

foyers�´95 His description of occupation also evokes processes of objectification ± ³«�pour les 

DXWUHV�QRXV�Q¶pWLRQV�TX¶XQ�objet «´�± DQG��QRWDEO\��³GpVKXPDQLVDWLRQ´��ZKLFK�FRQVWLWXWH�ZKDW�

6DUWUH�WHUPV�WKH�³FRQGLWLRQ´�RI�WKRVH�OLYLQJ�LQ�1D]L-occupied France.96  

The similarities between these accounts and his description of Jewish experiences of 

anti-semitism are striking, and may shed some light upon his failure to adequately account for 

othering. In effect, his awakening to the realities of othering and normative hierarchies took 

place just as his own freedom ZDV�FXUWDLOHG�IRU�WKH�YHU\�ILUVW�WLPH��³Jusque-là je me croyais 

souverain et il a fallu que je rencontre par la mobilisation la négation de ma propre liberté pour 

que je prenne conscience du poids du monde et de mes liens avec tous les autres et de tous les 

DXWUHV�DYHF�PRL�´97 Hence the resultant shift towards discussions of bodily otherness turns on 

a presumption of the equivalence of his own experiences of repression, which could happen to 

DQ\ERG\��ZLWK�WKRVH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��ZKLFK�FRXOG�QRW��+HUHLQ��KH�FRQIounds two distinct forms of 

violence ± one predicated on norms, one distinct from them ± stressing the parallels between 

KLV�RZQ�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�WKRVH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��³«�RQ�QRXV�GpSRUWDLW�HQ�PDVVH��FRPPH�WUDYDLOOHXUV��

comme Juifs, comme prisonniers politiques «´98 Merleau-3RQW\¶V� GHVFULSWLRQ� RI� 6DUWUH¶V�

SROLWLFDO�DZDNHQLQJ�LV�DOVR�RI�QRWH��³,O�D�GpFRXYHUW�GHSXLV�TX¶LO�IDXW�ELHQ�>SHQVHU�OD�SROLWLTXH@�

SXLVTXH�QRXV�OD�YLYRQV��HW�TX¶LO�GRLW�\�DYRLU�GX�YDODEOH�SXLVTXH�QRXV�\�DYRQV�IDLW�O¶expérience 

d¶un mal absolu.´99 The emphasis upon ³nous´ reveals the centrality of their own experiences 

 
95 Sartre, Situations, III, p. 23. 
96 Ibid., pp. 28-29, 38. 
97 Sartre, Situations, X, p. 80. 
98 Sartre, Situations, III, p. 11. 
99 Merleau-3RQW\��µ8Q�DXWHXU�VFDQGDOHX[¶��S����� 
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to their burgeoning interest in violence and oppression. Indeed, Merleau-3RQW\¶V�UHFROOHFWLRQ�

RI�WKH�ZDU�FKLPHV�ZLWK�6DUWUH¶V�LQVRIDU�DV�LW�FRQVWLWXWHG�WKH�ILUVW�UHDO�FKDOOHQJH�WR a sense of 

PRUH�RU�OHVV�DEVROXWH�IUHHGRP�WKDW�FKDUDFWHULVHG�KLV�OLIH�EHIRUHKDQG��³Habitués depuis notre 

enfance à manier la liberté et à vivre une vie personnelle [«] comment aurions-nous appris à 

engager notre liberté pour la conserver ?´100 He, too, tends to efface the distinctions between 

different kinds and degrees of violence, notably between that done to Jewish and non-Jewish 

SHRSOH�XQGHU�1D]L�RFFXSDWLRQ��³0DLV�F¶HVW�QRXV�TXL�pWLRQV�OHV�SULVRQQLHUV�´101 Even where he 

does display some limited recognition of these distinctions ± ³&HUWHV��FHX[�G¶HQWUH�QRXV�TXL�

Q¶pWDLHQW�QL�MXLIV��QL�FRPPXQLVWHV�GpFODUpV�SRXYDLHQW��SHQGDQW�TXDWUH�DQQpHV��VH�PpQDJHU�GHV�

méditations «´� ± he ultimately reverts back to a universalising conceptual framework: 

³0pGLWDQW�VXU�QRV�JUDQGV�KRPPHV��QRXV�Q¶pWLRQV�SDV�SOXV�OLEUHV�>«@ que le juif ou le déporté 

GHYHQX� XQH� VHXOH� GRXOHXU� DYHXJOH� HW� VDQV� FKRL[�´102 At least in part, then, their failure to 

account for bodily otherness reflects the material conditions of their initial encounters with 

normative hierarchies and their effects. Subject themselves to Nazi repression, albeit of a 

GLIIHUHQW�FDOLEUH��WKH\�GUHZ�SDUDOOHOV�EHWZHHQ�WKHLU�RZQ�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�WKRVH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��

and in so doing fatally stymied their analysis before it had even begun to take shape. 

Their failure to account for bodily otherness should not, however, solely be chalked 

up to this crucial misstep. The other key vector of this failure, as stated above, is the nature of 

their existential phenomenologies, and the possibility these offered for thinking through social 

phenomena such as norms, normative hierarchies, and the mechanisms that sustain them. In 

effect, all of the above writings are grounded in their phenomenological reflections, some more 

explicitly than others. As we have seen, these should serve as an ideal philosophical foundation 

for accounts of bodily otherness: in their refusal of disembodied viewpoints and knowledges, 

 
100 Merleau-3RQW\��µ/D�JXHUUH�D�HX�OLHX¶��S������ 
101 Ibid., p. 172. 
102 Ibid., p. 179. 
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and their desire to strip back that which we often take for granted, we find an ideal framework 

for avoiding the abstract universalisms and normative ideologies that so often undermine such 

accounts. Indeed, at first glance, there is cause for optimism. In his Phénoménologie de la 

perception, Merleau-Ponty plainly points to the social imposition of meaning on bodies and 

DFWV��³L¶usage qu¶un homme fera de son corps est transcendant à l¶égard de ce corps comme 

être simplement biologique�´103 ,W�LV��KH�VD\V��QR�PRUH�³QDWXUHO´�WR�³HPEUDVVHU�GDQV�O¶DPRXU´�

WKDQ�WR�³DSSHOHU�WDEOH�XQH�WDEOH´��³Les sentiments et les conduites passionnelles sont inventés 

FRPPH�OHV�PRWV�´104 Crucially, he extends this to a notion integral to the norm of masculinity: 

³0rPH�>ces sentiments et conduites] qui, comme la paternité, paraissent inscrits dans le corps 

humain sont en réalité des institutions�´105 In the particularly illuminating passage that follows, 

he disavows any view of human behaviour that would separate the natural from the cultural:   

 
,O� HVW� LPSRVVLEOH� GH� VXSHUSRVHU� FKH]� O¶KRPPH� XQH� SUHPLqUH�
FRXFKH�GH�FRPSRUWHPHQWV�TXH�O¶RQ appellerait « naturels » et un 
monde culturel ou spirituel fabriqué. Tout est fabriqué et tout est 
QDWXUHO� FKH]� O¶KRPPH��FRPPH�RQ�YRXGUD�GLUH� HQ�FH�VHQV�TX¶LO�
Q¶HVW�SDV�XQ�PRW��SDV�XQH�FRQGXLWH�TXL�QH�GRLYH�TXHOTXH�FKRVH�j�
O¶rWUH� VLPSOHPHQW� ELRORJLTXH� ± et qui en même temps ne se 
dérobe à la simplicité de la vie animale, ne détourne de leur sens 
les conduites vitales par une sorte d¶échappement et par un génie 
de l¶pTXLYRTXH�TXL�SRXUUDLW�VHUYLU�j�GpILQLU�O¶KRPPH�106  

 

In a similar vein, we find in /¶Être et le néant a critique of how cultural assumptions have 

GLVWRUWHG�XQGHUVWDQGLQJV�RI�VH[XDOLW\��³On a donc joint une connaissance au désir lui-même et, 

pour des raisons extérieures à son essence (procréation, caractère sacré de la maternité, force 

exceptionnelle du plaisir provoqué par l¶éjaculation, valeur symbolique de l¶acte sexuel), on 

lui a attaché du dehors la volupté comme son assouvissement normal�´107 Equally remarkable 

 
103 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 220. 
104 Ibid. 
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107 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 425. 
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LV�6DUWUH¶V�UHFRJQLWLRQ�WKDW�³OH�GpVLU�Q¶HVW�GpVLU�G¶DXFXQH�SUDWLTXH�DPRXUHXVH�VSpFLDOH´��ZKLFK�

LV�MXVWLILHG�E\�³OD�GLYHUVLWp�GH�FHV�SUDWLTXHV��TXL�YDULeQW�DYHF�OHV�JURXSHV�VRFLDX[´�108 And if, 

KHUH��KH�UHIHUV�WR�D�³QRUPDO´�VH[XDOLW\��HOVHZKHUH�KH�SUREOHPDWLVHV�WKDW�YHU\�QRWLRQ��SXWWLQJ�

WKH�WHUP�³QRUPDOH´�LQ�TXRWDWLRQ�PDUNV�109 Merleau-Ponty, too, at one point punctuates the word 

in the same way ± ³«�GDQV�OHV�FRQGLWLRQV�© normales ª�«´�± ZKLFK��LQ�KLV�YLHZ��PHDQV�³OHV�

SOXV�IUpTXHQWHV´�110 Hence both can be seen to exercise a certain critical distance in relation to 

cultural assumptions about bodies, as well as to the concept of normality in lived experience. 

 A more thorough engagement with these texts, however, paints a very different picture, 

and reveals these moments of clarity to be at odds with the driving forces therein. As with their 

later writings, when we read between the lines, it becomes clear that neither Sartre nor Merleau-

Ponty are able to adequately distance themselves from normative assumptions, or to provide a 

compelling account of any of the forms of bodily otherness cited above. It is worth noting that 

both philosophers encourage the practice of reading between the lines where they discuss the 

semantics and interpretation of texts. In his Éloge de la philosophie, Merleau-Ponty argues that 

the value and meaning of a work are OLDEOH�WR�H[SDQG�RYHU�WLPH��³/H�OLYUH��V¶LO�HVW�YDODEOH��VH�

déborde lui-PrPH�FRPPH�pYpQHPHQW�GDWp�´111 More broadly, he espouses a view of our actions 

ZKHUHLQ�WKHLU�LPSDFW�WDNHV�SUHFHGHQFH�RYHU�WKHLU�LQWHQWLRQ��³/H�PRQGH�HVW�IDLW�GH�WHOOH�VRUWH�

que nos actLRQV�FKDQJHQW�GH�VHQV�HQ�VRUWDQW�GH�QRXV�HW�HQ�VH�GpSOR\DQW�DX�GHKRUV�´112 In this 

optic, everything that we say or do, and thus write, is polysemic, to the extent that its sense is 

FRQVWLWXWHG� IURP� ERWK� RXU� LQWHQWLRQV� DQG� LWV� HIIHFWV�� ³6LPSOHPHQW� WRXWHV� QRs actions ont 

plusieurs sens, en particulier celui qu¶elles offrent aux témoins extérieurs, et nous les assumons 
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111 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Éloge de la philosophie: Leçon inaugurale faite au Collège de France le jeudi 15 
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WRXV�HQ�DJLVVDQW��SXLVTXH�OHV�DXWUHV�VRQW�OHV�FRRUGRQQpHV�SHUPDQHQWHV�GH�QRWUH�YLH�´113 Sartre 

makes a similar claim with regards to writing in his 4X¶HVW-ce que la littérature ? :  

 
Mais l¶opération d¶écrire implique celle de lire comme son 
corrélatif dialectique et ces deux actes connexes nécessitent deux 
agents distincts. C¶est l¶effort conjugué de l¶auteur et du lecteur 
qui fera surgir cet objet concret et imaginaire qu¶est l¶ouvrage de 
l¶esprit. Il n¶y a d¶art que pour et par autrui.114 

 

While his discussion here turns on artistic rather than academic literature, the conclusions he 

draws might usefully be applied to the latter, notably given how often his own work blurs the 

lines between those categories. His conception of writing, as reliant upon a hypothetical reader 

IRU�LWV�UHDOLVDWLRQ��LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�VWULNLQJ��³eFULUH��F¶HVW�IDLUH�DSSHO�DX�OHFWHXU SRXU�TX¶LO�IDVVH�

SDVVHU�j�O¶H[LVWHQFH�REMHFWLYH�OH�GpYRLOHPHQW�TXH�M¶DL�HQWUHSULV�SDU�OH�PR\HQ�GX�ODQJDJH�´115  

Perhaps most significantly, he affirms that meaning is as much derived from that which 

LV�OHIW�XQVDLG�DV�IURP�WKDW�ZKLFK�LV�UHQGHUHG�H[SOLFLW��³«�OH�VLOHQFH�PrPH�VH�GpILQLW�SDU�UDSSRUW�

aux mots, comme la pause, en musique, reçoit son sens des groupes de notes qui l¶entourent. 

&H�VLOHQFH�HVW�XQ�PRPHQW�GX�ODQJDJH���VH�WDLUH�FH�Q¶HVW�SDV�rWUH�PXHW��F¶HVW�UHIXVHU�GH�SDUOHU��

GRQF�SDUOHU�HQFRUH�´116 He develops this point further: 

 
Si donc un écrivain a choisi de se taire sur un aspect quelconque 
du monde, ou selon une locution qui dit bien ce qu¶elle veut dire : 
de le passer sous silence, on est en droit de lui poser une 
troisième question : pourquoi as-tu parlé de ceci plutôt que de 
cela et ² puisque tu parles pour changer ² pourquoi veux-tu 
changer ceci plutôt que cela?117 

 

Sartre thus invites us in no uncertain terms to interrogate his own silences. To do so with his 

WKRXJKW��IROORZLQJ�-HIIQHU�$OOHQ��LV�WR�XQFRYHU�LWV�VKRUWFRPLQJV��³([LVWHQWLDOLVP¶V�OLPLWV�DUH�

 
113 Ibid., p. 47. 
114 Jean-Paul Sartre, 4X¶HVW-ce que la littérature?, (Paris: Gallimard, 1985), p. 50. 
115 Ibid., p. 53. 
116 Ibid., p. 30. 
117 Ibid. 
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evidenced precisely by what it renders absent : reflection, both conceptual and descriptive, 

ZKLFK�VLWXDWHV�LWVHOI�ZLWKLQ�WKH�F\FOHV�RI�OLIH�ZKLFK�DUH�OLYHG�E\�ZRPHQ�´118 This recalls 0LOOV¶�

view in a discussion RI�ZKLWH�SKLORVRSKHUV��³,QWHOOHFWXDOV�ZULWH�DERXW�ZKDW�LQWHUHVWV�WKHP��ZKDW�

they find important, and ± especially if the writer is prolific ± silence constitutes good prima 

IDFLH�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�WKH�VXEMHFW�ZDV�QRW�RI�SDUWLFXODU�LQWHUHVW�´119 Scholars of bodily otherness 

ask us to take stock not only of that which is present in a given philosophical work, but of that 

which is absent. Sedgwick underscores the need to identify and engage with thematic or 

H[LVWHQWLDO�ODFXQDH�WKHUHLQ��DUJXLQJ�LQ�OLQH�ZLWK�WKH�IHPLQLVW�WUDGLWLRQ�IRU�³WKH�UHFRJQLWLRQ�WKDW�

categories of gender and, hence, oppressions of gender can have a structuring force for nodes 

RI�WKRXJKW��IRU�D[HV�RI�FXOWXUDO�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ��ZKRVH�WKHPDWLF�VXEMHFW�LVQ¶W�H[SOLFLWO\�JHQGHUHG�

DW� DOO�´120 Taken together, such critical stances, along with Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�

conceptions of literature ± of writing as polysemic, and of silence as constitutive ± invite us to 

interrogate both the said and the unsaid of L¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la 

perception. In so doing, they make space for a plurality of meanings, including those that might 

emerge in later socio-historical and cultural contexts, such as the present study, and tacitly 

endorse even those interpretations that find them most wanting. 

 

Being, perception, and bodily otherness 

 

Turning to what is made explicit in their major works, we find examples of most of the forms 

of bodily otherness central to this thesis: women, queer people, people of colour, ill people, 

and disabled people. In almost all of these instances, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty can be charged 

with reproducing normative beliefs and values relating to those outside of the norm. This comes 

 
118 Allen, p. 78.  
119 Mills, The Racial Contract, p. 94. 
120 Sedgwick, p. 34. 
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through strongly on matters of sex, gender, and sexuality. In effect, despite their recognition of 

the contingency of the human body, Sartre takes sexual dimorphism to be JLYHQ�� ³4XH la 

différence sexuelle soit du domaine de la facticité, nous l¶DFFHSWHURQV�j� OD� ULJXHXU�´121 In a 

similar vein, Butler accuses Merleau-3RQW\�RI� QDWXUDOLVLQJ�JHQGHU�� ³$OWKRXJK�KH�JHQHUDOO\�

tends to discount natural structures of sexuality, he manages to reify cultural relations between 

WKH�VH[HV�RQ�D�GLIIHUHQW�EDVLV�E\�FDOOLQJ�WKHP�µHVVHQWLDO¶�RU�µPHWDSK\VLFDO¶�´122 In their view, 

KH�XOWLPDWHO\�³>IDLOV@�WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�VH[XDOLW\�LV�FXOWXUDOO\�FRQVWUXFWHG´��

instead positing normative sexual GHVLUHV� DQG� DFWV� DV� XQLYHUVDO�� ³«�KLV� GHVFULSWLRQV�RI� WKH�

XQLYHUVDO�IHDWXUHV�RI�VH[XDOLW\�UHSURGXFH�FHUWDLQ�FXOWXUDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQV�RI�VH[XDO�QRUPDOF\�´123 

6DUWUH¶V�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�VH[XDOLW\�LV�RVWHQVLEO\�PRUH�QXDQFHG��D�KRPRVH[XDO�PDQ�ILJXUHV�DV�

an example in /¶Être et le néant��DQG�KLV�FODLP�WKDW�³>rWUH@�VH[Xp´�PHDQV�³H[LVWHU�VH[XHOOHPHQW�

SRXU�XQ�DXWUXL�TXL�H[LVWH�VH[XHOOHPHQW�SRXU�PRL´�LV�EUDFNHWHG�E\�WKH�FDYHDW�WKDW�QHLWKHU�VHOI�

QRU�RWKHU�DUH�QHFHVVDULO\�³un existent hétérosexuel mais seulement un être sexué en général´�124 

Upon closer inspection, however, he too betrays normative assumptions and judgements about 

VH[XDOLW\��4XHHU�GHVLUH�LV�VHHQ�DV�XQFRPPRQ��HYHQ�DEHUUDQW��³«�LO�Q¶HVW�SDV�IUpTXHQW�TXH�O¶RQ�

désire explicitement les autres « GX�PrPH�VH[H�ª�´125 Perhaps most damning, where he does 

explicitly engage with such desire, adopting the perspective of his hypothetical homosexual, 

VH[�EHWZHHQ�PHQ� LV�UHSHDWHGO\�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�D�³IDXWH´��DQG�DV�DQ�³HUUHXU´�126 Crucially, the 

apparently universal model of sexuality in both texts turns out to be a normative one: that of a 

cisgender, heterosexual man. Throughout, desire is almost always for a woman, as is clear in 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKDW�ZKLFK�³UHQG�XQH�IHPPH�attrayante´��DQG�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�FODLP�

 
121 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 423. 
122 Judith Butler, 'Sexual Ideology and Phenomenological Description: A Feminist Critique of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�
Phenomenology of Perception', in The Thinking Muse : Feminism and Modern French Philosophy, ed. by Jeffner 
Allen and Iris Marion Young (Bloomington and Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1989), pp. 85-100 (p. 86). 
123 Ibid., p. 92. 
124 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 424. 
125 Ibid., p. 447. 
126 Ibid., pp. 98-99. One might argue, here, that he is adopting the self-deprecating voice of the homosexual man 
himself in the use of such terms: this does not, in our view, detract from the depiction of homosexuality as fault. 
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WKDW�³QRXV�GpVLULRQV�une IHPPH�HW�QRQ�VLPSOHPHQW�QRWUH�DVVRXYLVVHPHQW�´127 The sexual act is 

a heterosexual one, conceptualised from the standpoint of a cisgender man: even where Sartre 

appears to degender his description ± ³(Q�SDUWLFXOLHU�O¶pUHFWLRQ�GX�SpQLV�HW�GX�FOLWRULV�´�± the 

FHQWUDOLW\�RI�WKH�FLVJHQGHU�PDQ¶V�ERG\�XOWLPDWHO\�SUHGRPLQDWHV��³«�LO�se fait que l¶incarnation 

se manifeste par l¶érection et que l¶érection cesse avec l¶pMDFXODWLRQ�´128 In much the same way, 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�ostensibly abstract account of sexuality turns out to be profoundly normative: 

³O¶DFWH�VH[XHO´�WXUQV�RXW�WR�EH�V\QRQ\PRXV�ZLWK�³O¶LQWURPLVVLR´�129 

 We find further evidence of their uptake of normative ideology in their treatment of ill 

and disabled people, notably in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�ZRUN��'HVSLWH� DQ� Hxplicit recognition that 

health and illness are not binary or oppositional terms ± ³2Q�QH�SHXW�SDV�GpGXLUH�OH�QRUPDO�GX�

pathologique «´�± WKH�XVH�RI�µQRUPDO¶�DV�D�V\QRQ\P�IRU�µLQ�JRRG�KHDOWK¶�LV�WHOOLQJ�RI�KLV�EDVLF�

approach to these phenomena.130 Throughout the Phénoménologie de la perception, ill people 

DUH�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�D�³OH´�RU�³OD´ ³PDODGH´��DQG�are FRQVLVWHQWO\�VHW�DJDLQVW�³OH�QRUPDO´��DQG�³OH�

VXMHW�QRUPDO´�131 7KH�³QRUPDO´�VXEMHFW�LV�DOVR�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�³SDWKRORJLTXH´��WKH�³K\VWpULTXH´��

DQG�WR�SHRSOH�ZLWK�LPSDLUHG�YLVLRQ��ZLWK�³FpFLWp´�RU�³DYHXJOH´�132 In this oppositionality, we 

find a conflation of all kinds of illness, and of these illnesses with a range of disabilities. Indeed, 

Merleau-Ponty posits good health and able-bodiedness as the norm, and tends to regard any 

deviation from those norms as a ³PDODGLH´��6DUWUH¶V�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�LOOQHVV�DUH�IDU�OHVV�IUHTXHQW, 

but those that do appear betray an analogous normativity. In his discussion of mauvaise foi, in 

WKHRU\�GLVWLQFW�IURP�VRPDWLF�RU�PHQWDO�LOOQHVV��KH�XVHV�WKH�WHUP�³SDWKRORJLTXH´�WR�DVFULEH�D�

negative or deviant value to behaviour or dispositions.133 Further, he codifies somatic illness 

 
127 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 183.; Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 425. 
128 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 437. 
129 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 181. 
130 Ibid., p. 125. 
131 Ibid. For examples, see pp. 121, 140, 149, 153, 204, 228, 327. 
132 Ibid. )RU�³Sathologique´��VHH p. 16.��IRU�³hystérique´��VHH�S. 33.��IRU�³FpFLWp´�DQG�³DYHXJOH´��VHH pp. 135, 259, 
267. 
133 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW. p. 88. 
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negatively, describiQJ�LW�DV�³XQH�IRUPH�V\QWKpWLTXH�GH�GHVWUXFWLRQ´�134 His normativity comes 

through most powerfully in /¶Être et le néant in his espousal of the norm of whiteness, and of 

the racialised judgements that it motivates. In effect, here we can locate the foundations of the 

sexual non-normativity he ascribes to Black men in his later writings: the only Black man 

evoked explicitly in this work is Christmas, a character from a William Faulkner novel, who is 

³HPDVFXOp´��DQG�WKXV�GLVWDQFHG�IURP�FLVJHQGHU�PDVFXOLQLW\�135 Further, both philosophers use 

WKH�ZRUG�³SULPLWLI´�LQ�WZR�ZD\V�± the basic or incomplete stage of a phenomenon, on the one 

hand, and non-European peoples, on the other ± that inevitably speak to one another, reflecting 

a common worldview wherein European society and culture are valued positively precisely 

through their opposition to those found outside its borders. Sartre displays his tacit uptake of 

WKLV�ZRUOGYLHZ�ZKHUH�KH�VLWXDWHV�³OHV�VRFLpWpV�SULPLWLYHV´�DV�DW�DQ�DQWHULRU�VWDJH�RI�D� OLQHDU�

development wKRVH�FRQFOXVLRQ�LV�FRQWHPSRUDU\�(XURSH��QRWDEO\�LQ�KLV�XVH�RI�³HQFRUH´��³«��

R�� OH� OLHQ� FRQMXJDO� Q¶HVW� SDV� HQFRUH� OpJLWLPH� HW� R�� OD� WUDQVPLVVLRQ� GHV� TXDOLWpV� HVW� HQFRUH�

PDWURQ\PLTXH�«´136 For his part, Merleau-Ponty repeatedly compares what he describes as a 

³SULPLWLI´� VWDWH� RU� RXWORRN� WR� WKDW� RI� FKLOGUHQ�� DQG� DOVR�RI� LOO� SHRSOH�� ³/D�PDODGLH�� FRPPH�

l¶enfance et comme l¶état de « SULPLWLI�ª�«´137 Here, we find further evidence of their uptake 

RI�QRUPDWLYH�MXGJHPHQWV��QDPHO\�LQ�WKHLU�XVH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�WR�GHYDOXH�RQH�DQRWKHU��3HUKDSV�WKH�

most flagrant instance of this dynamic appears in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�ZRUN��³8Q�PDODGH�VHQW�GDQV�

son corps une seconde personne implantée. II est homme dans une moitié de son corps, femme 

dans l¶DXWUH�PRLWLp�´138 Likewise, Sartre uses illness to ascribe negative value, as with his use 

RI�³PDODGLH�GH�O¶rWUH´�WR�GHVFULEH�VWDWHV�WKDW�KH�FRQVLGHUV�RQWRORJLFDOO\�GHYLDQW��DQG�WKXs bad.139 

 
134 Ibid., p. 397 
135 Ibid., p. 446. 
136 Ibid., p. 632. 
137 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 125. 
138 Ibid., p. 104. 
139 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 388. 
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 There is thus a tacit acceptance of normative ideologies evident in the devaluation of 

all forms of bodily otherness, which is furthered WKURXJK�WKH�DOOHJRULFDO�XVH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�DV�WKH�

negative term. Crucially, this devaluation functions not only to degrade those outside of the 

norm, but to consolidate the predominance of norms, which derive their positive value from 

the debasement of bodily otherness. Hence Sartre and Merleau-Ponty can both be seen to 

participate in the mechanisms of oppositional definition and Manichean binaries that we have 

SODFHG�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�FRQVWLWXWLRQ�DQG�UHSURGXFWLRQ�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��7KLV�LV�HYLGHQW�

in their treatment of illness and disability, which tend to be regarded as departures from health 

and able-bodiedness. Thus they are repeatedly characterised in terms of lack or loss in relation 

WR� WKH� µQRUPDO¶� ERG\� DQG� LWV� FDSDFLWLHV�� QRWDEO\� LQ�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�ZRUN�� ³,O� QH� SHXW� rWUH�

TXHVWLRQ�GH�WUDQVIpUHU�VLPSOHPHQW�FKH]�OH�QRUPDO�FH�TXL�PDQTXH�DX�PDODGH�«´140 He describes 

LOOQHVV�DQG�GLVDELOLW\�LQ�WHUPV�RI�³GpIDLOODQFHV´�DQG�³UpWUpFLVVHPHQW´�141 Time and again, illness 

is described as a loss, in opposition WR�WKH�LQWHJULW\�RI�JRRG�KHDOWK��³&H�TXH�OH�PDODGH�D�SHUGX��

ce que le normal possède «´142 Moreover, his treatment of ill people speaks to another aspect 

RI�WKH�RSSRVLWLRQDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��QDPHO\��the use of those outside of the 

norm as examples to shed light upon the experience of those within it. Throughout the 

Phénoménologie de la perception, LOO�DQG�GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH¶V�H[SHULHQFHV�DUH�EURXJKW�LQWR�YLHZ�

not to provide an account of bodily otherness, but rather to further an understanding of health 

and able-ERGLHGQHVV��6DUWUH��WRR��WDNHV�µRWKHUV¶�DV�FRXQWHU-examples that might serve to further 

our understanding of normative experiences, most notably in his discussion of mauvaise foi, 

ZKHUH�KLV�SULPDU\�H[DPSOHV�DUH�WZR�ZRPHQ�DQG�D�KRPRVH[XDO�PDQ��/H�'°XII�KDV�discussed 

at length the LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�KLV�XVH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�WKLV�GLVFXVVLRQ��GHVFULELQJ�6DUWUH¶V�mauvaise 

foi DV�³XQH�VSpFLDOLWp�GHV�rWUHV�LQIpULHXUV´�DQG�SRLQWLQJ�WR�WKH�QRUPDWLYH�VFKHPDV�DW�SOD\�WKHUHLQ��

 
140 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 125. 
141 Ibid., pp. 136, 331. 
142 Ibid., p. 204. 
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³«�>OD@�PLVH�HQ�pYLGHQFH�GX�PHQVRQJH�j�VRL�V¶RSqUH�WRXMRXUV�SDU�XQH�PLVH�HQ�VFqQH��DYHF�XQH�

GLVWULEXWLRQ�GHV� U{OHV�TXL�Q¶HVW�SDV�QHXWUH�GX tout, et qui renvoie à des rapports sociaux de 

GRPLQDWLRQ��GH�KLpUDUFKLH��RX�GH�JUDQGH�DVFHQGDQFH�G¶XQ�SHUVRQQDJH�VXU�O¶DXWUH�´143 People of 

colour and non-Europeans also serve as counter-examples in /¶Être et le néant, as where Sartre 

VLWXDWHV�KLPVHOI�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³«�MH�PH�VLWXH�DXVVL�FRPPH�(XURSpHQ�SDU�UDSSRUW�

j� GHV�$VLDWLTXHV�RX� j� GHV�QqJUHV�«´144 Likewise, Merleau-Ponty makes allegorical use of 

³SULPLWLI´�SHRSOH�WR�LOOXPLQDWH�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WKH�ZKLWH��(XURSHDQ�QRUP��³« je sais où est 

ma main et où est mon corps, comme le primitif dans le désert est à chaque instant orienté 

«´145 5HWXUQLQJ�WR�6DUWUH��ZRPHQ��DQG�PRVW�QRWDEO\�WKHLU�ERGLHV��DOVR�ILJXUH�DV�VLPLOHV��³«�

comme l¶étalement, le raplatissement des seins un peu mûrs d¶une femme qui s¶étend sur le 

GRV�´146 ,Q�VKRUW��UHIHUHQFHV�WR�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�WKHVH�ZRUNV�WHQG�WR�UHIOHFW�OHVV�D�ZLOO�WR�DFFRXQW�IRU�

bodily otherness, and more a desire to shed light upon normative experience. 

 

6XEMHFW�REMHFW��QRUP�µRWKHU¶ 

 

In the above analysis, it becomes clear that their linguistic choices often render salient the 

normative assumptions that are initially hidden beneath their apparent impartiality. Indeed, 

when we put these choices under further scrutiny, we find still more evidence of their failure 

to distance themselves from such assumptions. Perhaps most remarkable on this level is their 

UHSURGXFWLRQ�RI�D�VXEMHFW�REMHFW�GLFKRWRP\�WKDW�PDSV�RQWR�WKH�FDWHJRULHV�RI�QRUP�DQG�µRWKHU¶��

one which we have positioned as central to the Western epistemic regime and its reproduction 

of normative categories and hierarchies. Put simply, in their philosophy, those within the norm 

tend to figure as subjects, whereas those outside of it tend to figure as objects. This is perhaps 

 
143 /H�'°XII��/¶eWXGH�HW�OH�5RXHW, p. 85. 
144 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 319. 
145 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 117. 
146 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 654. 
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most evident in the treatment of women, whose emergence as objects of sexual desire in Sartre 

and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW�IRUHJURXQGV�WKHLU�SUHVHQFH�DV�REMHFWV�PRUH�ZLGHO\��:RPHQ�RIWHQ�

appear in lists of objects whose meaning is derived from their importance to men. This occurs 

regularly in /¶Être et le néant��³«�F¶est le costume que j¶ai choisi il y a six mois, la maison 

que j¶ai fait bâtir, le livre que j¶ai entrepris l¶hiver dernier, ma femme, les promesses que je lui 

DL�IDLWHV�«´147 These lists position womeQ�DV�REMHFWV�IRU�QRUPDWLYH�VXEMHFWV��PHQ��³&HW�REMHW�

sera tantôt un morceau de pain, tantôt une automobile, tantôt une femme, tantôt un objet non 

encore réalisé et pourtant défini «´148 Merleau-Ponty, too, places women as objects for men: 

³«�3DXO�VRXIIUH�SDUFH�TX¶il a perdu sa femme ou il est en colère parce qu¶on lui a volé sa 

PRQWUH�«´149 Women primarily exist as possessions for men, as is clear LQ�6DUWUH¶V�ODQJXDJH�

in his discussion of mauvaise foi, where he refHUV�WR�³notre jeune IHPPH´.150 Merleau-Ponty 

H[WHQGV�WKLV�WR�DQRWKHU�IRUP�RI�µRWKHUQHVV¶��UHIHUULQJ�WR�DQ�LOO�SHUVRQ�DV�³QRWUH�PDODGH´�151 His 

treatment of ill people reveals the extent to which normative subject and object positions are 

reproduced and reinforced in their linguistic choices. Ill and disabled people, throughout the 

Phénoménologie de la perception, tend to IHDWXUH�DV�WKH�REMHFWV�RI�SKUDVHV��³/H�PpGHFLQ qui 

fait agir sur le PDODGH�«´152 /¶Être et le néant reserves the same treatment for women ± ³«�

XQH� IHPPH� TX¶XQ� SDVVDQW� VXUSUHQG�«´� ± and people of colour ± ³«� donnant à certains 

Asiatiques >«@ les pénétrant «´�± who tend less to act, and more to be acted upon.153 

 Implicit in tKH�SDVVLYLW\�DVFULEHG�WR�µRWKHUV¶�LV�D�QRUPDWLYH�VXEMHFW��UHQGHUHG�VDOLHQW�LQ�

those moments where they openly adopt that subject position, or share it with another person 

within the norm. Sartre positions himself as such through his masculinity: in one example, all 

 
147 Ibid., p. 654. 
148 Ibid., pp. 621-622. 
149 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 409. 
150 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDnt, p. 92. [my italics] :KLOH�6DUWUH�XVHV�³QRWUH´�VKRUWO\�WKHUHDIWHU�IRU�D�PDQ�± ³«�QRWUH�
KRPPH�«´��S��������± there is a distinct difference in tone, and an absence of descriptor ± ³MHXQH´�± which merit, 
LQ�RXU�YLHZ��D�UHDGLQJ�RI�³QRWUH´�KHUH�DV�LQGLFDtive of a wider trend of treating women as objects to be possessed. 
151 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 122. 
152 Ibid., p. 133. 
153 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 624. 
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RI�KLV�³DFWHV�GDQV�OH�PRQGH´�SRVLW�D�ZRPDQ�DV�D�SDVVLYH�REMHFW��ZKHWKHU�LW�EH�³UHQGUH�FHWWH�

IHPPH�KHXUHXVH´��³VDXYHJDUGHU�VD�YLH�RX�VD�OLEHUWp´��RU�³OXL�©�IDLUH�GHV�HQIDQWV�ª´�154 Merleau-

Ponty regularly adopts the subject position in relation to ill and disabled people, identifying 

KLPVHOI�ZLWK�GRFWRUV�WKURXJK�WKH�XVH�RI�³RQ´��³6L�O¶RQ�SUpVHQWH�DX�PDODGH�XQ�VW\ORJUDSKH�«´155 

Equally notable in his accounts of illness and disability is his refusal to grant full agency to 

those outside of the norms of health and able-bodiedness. Where they do figure as the subject 

RI�WKH�VHQWHQFH��WKH�YHUE�LV�RIWHQ�LQ�WKH�QHJDWLYH��³OH�PDODGH´, in one instance, ³QH�SHXW�H[pFXWHU�

dans le vide le geste de frapper ou d¶RXYULU´��LQ�DQRWKHU�³QH�FRPSUHQG�SDV�GHV�DQDORJLHV´� and 

LQ�\HW�DQRWKHU�³QH�VDLW�SDV�FRSLHU�XQ�WULDQJOH´�156 :KHUH�VXFK�YHUEV�DUHQ¶W�QHJDWHG��WKH\�RIWHQ�

FRPH�ZLWK�FDYHDWV��³/H�PDODGH�H[pFXWH��PrPH�OHV�\HX[�IHUPpV��DYHF�XQH�UDSLGLWp�HW�XQH�V�UHWp�

extraordinaires, les mouvements nécessaires à la vie, pourvu qu'ils lui soient habituels «´157 

7KLV�UHFDOOV�6DUWUH¶V�DVFULSWLRQ�RI�a limited agency to women, manifest in the rare moments 

where they figure as subjects, and deploy their subjectivity to invite men to position them once 

DJDLQ�DV�REMHFWV��³«�OD�IHPPH�DSSHOOH�XQH�FKDLU�pWUDQJqUH�TXL�[doit] la transformer en plénitude 

G¶rWUH� SDU� SpQpWUDWLRQ� HW� GLOXWLRQ�´158 6LJQLILFDQWO\�� µRWKHUV¶� RQO\� WHQG� WR� DSSHDU� DV� VXEMHFWV�

where the philosopher places himself in their position, most often to explain their experience. 

Sartre does this with Jewish people, people of colour, non-European people, and ill people.159 

It is particularly evident in his discussion of mauvaise foi, where the agency he grants to women 

± ³(OOH�VDLW�IRUW�ELHQ�OHV�LQWHQWLRQV�TXH�O¶KRPPH�TXL�OXL�SDUOH�QRXUULW�j�VRQ�pJDUG�´�± and to the 

homosexual man ± ³8Q�KRPRVH[XHO�D�IUpTXHPPHQW�XQ�LQWROpUDEOH�VHQWLPHQW�GH�FXOSDELOLWp�«´�

± serves to impose and legitimate his interpretation of their experience.160 Merleau-Ponty acts 

 
154 Ibid., p. 579. 
155 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. 152, 127. 
156 Ibid., pp. 136, 148, 161-162. 
157 Ibid., p. 120. [my italics] 
158 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 660. 
159 ,ELG��)RU�DQ�H[DPSOH�LQYROYLQJ�-HZLVK�SHRSOH��VHH�S�������IRU�DQ�H[DPSOH�LQYROYLQJ�³SULPLWLIV´��VHH�S������� 
160 Ibid., pp. 89, 98. 
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similarly with regards to ill and disabled people, as well as non-(XURSHDQ�SHRSOH��³/H�SULPLWLI�

vit ses mythes sur un fond perceptif assez clairement articulé pour que les actes de la vie 

TXRWLGLHQQH��OD�SrFKH��OD�FKDVVH��OHV�UDSSRUWV�DYHF�OHV�FLYLOLVpV��VRLHQW�SRVVLEOHV�´161 Insofar as 

the agency of µRWKHUV¶�LV�here predicated upon that of the philosopher, it is severely restricted, 

if not inexistent. Taken alongside the passivity ascribed to those outside of the norm, this 

dynamic reveals the reproduction of the Western epistemic dichotomy of norm as subject and 

µRWKHU¶�DV�REMHFW�LQ�/¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception. 

 7KLV�SURFHVV�LV�IXUWKHUHG�ZKHUH�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�LV�GLVFRXQWHG�LQ�IDYRXU�RI�DQ�

interpretation of that experience put forward by a normative actor. Throughout their work, both 

consistently reject or disregard the testimony of µRWKHUV¶��DQG�WKXV�WKHLU�YDOLGLW\�DV�VXEMHFWV��LQ�

favour of accounts formulated by those speaking from within the norm: doctors talking about 

ill and disabled people, men about women, and white people about people of colour. Of the 

limited references to people of colour in /¶Être et le néant, two of the most detailed are based 

RQ�ERRNV�E\�ZKLWH�PHQ��6DUWUH�ODXGV�:LOOLDP�)DXONQHU¶V�SRUWUDLW�RI�D�%ODFN�PDQ¶V�VXIIHULQJ��

³3HUVRQQH�Q¶a mieux rendu la puissance du regard de la victime sur ses bourreaux que Faulkner 

«´�+H�JRHV�RQ� WR�XQFULWLFDOO\� WDNH�XS�$QGUp�0DOUDX[¶V� GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�$VLDQ� UHVSRQVHV� WR�

(XURSHDQ�FXOWXUH��ZKHUHLQ�ZH�ILQG�WKH�UHSURGXFWLRQ�RI�(XURFHQWULF�HSLVWHPLF�G\QDPLFV��³«�

[il] montre que la culture européenne, en donnant à certains Asiatiques le sens de leur mort, les 

SpQqWUH� VRXGDLQ� GH� FHWWH� YpULWp� GpVHVSpUDQWH� HW� HQLYUDQWH� TXH� ©� OD� YLH� HVW� XQLTXH� ª�´162 

Elsewhere, he brings in authors who are men, Marcel Proust and Stendhal, in an apparently 

general reflection on love that turns out to be framed by his own masculine heterosexuality: 

³«�Q¶ont-ils pas montré que l¶amour, la jalousie ne sauraient se réduire au strict désir de 

posséder une femme, mais qu¶ils visent à s¶emparer, à travers la femme, du monde tout entier 

 
161 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 338. 
162 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, pp. 446, 557. 
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«´163 Merleau-Ponty, too, cites Proust in a discussion of love, wherein the emphasis placed 

on possession, competition and jealousy point once again to the centring of his own experience 

as a heterosexual, cisgender man.164 Most of the academic and scientific sources in these texts 

are men, even where the discussion is about women. Both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty defer to 

SV\FKRDQDO\VW�:LOKHOP�6WHNHO¶V�WKHRULHV�RQ�ZRPHQ¶V�VH[XDOLW\��DV� laid out in his La Femme 

frigide, granting his analysis primacy over the experience of women themselves. Taking up 

6WHNHO¶V�QRWLRQ�RI�³OD�IULJLGLWp´��LWVHOI�ERXQG�XS�LQ�WKH�GRPLQDWLRQ�RI�KHWHURVH[XDO�PHQ�RYHU�

women, Merleau-3RQW\�H[SODLQV�ZLWKRXW�FLWLQJ�D�VLQJOH�ZRPDQ�WKDW�LW�³WUDGXLW�OH�SOXV�VRXYHQW�

le refus de l¶orgasme, de la condition féminine ou de la condition d¶rWUH�VH[Xp´�165 

:KHUH�6DUWUH�XVHV�6WHNHO��KLV� WHQGHQF\� WR� DWWHQG� WR�PHQ¶V�YRLFHV��DQG� to disregard 

ZRPHQ¶V��LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�IODJUDQW��He rejects a womaQ¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�KHU�RZQ�VH[XDO�H[SHULHQFH�

in favour of one put forward by a cabal of three men, namely, 6WHNHO��WKH�ZRPDQ¶V�KXVEDQG��

DQG�6DUWUH�KLPVHOI��³«�IUpTXHPPHQW��HQ�HIIHW��OH�PDUL�UpYqOH�j�6WHNHO�TXH�VD�IHPPH�D�GRQQp�

des signes objectifs de plaisir et ce sont ces signes que la femme, interrogée, s'applique 

IDURXFKHPHQW�j�QLHU�´166 Le '°XII¶V�DFHUELF�FULWLTXH�RI�WKLV�SDVVDJH��ZKLFK�VKH�RSHQV�E\�DVNLQJ�

RI�6DUWUH��³&RPPHQW�SHXW-RQ�rWUH�DXVVL�EDOORW"´��JHVWXUHV�WRZDUGV�WKH�IDOODF\�LQ�KLV�DSSURDFK� 

 
Le récit du mari et celui de la femme (pardon, « sa » femme) étant 
contradictoires, Sartre considère que le témoignage du mari est 
une vérité adamantine, sans même se demander si ce mari-Oj�Q¶D�
SDV� WRXW� LQWpUrW� j� SUpWHQGUH� FH�TX¶LO� SUpWHQG�� SDU� EDQDO� DPRXU-
propre. Et non seulement il ne croit pas sur parole la personne qui 
dit souffrir, mais il la met en double accusation : elle a menti en 
se prétendant frigide, et elle re-ment quand, « interrogée », elle 
nie « farouchement » les preuves apportées par la partie 
adverse.167 

 
163 Ibid., p. 608. That some people now consider Proust to be queer does not detract from this claim, nor from the 
one made in the following sentence, to the extent that, in both instances, a man who wrote about relationships 
between men and women is cited in discussions of love that bear all the hallmarks of masculine heterosexuality. 
164 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 486. 
165 Ibid., p. 184. 
166 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 88. 
167 /H�'°XII��/¶eWXGH�HW�OH�5RXHW, p. 79. 
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This passage brings two of the principal axes of normativity in Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�

thought sharply into focus: their investment in normative gender roles and patterns of sexuality, 

DQG�WKHLU�VLOHQFLQJ�RI�µRWKHUV¶�ZLWK�WKH�YRLFHV�RI�those within the norm. Jeffner Allen and Iris 

0DULRQ� <RXQJ¶V� FULWLTXH� RI� )UHQFK� WKRXJKW� KROGV� WUXH� KHUH�� ³«� GLVFXVVLRQ� RI� ZRPHQ� E\�

PRGHUQ�)UHQFK�PDOH�SKLORVRSKHUV� WHQGV� WR� IXQFWLRQ�DV�D�GLVFXVVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�PHQ�RQ�PHQ¶V�

views of women and the relation of women to male-GHILQHG�WKRXJKW�´168 The same might well 

be said of ill and disabled people, whose lived experience is often cast aside in favour of the 

SUDFWLWLRQHU¶V�GLDJQRVWLF��7KLV�LV�D�FHQWUDO�FRPSRQHQW�RI�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�PHWKRG��DOO�RI�KLV�

references to ill and disabled people come from descriptions provided by doctors and 

psychologists. Crucial, then, is the fact that such descriptions tend to reproduce normative 

DVVXPSWLRQV� DERXW� µRWKHUV¶�� DQG� DWWULEXWH�QHJDWLYH� YDOXHV� WR� WKHLU� ERGLHV�� GHVLUHV�� DQG� DFWV��

+HUHLQ��µRWKHUV¶�DUH�FRQVLVWHQWO\�LQIDQWLOLVHG��EHVWLDOLVHG�DQG�GHKXPDQLVHG��LQ�ZD\V�WDNHQ�XS�E\�

the philosophers themselves. Evidence of this has already been presented in the parallel 

Merleau-3RQW\�GUDZV�EHWZHHQ�LOOQHVV��FKLOGKRRG��DQG�³SULPLWLI´�VWDWHV�and people. Elsewhere, 

he compares ill people to insects, in a description whose banality belies broader dynamics of 

GHKXPDQLVDWLRQ��³/H�PDODGH�VH�VpSDUH�GH�VD�YRL[�FRPPH�FHUWDLQV�LQVHFWHV�WUDQFKHQW�OHXU�SURSUH�

SDWWH�´169 And he draws an analogy between non-(XURSHDQV�DQG�DQLPDOV��³-H�QH�© comprends » 

pas la mimique sexuelle du chien, encore moins celle du hanneton ou de la mante religieuse. 

Je ne comprends pas même l¶expression des émotions chez les primitifs «´170 The 

GHKXPDQLVDWLRQ�RI�µRWKHUV¶�WKXV�WXUQV�RXt to be the final moment in a series of processes that 

VHUYH� WR� VHFXUH� WKH� VXEMHFWLYLW\� RI� WKRVH� ZLWKLQ� WKH� QRUP�� DQG� WR� UHIXVH� WKDW� RI� µRWKHUV¶��

positioning them instead as objects for a normative subject. 

 
168 Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion Young, 'Introduction', in The Thinking Muse: Feminism and Modern French 
Philosophy, ed. by Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion Young (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1989), 
pp. 1-17 (p. 11). 
169 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 190. 
170 Ibid., p. 215. 
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7KH�µXQLYHUVDO-QRUPDWLYH¶ 

 

It thus becomes clear WKDW�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�/¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie 

de la perception does not foreground an account of their experiences, and thus of bodily 

otherness. Instead, we are faced with interpretations of those experiences from those within the 

QRUP��RIWHQ�SUHGLFDWHG�RQ�WKH�VLOHQFLQJ�RI�µRWKHUV¶��7KLV�LQDELOLW\�WR�HIIHFWLYHO\�HQJDJH�ZLWK�

bodily otherness is not incidental: it points to a basic flaw in the premise of their philosophies. 

As we have seen, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty conceive of variations in bodies, and thus for the 

FDWHJRULHV�RI�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��LQ�WHUPV�RI�FRQWLQJHQF\��%RWK�XQGHUVWDQG�VH[��JHQGHU��DQG�

desire in this optic, as is manifest in their discussions of sexual difference and sexuality, as they 

do illness and disability, regarded as contingent physical states. The same can be said of race, 

which Sartre locates as one of as an aspect of the contingency of the body.171 More specifically, 

KH�XQGHUVWDQGV�UDFH�DV�³LQGLTXpH�SDU�O¶DWWLWXGH�G¶autrui vis-à-YLV�GH�PRL´��LQVRIDU�DV�RWKHUV�³VH�

révèlent comme méprisants ou admiratifs, comme en confiance ou en défiance «´172 This 

definition sheds some light on the implications of understanding race, or indeed any feature 

WKURXJK�ZKLFK�SHRSOH�DUH�JURXSHG�LQWR�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶��LQ�WHUPV�RI�FRQWLQJHQF\��,I�6DUWUH�

UHFRJQLVHV� WKDW� UDFH� GHWHUPLQHV� SHRSOH¶V� DWWLWXGHV� DQG� UHVSRQVHV, he does so without any 

reference to the normative hierarchies that subtend those attitudes and responses, wherein white 

people are far more likely to encounter positive reactions, and people of colour negative ones. 

Race, here, is an abstract category whose terms are interchangeable: it is the same to be within 

the norm ± white ± as to be outside of it. In a word, he acknowledges the variations in race, but 

not the power relations that subtend them, leading him to posit the equivalence of those within 

and ZLWKRXW�WKH�QRUP��³0H�YRLFL��HQ�HIIHW��-XLI�RX�$U\HQ��EHDX�RX�ODLG��PDQFKRW��HWF�´173 The 

 
171 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 368. 
172 Ibid., pp. 367-368. 
173 Ibid., p. 568. 
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similarities between this phrase and one formulated by Merleau-3RQW\�DUH�VWULNLQJ��³7RXW�FH�

que je « suis » par le fait de la nature ou de l¶histoire, ± bossu, beau oX�-XLI�«´174 Further, both 

apply this framework of equivalence to health and illness, and to able-bodiedness and 

disability: they recognise that bodies vary in somatic state and capacity, but not that these 

variations map onto normative categories and hierarchies. Hence pain and pleasure figure as 

interchangeable throughout their works, divorced of the bodily and societal context of illness 

and disability. This occurs frequently in /¶Être et le néant ± ³/H�SODLVLU��HQ�HIIHW�± comme une 

douleur trop vive «´�± and in the Phénoménologie de la perception��³-H�SHX[�IHUPHU�OHV�\HX[��

«�PH�IRQGUH�GDQV�XQ�SODLVLU�RX�XQH�GRXOHXU�«´175 6DUWUH¶V� LQDELOLW\� WR�DFFRXQW� IRU�ERGLO\�

otherness is particularly notable where he comes closest to appreciating normalisation and 

othering, as in the above definition of race. It is even more so in a reflection on discrimination, 

wherein he establishes an equivalence between the treatment of Jewish people ± ³© Défense 

DX[�-XLIV�GH�SpQpWUHU�LFL�ª´�± and that of non-Jewish people ± ³© Restaurant juif, défense aux 

Aryens d¶entrer ª´�± that obfuscates the unilateral nature of anti-semitism.176  

All of these instances point to the basic incapacity of a phenomenological framework 

that understands variations in bodies solely in terms of contingency to properly account for 

bodily otherness. To consider race, illness, disability, gender or sexuality in such terms ± and 

such terms alone ± LV�LQHYLWDEO\�WR�UHJDUG�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�DV�LQWHUFKDQJHDEOH��DQG�WKXV�WR�

preclude an appreciation of normative hierarchies and the social structures. To the extent that 

contingency is integral to their universal-singular framework, we might question the utility and 

productivity of that framework. More plainly, if contingency is the hinge upon which the 

particular subject claims to attain universal structures, then the universality of their theories, 

and notably their capacity to account for bodily otherness, must be called into question. Indeed, 

 
174 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 497. 
175 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 437.; Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 192. 
176 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 569. 
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an in-depth study of their thought makes plain that their commitment to universality ultimately 

falls back into particularity, or, more precisely, normativity. Once again, their linguistic choices 

provide some evidence of this claim, notably where ostensibly general terms turn out to have 

a particular, normative meaning. The wRUG�³O¶KRPPH´�LV�RQH�VXFK�WHUP��,W�LV�XVHG�WKURXJKRXW�

in the abstract ± non-gendered ± VHQVH�RI�³SHUVRQ´, DV�ZLWK�WKH�(QJOLVK�³PDQ´��UHIOHFWLQJ�WKHLU�

humanistic outlooks. On the very first page of the Phénoménologie de la perception, Merleau-

Ponty employs the term in this sense in his definition of phenomenology��³«�F¶HVW�DXVVL�XQH�

philosophie qui >«@ ne pense pas qu¶on puisse comprendre l¶homme et le monde autrement 

qu¶à partir de leur « facticité ».´177 We find a similar usage early in /¶Être et le néant��³0DLV�

chacune des conduites humaines, étant conduite de l¶homme dans le monde, peut nous livrer à 

la fois l¶KRPPH��OH�PRQGH�HW�OH�UDSSRUW�TXL�OHV�XQLW�«´178 $QG�\HW��HOVHZKHUH��³O¶KRPPH´�is 

deployed in the gendered sense, to mean µman¶, as opposed to µwoman¶��³«�O¶homme qui va 

GDQV�OHV�PDLVRQV�SXEOLTXHV�SRXU�VH�GpEDUUDVVHU�GH�VRQ�GpVLU�VH[XHO�´179 This is nowhere more 

evident than in the section on mauvaise foi��ZKHUH�³O¶homme´�LV�PDUNHG�E\�D�VHPDQWLF�VOLSSDJH�

between the general meaning and the particular, normative one. Ending one paragraph with the 

abstract sense ± ³Que doit être l¶homme en son être, s¶il doit pouvoir être de mauvaise foi ?´�± 

he begins the next with the conFUHWH��JHQGHUHG�RQH��HYRNLQJ�³XQ�SUHPLHU�UHQGH]-YRXV´�EHWZHHQ�

³XQH�IHPPH´�DQG�³>XQ@�KRPPH´�180 While less overt, this same slippage runs through Merleau-

3RQW\¶V�ZULWLQJ��DQG�LQ�KLV�UHIHUHQFHV��ZKHUH�WKH�JHQHUDO�VHQVH�RI�³KRPPH´�RIWHQ�JLYHV�ZD\�WR�

the particular, normative one.181 The SURQRXQ�³LO´�� too, is deployed abstractly at times, and 

concretely at others, to mean µhe¶ instead of µshe¶. Both refer to the ostensibly general subject 

RI�WKHLU�SKLORVRSK\�ZLWK�³LO´��DQG�WKHQ�UHGHSOR\�WKDW�SURQRXQ�WR�PHDQ�µhe¶ elsewhere. We find 

 
177 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. i.  
178 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 38. 
179 Ibid., p. 138. 
180 Ibid., p. 89. 
181 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 19 (Footnote). ³/¶KRPPH��PLHX[�TXH�O¶DQLPDO��DSSURFKH�
G¶LPDJHV�LGpDOHV�HW�H[DFWHV��O¶DGXOWH�PLHX[�TXH�O¶HQIDQW��OHV�KRPPHV�PLHX[�TXH�OHV�IHPPHV�«´ 



 148 

this manifest LQ�6DUWUH¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�GHVLUH�± ³Aussi l'homme moyen ne peut-il >«@�concevoir 

d'autre fin à son désir que l'éjaculation.´�± as in Merleau-3RQW\¶V� ³&H�TXL�FRQFHUQDLW�VD�IHPPH�

Q¶H[LVWDLW�SOXV�SRXU�lui, il O¶DYDLW�EDUUp�GH�VD�YLH�«´182 

The semantic slippage between the general and the particular ± normative ± subject 

recalls &ROHWWH�*XLOODXPLQ¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�³Masculin banal/Masculin général´��&LWLQJ�WKH�

Petit Robert GLFWLRQDU\��VKH�SRLQWV�WR�³XQ�SDUDGR[H�VXU�O¶emploi dH�©�PDVFXOLQ�ª´��QDPHO\�WKH�

IDFW�WKDW�LW�³V¶DSSOLTXH�DX[�rtres mkles, mais le plus souvent (en franoais) j des rtres ou j des 

FKRVHV�VDQV�DXFXQ�UDSSRUW�DYHF�O¶XQ�RX�O¶DXWUH�VH[H�´183 Crucially, she insists that the general 

IXQFWLRQ�RI�WKH�PDVFXOLQH�VHWV�LW�XS�DV�³QRQ�VHXOHPHQW�©�ELHQ�ª�>«@ mais carrpment « mieux ª´�

than the feminine.184 What is more, the slippage between the general and normative senses of 

masculine nouns and pronouns undercuts the first sense, certainly when considered in light of 

the reality, established above, that subjectivity is only granted to those within the norm. Collins 

and Pierce FKDUJH�6DUWUH¶V�SKLORVRSK\�ZLWK�WKLV offence��³7KH�KXPDQ�EHLQJ�LV�IUHH��DQG�QHHG�

only exercise his freedom in order to be whatever he likes. The difficulty with this proposition 

rests precisely in the use of the pronoun he «´185 $FFRUGLQJO\��³IUHHGRP�DQG its accompanying 

FRQVFLRXVQHVV�DUH�UHVWULFWHG�WR�PDOH�FKDUDFWHUV�´186 For Haraway, grammatical idiosyncrasies 

of this kind are IDU�IURP�DQRG\QH��³7KH�SURQRXQV�HPEHGGHG�LQ�VHQWHQFHV�DERXW�FRQWHVWDWLRQV�

for what may count as nature are themselves political tools, expressing hopes, fears, and 

contradictory histories. *UDPPDU�LV�SROLWLFV�E\�RWKHU�PHDQV�´187 The grammar of /¶Être et le 

néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception lays bare the flaws in their universal-singular 

frameworks, unveiling their apparently abstract subject as a normative one. This is confirmed 

in their use of other ostensibly general pronouns ± ³QRXV´�DQG�³RQ´�±, which are often explicitly 

 
182 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 425.; Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 189. [my italics] 
183 Guillaumin, p. 112. 
184 Ibid., p. 107. 
185 Collins and Pierce, p. 120. 
186 Ibid. 
187 Haraway, p. 3. 
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RSSRVHG�WR�µRWKHUV¶��0HUOHDX-3RQW\�VHWV�KLV�SKLORVRSKLFDO�VXEMHFW��³QRXV´��DJDLQVW�ZRPDQKRRG��

³8QH�femme maintient sans calcul un intervalle de sécurité entre la plume de son chapeau et 

les objets qui pourraient la briser, elle sent où est la plume comme nous sentons où est notre 

PDLQ�´188 As does Sartre��³7RXWH� WKpRULH�VXEMHFWLYLVWH� HW� LPPDQHQWLVWH�pFKRuera à expliquer 

que nous désirions une IHPPH�HW�QRQ�VLPSOHPHQW�QRWUH�DVVRXYLVVHPHQW�´189 +HUH��/H�'°XII¶V�

analysis of his thought is compelling, and might productively be expanded to Merleau-3RQW\¶V��

³/H�SURSRV�GH�6DUWUH�DSSDUDvW�GqV� ORUV�FRPPH�XQ�discours de club. Il suppose un cercle de 

WpPRLQV�pWURLWHPHQW�GpOLPLWp��TXL�FRQVWLWXH�OH�©�QRXV�ª�GH�O¶°XYUH�FRQVLGpUpH�´190 

3HUKDSV�PRVW�VLJQLILFDQW�LQ�/H�'°XII¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ�LV�KHU�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�³QRXV´�RI�

/¶Être et le néant is not only normative, but H[FOXVLRQDU\�� ³,O� HVW� QRUPDO� TXH� je remarque 

G¶DERUG�TXH�je Q¶\�VXLV�SDV�´191 The ostensibly neutral subject of existential phenomenology, 

LQ�KHU�YLHZ��LV�PDUNHG�E\�WKH�YHU\�SDUWLFXODULW\�WKDW�LW�SXUSRUWV�WR�RYHUFRPH��³&H�TXL�IDLW�QRQ-

VHQV��F¶HVW�GH�SRVHU�Gu neutre, donc mettre du jeu dans le je, et de bloquer ce jeu en ne lâchant 

SDV� OD� UpIpUHQFH� j� O¶KRPPH� VSpFLILTXH� HW� HQ�PDLQWHQDQW�� DX� QRP� GH� QHXWUH�� O¶H[FOXVLRQ� GH�

TXHOTX¶XQ�´192 7KDW�³TXHOTX¶XQ´��LQ�6DUWUH�DQG�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�ZRUNV��LV�VRPHWLPHV�D�ZRPDQ��

sometimes a queer person, sometimes an ill or disabled person, and sometimes a person of 

FRORXU��7KH� H[FOXVLRQ�RI� WKHVH� µRWKHUV¶� GLVFORVHV� WKH� WUXH�QDWXUH�RI� WKHir phenomenological 

subject: not universal-singular, but universal-normative. In a word, the subject of /¶Être et le 

néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception is not abstract or universal: it, or more precisely 

he, is a cisgender, heterosexual man who is in good health, able-bodied, white and European. 

Scholars of bodily otherness have long held this view of the existential subject. Gayle Salamon 

SRLQWV�WR�WKH�³SUHVXPSWLYH�PDVFXOLQLW\�RI�WKH�RVWHQVLEO\�XQLYHUVDO�VXEMHFW´��and Young argues 

 
188 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 167. 
189 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 425. 
190 /H�'°XII��/¶eWXGH�HW�OH�5RXHW, p. 88. 
191 Ibid. 
192 /H�'°XII��Le Sexe du savoir, p. 289. 
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WKDW�³WKH�QHXWUDOO\�KXPDQ�VXEMHFW´�LQ�6DUWUH�DQG�0HUOHDX-3RQW\�³FDUULHV�PDOH�H[SHULHQFH�DV�WKH�

QRUP´�193 Sandra Lee Bartky, for her part, KDV�GHFULHG�WKH�³SKDOORFHQWULVP´�RI�WKH�SKLORVRSKLFDO�

WUDGLWLRQ�� GHFODULQJ�ZDU�RQ� ³WKH�SULQFLSDO� SHUVRQDJH�RI� WUDGLWLRQDO� SKLORVRSK\�� WKDW� DEVWUDFW�

subject who masquerades as everyone and anyone, but is really a male subject in GLVJXLVH�´194 

And Zoe Belinsky has problematised the subject of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW�to the extent that 

LW�³DVVXPHV�DQ�already capacitated, able-bodied, and adult male subject who can impose his 

ZLOO�RQ�WKH�ZRUOG�ZLWK�FRQILGHQFH�´195 As Belinsky here reveals, this normativity typifies not 

only the existential subject, but all of its constituent features, the most significant of which for 

the present study is the body. Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�XVH�RI�WKH�VLQJXODU�GHILQLWH�DUWLFOH�± 

³OH�FRUSV´�± communicates a universality that does not hold up to scrutiny. To take up Alison 

Kafer��³«�WKHUH�LV�QR�PHQWLRQ�RI�µthe¶�body that is not a further articulation of a very particular 

ERG\�´196 This contention gains weight when we note, in light of WKH�UHYHODWLRQ�WKDW�³QRXV´ here 

is both normative, DQG�H[FOXVLRQDU\��WKDW�³OH�FRUSV´�LV�XVHG�LQWHUFKDQJHDEO\�ZLWK�³QRWUH�FRUSV´� 

Further still, ZKHQ�ZH�VFUXWLQLVH�WKHLU�DFFRXQWV�RI�VH[XDOLW\�DQG�GHVLUH��³OH�FRUSV´�WXUQV�

out to be the body of a cisgender, heterosexual man. Herein, ³OH�VH[H´�LV�SRVLWHG�DV�JHQHUDO��EXW�

ultimately turns out to be a penis situated in a heterosexual schema of desire and intercourse. 

This comes through LQ�RQH�SDVVDJH�IURP�6DUWUH¶V�FKDSWHU�RQ�VH[XDOLW\��ZKHUH�WKH�WZR�WHUPV�DUH�

synoQ\PRXV�ZLWK�RQH�DQRWKHU��³«�F¶HVW�OH�FRUSV�>«@ qui porte le sexe en avant ou qui le retire 

; ce sont les mains qui aident à l¶LQWURPLVVLRQ�GX�SpQLV�«´197 There is no ambiguity here: if, 

ODWHU� LQ� WKH�SKUDVH�� KH� UHIHUV� WR� ³OD� OXEULILFDWLRQ�GX�YDJLQ´�� LW� ILJXUes as an afterthought, as 

LQGLFDWHG�E\�³SDUHLOOHPHQW´��DQG�LPSOLFLWO\�RSSRVHG�WR�³OH�VH[H´��³OH�SpQLV´��³«�HW�SDUHLOOHPHQW�

 
193 Salamon, p. 48.; Iris Marion Young, Throwing like a Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and Social 
Theory, (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990), pp. 14-15. 
194 Bartky, p. 6. 
195 Belinsky, p. 188. 
196 Alison Kafer, Feminist, Queer, Crip, (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2013), p. 7. 
197 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�néant, p. 437. 
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l¶RXYHUWXUH�HW� OD� OXEULILFDWLRQ�GX�YDJLQ�QH�SHXYHQW� rWUH�REWHQXHV�YRORQWDLUHPHQW�«´198 The 

normativity of the subject is thus extended and confirmed in the normativity of its body, desires, 

DQG�DFWV��,QGHHG��WKH�VXEMHFW�RI�H[LVWHQWLDO�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�LV�H[SOLFLWO\�³QRUPDO´��This rings 

particularly true of the Phénoménologie de la perception, where we find multiple references to 

WKH�³VXMHW�QRUPDO´�DQG�WKH�³KRPPH�QRUPDO´��ZKR�LV�HYHQ�DW�SRLQWV�VLPSO\�FDOOHG�³OH�QRUPDO´.199 

7KURXJKRXW��WKLV�³QRUPDO´�VXEMHFW�LV�RSSRVHG�WR�µRWKHUV¶��PRVW�QRWDEO\�³OH�PDODGH´�200 It ± or 

more precisely, he ± is also set against non-normative forms of sexuality, desire, and sexual 

SUDFWLFH��WKHPVHOYHV�FRGLILHG�DV�³PDODGH´��ZKLFK�DUH�WKRVH�WKDW�GHYLDWH�IURP�WKH�PDVFXOLQH��

cisgender, heterosexual norm. This is evident in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�GHVLUH��ZKHUH�

³QRUPDO´�VH[XDOLW\�LV�RSSRVHG�WR�³SDWKRORJLH´� 

 
Chez le normal, un corps n¶est pas seulement perçu comme un 
objet quelconque, cette perception objective est habitée par une 
perception plus secrète : le corps visible est sous-tendu par un 
schéma sexuel, strictement individuel, qui accentue les zones 
érogènes, dessine une physionomie sexuelle et appelle les gestes 
du corps masculin lui-même intégré à cette totalité affective.201 

 

6DUWUH¶V�WUHDWPHQW�RI�GHVLUH�DOVR�VSHDNV�WR�D�³QRUPDO´�VH[XDOLW\��³$�YUDL�GLUH��LO�HVW�QRUPDO�TXH�

l¶HQJOXHPHQW�GH�OD�FRQVFLHQFH�GDQV�OH�FRUSV�DLW�VRQ�DERXWLVVHPHQW�«´202 1RWDEOH�KHUH�DUH�³OD�

FRQVFLHQFH´�DQG�³OH�FRUSV´��WKH�QRUPDWLYLW\�RI�GHVLUH�FRQILUPV�WKH normativity of the subject 

itself. This is reinforced elsewhere in L¶Être et le néant ZKHUH�6DUWUH�HYRNHV�³GHV�FRQVFLHQFHV�

SDUIDLWHPHQW�QRUPDOHV´��EULQJLQJ�WKH�XQGHUO\LQJ�QRUPDWLYLW\�RI�KLV�SKLORVRSK\�DQG�LWV�VXEMHFW�

sharply into focus.203 Likewise, the multiple references Merleau-3RQW\�PDNHV�WR�³SHUFHSWLRQ�

 
198 Ibid. 
199 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception. )RU�H[DPSOHV�RI�³OH�VXMHW�QRUPDO´��VHH�SS����������������
�����IRU�³O¶KRPPH�QRUPDO´��VHH�S�������IRU�H[DPSOHV�RI�³OH�QRUPDO´��VHH�SS�����-128, 135-138, 394. 
200 ,ELG��)RU�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�³PDODGH´�DQG�related terms ± ³SDWKRORJLTXH´��³DYHXJOH´��HWF��± see footnotes 131 and 
132 above. For opposition to people with schizophrenia, see p. 394.  
201 Ibid., p. 182. 
202 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 437. 
203 Ibid., p. 455. 
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QRUPDOH´�betray the normativity of his thought and its protagonist: in both works, we find that 

the central concepts ± consciousness and perception ± DUH�XQHTXLYRFDOO\�³QRUPDO´�204 

 Perhaps most significant for the present study, the normativity of the subject extends to 

its others ± autrui or O¶DXWUH ± in these texts. The inherent masculinity of other subjects, itself 

inextricable from cissexuality and heterosexuality, comes to the fore where Merleau-Ponty 

describes DXWUXL�DV�D�³IUqUH�PLQHXU´��³6DQV�GRXWH�DXWUXL�Q¶existera jamais pour nous comme 

nous-PrPH��LO�HVW�WRXMRXUV�XQ�IUqUH�PLQHXU�«´205 ,W�LV�IXUWKHU�VXEVWDQWLDWHG�E\�KLV�XVH�RI�³DXWUHV�

KRPPHV´�DV�V\QRQ\PRXV�ZLWK�³OHV�DXWUHV´�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�Phénoménologie de la perception.206 

Sartre, too, views them as interchangeable, as is clear in the emphasis on totality ± ³tous´�± 

KHUH��³/¶épreuve de ma condition d¶homme, objet pour tous OHV�DXWUHV�KRPPHV�YLYDQWV�«´207 

In this optic, Salamon considers the masculinity of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�VXEMHFW��ZKLFK�ZH�PLJKW�

H[SDQG�WR�LQFOXGH�6DUWUH¶V��WR�EH�³PLPHWLF´��³«�LW�LV�FLWLQJ��SHUKDSV�HYHQ�VROLFLWLQJ��DQ�RWKHU�

masculine body, a body located in some remote elsewhere yet proximate enough to function as 

a structuring iGHDO�´208 /XFH�,ULJDUD\¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�SKLORVRSK\�ZULWWHQ�E\�PHQ�SURYLGHV�XV�ZLWK�

a compelling framework to think through the normativity of autrui, primarily in her claim that 

LW�ZRUNV�WR�³réduire tout autre dans l¶économie du Même�´209 In a word, these philosophies 

turn on ³XQ�SURMHW�GH�GpWRXUQHPHQW��GH�GpYRLHPHQW��GH�UpGXFWLRQ��GH�O¶DXWUH�GDQV�OH�0rPH�´210 

More precisely, she conceptualises WKLV�SURMHFW�DV�RQH�RI�DQ�³effacement de la différence des 

sexes dans les systèmes auto-UHSUpVHQWDWLIV�G¶XQ�©�VXMHW�PDVFXOLQ�ª�´211 Her analysis resonates 

with that laid out by Simone de Beauvoir in Le Deuxième Sexe. In effect, in her discussion of 

Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW�± of particular note given her proximity to both ± Beauvoir 

 
204 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, pp. 153, 282, 305, 308. 
205 Ibid., p. 495. 
206 Ibid.. For examples, see pp. 400, 511. 
207 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 320. 
208 Salamon, p. 48. 
209 Luce Irigaray, &H�VH[H�TXL�Q¶HQ�HVW�SDV�XQ, (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1977), p. 72. 
210 Ibid. 
211 Ibid. 
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asserts the selfsameness of autrui�� ³/H� VHPEODEOH�� O¶DXWUH�� TXL� HVW� DXVVL� OH�PrPH�� DYHF�TXL�

V¶pWDEOLVVHQW�GHV�UHODWLRQV�UpFLSURTXHV��F¶HVW�WRXMRXUV�SRXU�OH�PkOH�XQ�LQGLYLGX�PkOH�´212  

,Q�DQ�LURQLF�WZLVW��WKHQ��WKDW�ZKLFK�LV�RVWHQVLEO\�µRWKHU¶�± autrui ± in /¶Être et le néant 

and the Phénoménologie de la perception turns out to be the same. And that which is ostensibly 

the same ± women, queer people, ill and disabled people, people of colour, etc. ± turn out to be 

LUUHWULHYDEO\� µRWKHU¶�� )UHQFK�H[LVWHQWLDO� WKRXJKW� WKXV�KLQJHs on two regLVWHUV�RI� µRWKHU¶��RQH�

granted subjectivity, the other denied it. In fact, against a normative autrui or autre, we find 

ZKDW�%HDXYRLU�WHUPV�³O¶$XWUH�DEVROX´�± WKH�³LQHVVHQWLHO´�DJDLQVW�WKH�VHOIVDPH�VXEMHFW�DQG�LWV�

other ±, which is the position that women are condemned to occupy in these texts.213 Implicit 

LQ�WKHLU�UHOHJDWLRQ�RI�³OD�IHPPH´�WR�DEVROXWH�RWKHUQHVV�LV�WKHLU�UHIXVDO�WR�DVFULEH�VXEMHFWLYLW\�WR�

ZRPHQ��³«�LO�HVW�SUpFLVpPHQW�LPSRVVLEOH�GH�OD�UHJDUGHU�FRPPH�XQ�DXWUH�VXMHW�´214 %HDXYRLU¶V�

ontological account of this absolute otherness, itself deeply reminiscent of Sartre, invites us to 

WXUQ�WKH�OHQV�RI�KHU�DQDO\VLV�WR�H[LVWHQWLDO�SKHQRPHQRORJ\��³$SSDUDLVVDQW�FRPPH�O¶$XWUH��OD�

femme apparavt du mrme coup comme une plpQLWXGH�G¶rtre par opposition j cette existence 

GRQW�O¶KRPPH�pprouve en soi le npDQW�«´215 Perhaps most striking here is the interdependence 

RI� ³O¶$XWUH� DEVROX´� DQG� WKH� QRUPDWLYH� VXEMHFW�� ³'DQV� OD� IHPPH� V¶LQFDUQH� SRVLWLYHPHQW� OH�

PDQTXH�TXH�O¶H[LVWDQW�SRUWH�HQ�VRQ�F°XU��HW�F¶HVW�HQ�FKHUFKDnt j se rejoindre j travers elle que 

O¶KRPPH�HVSqre se rpDOLVHU�´216 %HDXYRLU¶V�RQWRORJ\�RI�WKH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKRVH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�

norm ± men ± and those without it ± women ± reveals the sameness of autrui and the otherness 

RI�µRWKHUV¶�WR�EH�WZR�VLGHV�RI�WKH�VDPH�FRLQ��WKH�QRUPDWLYH�VXEMHFW�SRVLWLRQ�LV�VHFXUHG�LQ�DQG�

througK�WKH�H[LOH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�WR�DEVROXWH�RWKHUQHVV��WR�D�ODFN�RI�VXEMHFWLYLW\��DQG��XOWLPDWHO\��WR�

REMHFWLYLW\��6KH�H[WHQGV�WKLV�DQDO\VLV�EH\RQG�ZRPDQKRRG�WR�GLIIHUHQW�µRWKHUV¶��including some 

 
212 Beauvoir, Le Deuxième sexe, p. 99. 
213 Ibid. 
214 Ibid. 
215 Ibid., p. 189. 
216 Ibid. 
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people of colour who, OLNH�ZRPHQ��³VRQW�FRQVLGpUpV�DEVROXPHQW�FRPPH�O¶$XWUH�LQHVVHQWLHO�´217 

Building upon her critique, we might contend that the universal-singular subject of French 

existential phenomenology is in fact always and necessarily a universal-normative one, as are 

its body, desires, acts, ways of being in the world, and, critically, those it recognises as autrui. 

And that the supremacy of this universal-normative subject both guarantees and mandates the 

refusal of the subjectivity of those outside of the norm, realised in their positioning as ³O¶$XWUH 

DEVROX´�RU ³O¶$XWUH�LQHVVHQWLHO´�for and against that universal-normative subject. 

 

Universalisations, obfuscations 

 

The revelation of the normativity of the universal leads us to the final and perhaps most critical 

moment in the normativity that structures /¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la 

perception: the obfuscation of that normativity. As we have seen, these works are grounded in 

a rejection of an abstract universalism in favour of a concrete one: the universal-singular. In 

theory, at least, the universal-singular begins with a recognition of the variations in bodies and 

situations, and of the particulariWLHV�RI�WKH�SKLORVRSKHU¶V�SHUVSHFWLYH��,Q�SUDFWLFH��KRZHYHU��WKH�

universal-singular turns out to be universal-normative subject. Crucially, though, if Sartre and 

Merleau-Ponty renege on their explicit commitments to taking stock of difference, at no point 

is this acknowledged, or made visible. Hence, they posit the normative as the universal, and in 

the same gesture conceal that positioning behind their aspirations to a concrete universality. 

We might, at this juncture, be struck by something Butler says of universality, in a reflection 

on Jewishness, anti-semitism, and racism: ³,I�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�XQLYHUVDOL]DWLRQ�EHFRPHV�RQH�RI�

assimilating particular discourses into an established regime, then the particularism of the 

regime is elevated to the status of the universal and its own hegemonic power is effectively 

 
217 Ibid., p. 313. 
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FRQFHDOHG�´218 This strikes a chord with Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�philosophies, themselves 

both indebted to and invested in the Western epistemic regime and its reproduction of norms, 

µRWKHUV¶��DQG�QRUPDWLYH�KLHUDUFKLHV��In this sense, French existential phenomenology advances 

through misdirection. Framing their work with a critique of universalisms whose ostensible 

generality belies a particularity, they cloud our critical vision, at once preventing their readers 

from realising that they commit this very same offence, and disarming accusations of their guilt 

on this count before we have even begun to formulate them. 

Mechanisms of this kind, through which normativity is simultaneously guaranteed and 

obfuscated through misdirection, are not limited to the universal-singular in their work. Indeed, 

shifting our analysis to those elements of existential phenomenology that, as set out in the first 

pages of this chapter, theoretically lay the groundwork for an account of bodily otherness ± the 

eidetic reduction, the rejection of human nature, the critique of science, etc. ± it becomes clear 

that they too function to reproduce and dissimulate the very normativity that, in principle, they 

cannot abide. Merleau-3RQW\¶V�UHGXFWLRQ��RU�PRUH�SUHFLVHO\�KLV�IDLOXUH�WR�RSHUDWH�WKH�UHGXFWLRQ��

serves as a particularly salient example. As we have seen, this reduction functions through the 

³>PLVH@�HQ�VXVSHQV´�RI�ZKDW�KH�FDOOV� WKH�³DWWLWXGH�QDWXUHOOH´�� ,Q� WKHRU\��DW� OHDVW�� WKH�QDWXUDO�

attitude comprises everything that we take for granted in our everyday lives, which logically 

should H[WHQG�WR�QRUPDWLYH�DVVXPSWLRQV�DERXW�µRWKHUV¶��DQG�WKHLU�ERGLHV��+LV�UHSURGXFWLRQ time 

and again of normative assumptions in the Phénoménologie de la perception thus points to his 

failure to operate the reduction in the terms that he himself lays out. And yet, at the same time, 

his explicit commitment to suspending the natural attitude works to obfuscate this failure. In 

fact, it shores up normativity in two complementary ways. In the first, as with the universal-

singular, it inhibits his reader from picking up on the failure of his reduction, and its role in 

 
218 Judith Butler, Parting Ways: Jewishness and the Critique of Zionism, (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2012), p. 23.  



 156 

reproducing normative ideologies. In the second, it presents the normative conceptions of 

bodies in his work as fundamental and natural, to the extent that they are what is left behind 

DIWHU�D� UHGXFWLRQ� WKDW� LV�SUHVXPHG�FRPSOHWH��:H�PLJKW�PDNH�D�VLPLODU�FODLP�DERXW�6DUWUH¶V�

FULWLTXH�RI�KXPDQ�QDWXUH��DQG�KLV�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�DQ�H[LVWHQWLDO�IUDPHZRUN�ZKHUHLQ�³O¶H[Lstence 

SUpFqGH�O¶HVVHQFH´��:KHUH�ZH�ILQG�QRUPDWLYH�DVVXPSWLRQV�LQ�/¶Être et le néant, they signal an 

LQDELOLW\�WR�IXOO\�GLVHQJDJH�IURP�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�KXPDQ�QDWXUH��FRQVWLWXWLQJ�DQ�³HVVHQFH´�WKDW��LI�

it were to exist, would necessarily precede ³H[LVWHQFH´��2nce again, the work is primed for 

misdirection: by framing his work in terms of a rejection of human nature, he obscures those 

moments where he invests in that very concept so as to secure a normative worldview. Further, 

many of these normative assumptions ± the reality of sexual dimorphism, the supremacy of 

heterosexuality, the conception of illness and disability in terms of lack or loss ± also betray a 

tacit acceptance of the scientific or realist view of bodies that both philosophers problematise 

on multiple occasions. This is further evidenced where they invoke the authority of medical 

professionals to add weight to their arguments, and most notably where they favour the 

WHVWLPRQ\�RI�GRFWRUV�DQG�SV\FKRORJLVWV�RYHU�WKH�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��The effect here 

recalls the failure of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�UHGXFWLRQ��their open commitment to critiquing scientific 

objectivity conceals their implicit investment in the realist view, and presents the particular 

reading of bodies put forward by contemporary Western science as a universal one.  

Given the proximity of French existential phenomenology to the human sciences, itself 

underscored by Merleau-Ponty WKURXJKRXW�KLV�OLIH��D�UHWXUQ�WR�)RXFDXOW¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ�XSRQ�³OHV�

VFLHQFHV�GH�O¶KRPPH´��FLWHG�LQ�RXU�ILUVW�FKDSter, may prove informative. If the human sciences 

are ³biologiquement´�DQG�³médicalement´�³VRXV-WHQGXHV´��DQG�LI��WKHUHIRUH��they ³ont utilisé 

des concepts formés par les biologisteV´�in such a way as to JLYH�WKHPVHOYHV�³XQ�FKDPS�SDUWDJp�

selon le principe GX�QRUPDO�HW�GX�SDWKRORJLTXH´��then we might begin to make sense of such 
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flagrant inconsistencies in Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V work.219 In other words, taking Foucault 

seriously, their respective incapacities to realise the reduction, to strip back human nature, and 

to refuse the biomedical view of bodies turn out to be symptomatic of a basic failure to identify 

and critique the realist ± normative ± assumptions that undergird their thought, as well as many 

of their sources, such as psychologists and anthropologists. This feeds into a wider critique of 

their philosophy, namely their inability to take stock of their own normative biases, as well as 

those that structure the philosophical and academic canons upon which their thought rests. Le 

'°XII�ODPHQWV�precisely this in a broader discussion of philosophy written by men, pinpointing 

³O¶LQFDSDFLWp�G¶XQH�FRPPXQDXWp�WUDGLWLRQQHOOHPHQW�PDVFXOLQH�j�YRLU�TXH�OH�WUDYDLO�UHSRVH�VXU�

XQH�LQGXFWLRQ�PDO�IDLWH�´220 She contends that, so deep-rooted are such normative biases and 

blind spots that, often, philosophers who are men will abandon their most basic philosophical 

principles if and when they come into conflict with QRUPDWLYH�DVVXPSWLRQV��³Mais, quand un 

point de vue philosophiTXH�HW�FHV�LQWpUrWV�HQWUHQW�HQ�GLVFRUGDQFH��F¶HVW�OH�SKLORVRSKLTXH�TXL�

cède et se voit reléguer dans des notes, le souci de maintenir une domination de sexe 

O¶HPSRUWDQW�VXU�WRXW�SHQFKDQW�VSpFXODWLI�VH�GLVDQW�HQ�SOHLQe page�´221 She accuses Sartre of this 

very offence��SRLQWLQJ�RXW�WKDW�ZKHUH�KH�LQYRNHV�³GHV�VLJQHV�REMHFWLIV�GH�SODLVLU´�WR�GLVFRXQW�D�

ZRPDQ¶V�WHVWLPRQ\ ± her claim that she did not experience sexual pleasure ± he goes against 

one of his most fundamental philosophical tenets in order to secure the masculine, heterosexual 

UHDGLQJ�RI�KHU�VH[XDOLW\��³« OD�WKqVH�GH�6DUWUH�UHVWH�LPSODLGDEOH�GDQV�O¶RSWLTXH�VDUWULHQQH��&DU��

VHORQ�OXL��LO�Q¶\�D�SDV�G¶pWDW�FRUSRUHO�RX�QHXURORJLTXH�TXL�VRLW�FRQWUDLJQDQW�SRXU�OD�FRQVFLHQFH��

laquelle reste libre WUDQVFHQGDQFH�HW�FKRL[��PrPH�IDFH�j�XQH�PLJUDLQH�´222  

/H�'°XII�LV�QRW�DORQH�LQ�VXFK�D�FULWLTXH��&ROOLQV�DQG�3LHUFH�make a similar claim about 

6DUWUH¶V�WKRXJKW��DUJXLQJ�WKDW�KH�³DVVRFLDWHV�HVVHQFH�DQG�UROHV�ZLWK�ZRPHQ´��DQG�LQ�VR�GRLQJ�

 
219 Foucault, Naissance de la clinique, p. 36. 
220 /H�'°XII��Le Sexe du savoir, p. 148. 
221 Ibid., p. 287. 
222 /H�'°XII��/¶eWXGH�HW�OH�5RXHW, p. 83. 
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³YLRODWHV�KLV�WKHRU\´, namely that existence precedes essence.223 Merleau-Ponty, too, has been 

accused of the same, perhaps most notably by Butler. In his discussion of sexuality, they assert, 

KH�VDFULILFHV�KLV�SKLORVRSKLFDO�SULQFLSOHV�WR�VHFXUH�D�QRUPDWLYH�YLHZ�RI�ERGLHV��³,Q�accounting 

for the genesis of sexual desire, Merleau-Ponty once again reverts to a naturalistic account 

ZKLFK�VHHPV�WR�FRQWUDGLFW�KLV�RZQ�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�SURFHGXUH�´224 Hence, if he sets out to 

render concrete the abstract of his philosophical forebears, hH�XOWLPDWHO\�³FRPPLWV�WKH�IDOODF\�

of misplaced concreteness, giving life to abstractions, and draining life from existing 

LQGLYLGXDOV�LQ�FRQFUHWH�FRQWH[WV�´225 This is not, in their view, fortuitous, but reveals a fault line 

running through his phenomenology that can be WUDFHG�EDFN�WR�LWV�YHU\�FRUH��³7KH�LGHRORJLFDO�

character of The Phenomenology of Perception is produced by the impossible project of 

PDLQWDLQLQJ�DQ�DEVWUDFW�VXEMHFW�HYHQ�ZKLOH�GHVFULELQJ�FRQFUHWH��OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH�´226 In other 

words, the universal-VLQJXODU�IUDPHZRUN�ZDV�FRQGHPQHG�WR�IDLOXUH��³$OWKRXJK�0HUOHDX-Ponty 

intends to describe the universal structures of bodily existence, the concrete examples he 

SURYLGHV�UHYHDO�WKH�LPSRVVLELOLW\�RI�WKDW�SURMHFW�´227 Crucially, they argue that the abstractions 

that he realises are not anodyne, but normative, and indeed that his normativity is the driving 

IRUFH�EHKLQG�WKH�IDLOXUH�RI�KLV�SKLORVRSKLFDO�SURMHFW��³«�0HUOHDX-Ponty wants sexuality to be 

intentional, in-the-world, referential, expressive of a concrete, existential situation, and yet he 

offers a description of bodily experience clearly abstracted from the concrete diversity that 

H[LVWV�´228 $JDLQVW�KLV�H[SOLFLW�DVSLUDWLRQV�WR�XQLYHUVDOLW\��WKHQ��KLV�ZRUN�DFWXDOO\�IXQFWLRQV�³WR�

codify and sanction oQH�SDUWLFXODU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�VH[XDOLW\�DV�OHJLWLPDWH�´229 The same might 

well be said of Sartre, who, as we have seen, shares both those aspirations to universality and 

 
223 Collins and Pierce, p. 125. 
224 %XWOHU��µ6H[XDO�,GHRORJ\�DQG�3KHQRPHQRORJLFDO�'HVFULSWLRQ¶��S����� 
225 Ibid., p. 98. 
226 Ibid., p. 95. 
227 Ibid. 
228 Ibid. 
229 Ibid. 
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a tendency to operate normative abstractions. Striking here is the contention that an account of 

bodily otherness is inarticulable in the terms of their phenomenological method, notably given 

that we began the present chapter with an appraisal of the elements of that method that should 

in theory enable, if not secure, such an account. And yeW��%XWOHU¶V�FODLP�LV�HFKRHG�E\�PDQ\�

others. Elizabeth Grosz, for one, goes as far as to dispute the very possibility of discussing non-

normative bodies and experiences in the terms of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSK\��³7KH�TXHVWLRQ�

of what other types of human experience, what other modalities of perception, what other 

UHODWLRQV��VXEMHFWV�PD\�KDYH�ZLWK�REMHFWV�LV�QRW��FDQQRW�EH��UDLVHG�LQ�WKH�WHUPV�KH�GHYHORSV�´230 

 

A warning, and an appeal 

 

Rather than a philosophy that offers the possibility of accounting for bodily otherness, French 

existential phenomenology thus turns out to be uniquely dispossessed in terms of both refusing 

QRUPDWLYH� DVVXPSWLRQV�� DQG� HQJDJLQJ� ZLWK� WKH� OLYHG� H[SHULHQFH� RI� µRWKHUV¶�� $V� VXFK�� WKH�

obfuscation of normativity in their work is not piecemeal ± operating only at the level of the 

specific features cited above ± but holistic: their philosophical project articulates itself out of a 

refusal of the very normative ways of thinking that it reproduces, and thus precludes the very 

critiques that LW�VKRXOG�EH�VXEMHFW�WR��7DNLQJ�XS�*URV]¶V�FKDOOHQJH��ZH�might therefore ask not 

only how we might produce an existential phenomenology of bodily otherness, but whether 

this is even possible. Critically, where scholars have refused to take stock of the nature and 

extent of the normativity in Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW��WKH\�KDYH�WHQGHG�WR�IDOO�LQWR�

WKH�VDPH�SLWIDOOV��DUWLFXODWLQJ�QRUPDWLYH�WKHRULHV�LQ�VSLWH�RI�WKHPVHOYHV��+D]HO�%DUQHV¶V�GHIHQFH�

of Sartre against charges of sexism is one such instance, and may serve as a cautionary tale of 

the dangers of failing to properly take stock of their normative biases. While she acknowledges 

 
230 Grosz, p. 110. 
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6DUWUH¶V�³DJJUHVVLYH�PDVFXOLQLW\´, DQG�³WKH�VH[LVW�ODQJXDJH�RI�FHUWDLQ�UKHWRULFDO�LPDJHV´�in his 

1943 text, conceding that WKH\�DUH�³VXIILFLHQW�WR�UHQGHU�VXVSHFW´�his FRPPLWPHQW�WR�³ZRPHQ¶V�

OLEHUDWLRQ´��VKH�IHUYHQWO\�UHMHFWV�WKH�FODLP�WKDW�PDVFXOLQLW\�LV�IXQGDPHQWDO�WR�KLV�WKRXJKW� 

 
What I cannot accept is >«@ WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�HQWLUH�SKLORVRSK\�LV�VR�
irremediably male that it excludes women. Nor the view that it is 
based on the notion of a purely male consciousness, presented as 
DQ�DOO�EXW�GLVHPERGLHG��KRVWLOH�VWDUH��1RU�WKH�FKDUJH�WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�
concept of human freedom is so abstract as to be virtually 
unrelated to the real world.231 

 

%DUQHV¶V�GHIHQFH�RI�6DUWUH�DJDLQVW�FKDUJHV�RI�VH[LVP�LV�RI�QRWH�EHFDXVH�LW�OHDGV�KHU�WR�UHSURGXFH�

normative assumptions of her own, namely cissexism and transphobia. Following Sartre, she 

cites trans people as a counter-example whose utility lies in the light that may shed upon an 

apparently universal experience, which is in fact that of those within the norm of cissexuality: 

³,W�PD\�EH�LQWHUHVWLQJ�� WKRXJK�DGPLWWHGO\�QRW�RI�DQ\�SUDFWLFDO�XWLOLW\��WR�ZRQGHU�ZKDW�6DUWUH�

might think RI�WKH�JURZLQJ�QXPEHUV�RI�WUDQVVH[XDOV�RQ�WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�VFHQH�´232 Like him, 

she refuses the testimony of µRWKHUV¶�± trans people ±, citing only an abstract trans voice, and 

GRLQJ�VR�VROHO\�WR�SURYH�KHU�SRLQW��³2Q�FORVHU�H[DPLQDWLRQ��KRZHYHU��WKH�UHDVRQ�so often quoted 

for the transsexual choice, µI was born male in a female body¶ (or the opposite), points to an 

DVVXPHG�ELRORJLFDO�DQG�SV\FKRORJLFDO�GHWHUPLQLVP�WKDW�LV�TXLWH�IRUHLJQ�WR�H[LVWHQWLDOLVP�´233 

She too shows herself to be woefully ignorant of the very experiences she is citing, which relate 

SULPDULO\�WR�JHQGHU��DQG�QRW�WR�³RQH¶V�XQLTXH�VH[XDOLW\´��DV�VKH�FODLPV�234 In sum, her failure 

WR�WDNH�VWRFN�RI�6DUWUH¶V�QRUPDWLYLW\�IRUHJURXQGV�WKH�UHSURGXFtion of many of the dynamics 

 
231 Hazel E. Barnes, 'Sartre and Feminism: Aside from The Second Sex and All That', in Feminist Interpretations 
of Jean-Paul Sartre, ed. by Julien S. Murphy (University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1999), pp. 22-44 (p. 23). 
232 Ibid., p. 41. 
233 Ibid. 
234 Ibid. 
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found in his work: the uptake of normative categories and values, the refusal of the subjectivity 

RI�µRWKHUV¶��DQG�WKHLU�SRVLWLRQLQJ�DV�REMHFWV�IRU�D�VXEMHFW�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUP��WR�QDPH�MXVW�D�IHZ� 

 %DUQHV¶V�RYHUVLJKW�KHUH�VKRXOG�serve as a warning of the perils of misrecognising the 

myriad ways in which normativity structures French existential phenomenology. For scholars 

of bodily otherness to do so is to run the risk of reproducing normative ideologies and views 

of bodies, and tKXV�RI�UHLQIRUFLQJ�WKH�YHU\�QRUPV�DQG�µRWKHUV¶�WKDW�ZH�DUH�VHHNLQJ�WR�JR�EH\RQG��

5DWKHU��IROORZLQJ�%XWOHU��DQ\�VXFK�VWXG\�PXVW�VWDUW�ZLWK�³D�GHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�REIXVFDWLQJ�

DQG�UHLI\LQJ�VWUXFWXUHV�WR�WKHLU�FRQFUHWH�FXOWXUDO�RULJLQV´� 235 7KH\�DGYRFDWH�³an analysis of the 

ways in which Merleau-3RQW\¶V� WH[W� OHJLWLPDWHV� DQG� XQLYHUVDOL]HV� VWUXFWXUHV� RI� VH[XDO�

RSSUHVVLRQ´��RQH�WKDW�ZH�PLJKW�H[SDQG�WR�6DUWUH¶V�WKRXJKW��DQG�WR�DOO�RI�WKH�IRUPV�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ�

evoked in this thesis. Against a generous reading that would regard moments of normativity as 

superficial or incidental, then, we must begin with a recognition of their ubiquity and centrality 

to their respective philosophies, as well as of the processes of obfuscation that work to preclude 

such recognition. :H�PLJKW�WKXV�ORRN�WR�ZKDW�/LVD�*XHQWKHU�WHUPV�D�³FULWLFDO�SKHQRPHQRORJ\´��

3KHQRPHQRORJ\��LQ�KHU�YLHZ��KDV�EHHQ�IDU�WRR�RIWHQ�OLPLWHG�E\�LWV�³IDLOLQJ�WR�JLYH an equally 

rigorous account of how contingent historical and social structures also shape our experience, 

not just in an empirical or piecemeal way, but in what we might call a quasi-transcendental 

ZD\�´236 ,Q� OLJKW� RI� WKLV�� VKH� DGYRFDWHV� IRU� D� ³FULWLFDO� SKHQRPHQRORJ\´��ZKLFK� LV� at once a 

³SKLORVRSKLFDO´�practice, DQG�D�³SROLWLFDO´�one. In the first instance, it ³VXVSHQGV�FRPPRQVHQVH�

accounts of reality in order to map and describe the structures that make these accounts possible 

>DQG@�WR�DQDO\]H�WKH�ZD\�WKH\�IXQFWLRQ´�237 ,Q�WKH�VHFRQG��LW�³LV�D�VWUXJJOH�IRU�OLEHUDWLRQ�IURP�

the structures that privilege, naturalize, and normalize certain experiences of the world while 

 
235 %XWOHU��µ6H[XDO�,GHRORJ\�DQG�3KHQRPHQRORJLFDO�'HVFULSWLRQ¶��S����� 
236 Lisa Guenther, 'Critical Phenomenology', in 50 Concepts for a Critical Phenomenology, ed. by Gail Weiss, 
Ann V. Murphy, and Gayle Salamon (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2020), pp. 11-16 (p. 12). 
237 Ibid., p. 15. 
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PDUJLQDOL]LQJ��SDWKRORJL]LQJ��DQG�GLVFUHGLWLQJ�RWKHUV�´238 Crucially, critical phenomenology, 

IRU� 6DODPRQ�� WDNLQJ� XS� *XHQWKHU¶V� GHVFULSWLRQ� necessarily ³UHIOHFWV� RQ� WKH� VWUXFWXUDO�

conditions RI�LWV�RZQ�HPHUJHQFH´�� inviting us to locate and interrogate normativity in Sartre 

and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW�239 In this sense, critical phenomenology might be seen less as a 

departure from their projects and more as a continuation thereof, one concerned with realising 

the aspirations that their normative bias led them to betray. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty anticipates 

DQG�HQGRUVHV�VXFK�D�SUDFWLFH��³$�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH�HQWHQGXH�FRPPH�GHVFULSWLRQ�GLUHFWH�GRLW�

V¶DMRXWHU�XQH�SKpQRPpQRORJLH�GH�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH�´240 2U��UHWXUQLQJ�WR�6DODPRQ��³ZKDW�is 

FULWLFDO�DERXW�FULWLFDO�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�WXUQV�RXW�WR�KDYH�EHHQ�WKHUH�DOO�DORQJ�´241 It is only by 

turning the critical, conceptual lens of Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSK\�EDFN�RQ�LWVHOI 

that we might parse its normativity, and, in so doing, foreground a phenomenology of bodily 

otherness, one that is existential precisely and only insofar as it is critical, and vice versa.   

 

 

 
238 Ibid. 
239 *D\OH�6DODPRQ��
:KDW¶V�&ULWLFDO�DERXW�&ULWLFDO�3KHQRPHQRORJ\"
��Puncta: Journal of Critical Phenomenology, 
1 (2018), 12. 
240 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 419. 
241 6DODPRQ��µ:KDW¶V�&ULWLFDO�DERXW�&ULWLFDO�3KHQRPHQRORJ\"¶��S����� 
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Témoignage 

 

While I am writing this chapter, I go for dinner with some friends in the a quartier just north 

of the centre of Lyon. A little before midnight, I catch a metro home. It is fairly busy, and well-

lit. I sit down, and feel eyes on me. A man ± young-ish, cocksure ± slides across the wagon into 

the seat opposite mine. I look away, out of the window, anxious to avoid a conflict I can sense 

from afar. Like many people who move through the world as gender non-conforming, I know 

by now that to be a question mark is to be a target. He is staring at me. He starts pretending 

to throw things ± a bottle cap, the bottle, punches. He wants to see me flinch. He is not making 

contact: he is letting me know that he could. I do nothing, hoping he will grow bored. But he 

is becoming agitated. His friends slide across, take up the places between me and the aisle. I 

am surrounded on all sides, trapped. He is talking now, there is anger in his voice. He wants 

to know whether I am a man or a woman. 7¶HV�XQ�KRPPH�RX�XQH�IHPPH�" His posture has 

changed, his voice getting louder, and harder. I do not reply. He leans in, demanding that I 

answer. I still do not reply: there are no right answers, and there are many wrong ones. My 

body is tight, taught, drawn back as far away from them as possible. I am ready to run. I weigh 

up my options, manage a weak Non, hoping that saying something is better than saying 

QRWKLQJ��,W�LVQ¶W��+LV�IULHQG��WR�P\�ULJKW��MRLQV�LQ��+H�ZDQWV�WR�NQRZ�ZKDW¶V�LQ my trousers��7¶DV�

une bite ou une chatte ? There are no right answers, so I stay silent. A station draws close, but 

it is poorly-lit, and deserted. They could follow me. It is safer to stay put. The doors flash open, 

closed. We move off once again. He askV�DJDLQ��+H�ZRQ¶W�WDNH�P\�VLOHQFH�IRU�DQ�DQVZHU� I want 

to GLIIXVH�WKH�WHQVLRQ��,�WHOO�KLP�,¶P�OLNH�%DUELH�RU�.HQ��,�DP�WU\LQJ�WR�EX\�WLPH��The one to my 

right thinks that I am a man. The one opposite thinks that I am a woman. I know because he 

says that iW¶V�WKH�RQO\�UHDVRQ�KH�ZRQ¶W�KLW�PH��1RQ�PHF��F¶HVW�XQH�IHPPH��MH�IUDSSH�SDV�GHV�

femmes moi. He LV�QRW�VXUH��EXW�KH�FDQ¶W�risk it. My stop is next. Two minutes. How long before 
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he changes his mind? More, or less, than two minutes? I do not know how to be. How to hold 

myself, how to move, how to speak. I play dead. We draw into the terminus. They pull in close 

around me as I alight, still demanding, jeering. I make a break for it, bury myself in the crowds 

at the end of the platform. I make it home. I am shaken, but unhurt. This time, at least. 

 

· · · 

 

I share this brief account as a preface to the chapter that follows, to make concrete what can so 

easily appear abstract. This is not the first time that I have been threatened in public, and it will 

not be the last. My experience HFKRHV�WKDW�RI�PDQ\�µRWKHUV¶: I hope it might serve to impress 

the necessity and urgency of formulating philosophical accounts of bodily otherness as lived.
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Chapter IV: Towards a critical phenomenology of bodily otherness 

 

Thus far, we have explored the nature of bodily otherness, Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKHRULHV�

of the body and of autrui, and the normativity at the heart of French existential phenomenology. 

We have established that /¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception neither 

take sufficient stock of, nor seek to shed light on, lived experiences of bodily otherness. Further, 

we have argued that these failures are not merely incidental, but woven into the very fabric of 

existential phenomenology, whose project is a fundamentally normative one. We are now well-

placed to begin to formulate an existential ± critical ± phenomenology of bodily otherness, one 

grounded in the theories set out by Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. Such an endeavour may appear, 

at first glance, at odds with our claim that the project of existential phenomenology is inherently 

normative, and as such precludes an account of bodily otherness. Certainly, it would be futile 

to take up that project as Sartre and Merleau-Ponty both did. And yet, the efforts of scholars in 

a range of theoretical and critical traditions to use their theories to interrogate and illuminate 

WKH�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�D�UDQJH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�LQGLFDWHV�WKDW�WKLV�LV�QRW�VR�PXFK�DQ�impasse, as an 

opportunity. They suggest that the normative bind of existential phenomenology lies not in its 

aims or methods per se, but in the ways in which these aims and methods are pursued and put 

into practice. Indeed, some of its central elements are not merely useful, but uniquely valuable 

for interrogating bodily otherness. The starting point of phenomenological reflection, the first-

person perspective, is one such element: speaking from the perspective of otherness is surely 

paramount to conceptualising the lived experiences RI�µRWKHUV¶. The problem, then, lies not in 

the method itself ± building from the first-person perspective ± but in its deployment: restricting 

that perspective to a singular, normative one, as Sartre and Merleau-Ponty do. If, instead, we 

begin from a multitude of first-person perspectives, both those within and those without various 

norms, then we might properly take stock of experiences beyond our own, and avoid conflating 
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the singular ± and, crucially, the normative ± with the universal. Indeed, phenomenology from 

the margins can advance through a constructive dialectic between a philosophy that might serve 

to enlighten experiences it has traditionally disregarded, on the one hand, and experiences that 

might find expression in a philosophy whose shortcomings they reveal, on the other. In a word, 

read in conjunction, French existential phenomenology and experiences of bodily otherness 

might operate symbiotically to illuminate and inform one another.  

Taking up this ethical and methodological approach, we might explore some elements 

of a critical ± existential ± phenomenology of bodily otherness. Our attempt to do so, in the 

pages that follow, should be considered neither definitive nor comprehensive: the form and 

constraints of the present thesis necessarily delimit the scope of our enquiry. Rather, it should 

be regarded as a preliminary investigation into the value that /¶Être et le néant and the 

Phénoménologie de la perception might hold for reflections on and about bodily otherness. 

More precisely, our study will centre upon Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V� DFFRXQWV� RI�autrui, 

which, as we have seen, are grounded respectively in the regard and the corps-sujet. In effect, 

scholars of otherness have long since remarked on the unique opportunity presented by these 

accounts of relations with and between subjects for conceptualising the lived experiences of 

those outside of the norm. Scholarship of this kind has tended to focus upon Sartre or Merleau-

Ponty in isolation, instead of reading them together. Our reflection marks a departure from this 

tendency: insofar as they explore distinct ways of relating to other subjects, and underscore 

distinct aspects of that relation, they have the potential to be mutually enlightening. The chapter 

that follows will thus set out from Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW��DQG�QRWDEO\�KLV�corps-sujet, before 

PRYLQJ�WKURXJK�WR�6DUWUH¶V�regard, and back again, with the conviction that they might be most 

productively deployed in concert, to inform one another. Taking up the legacy of many scholars 

of otherness, we will weave together Merleau-3RQW\�DQG�6DUWUH¶V�WKHRULHV�RI�autrui, various 

threads of critical thought, and testimonLHV�IURP�µRWKHUV¶��with a view to better conceptualising 
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experiences of otherness and othering. In so doing, we hope to establish that, deployed in 

certain ways, their theories might yet serve as productive frameworks for articulating and 

making sense of the manifold ways in which otherness shapes experiences in and of the world. 

 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�autre��DQG�KLV�µautres¶ 

 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�RXU�UHODWLRQ�WR�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV�FHQWUHV�VTXDUHO\�RQ�WKH�ERG\��ZKLFK�

he places at the heart of existence with his theory of the corps-sujet. Herein, as we have seen, 

the body figures as a preconscious and prepersonal moment in subjectivity through which we 

perceive and situate ourselves in the world in light of possibilities for action. By locating our 

awareness of autrui at this level, he overcomes what he perceives as the impossibility of idealist 

and realist philosophies to accouQW�IRU�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³0DLV�VL�MH�WURXYH�HQ�

moi-même par réflexion, avec le sujet percevant, un sujet prépersonnel, donné à lui-même >«@ 

DORUV�WRXW�FH�TXL�DSSDUDvW�GDQV�OH�PRQGH�Q¶HVW�SDV�DXVVLW{W�pWDOp�GHYDQW�PRL�HW�OH�FRPSRUWHPHQW�

G¶DXWUXL� SHXW� \� ILJXUHU�´1 Here, we find the pivotal moment in Merleau-3RQW\¶V� DFFRXQW of 

autrui, namely that other subjects figure, at the level of the corps-sujet, as a comportement, a 

way of interacting with the world and with other subjects that reflects our own intentional 

HQJDJHPHQW�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��³(Q�WDQW�TXH�MH�VXLV�Qp��TXH�M¶DL�XQ�FRUSV�HW�XQ�PRQGH�QDWXUHO��MH�SHX[�

WURXYHU�GDQV� FH�PRQGH�G¶DXWUHV� FRPSRUWHPHQWV�DYHF� OHVTXHOV� OH�PLHQ�V¶HQWUHODFH�«´2 In a 

word, for Merleau-Ponty, our knowledge of the existence of other subjects is given in and 

through their intentional engagement with the world, which mirrors our own:  

 
-¶pSURXYH�PRQ�FRUSV�FRPPH�SXLVVDQFH�GH�FHUWDLQHV�FRQGXLWHV�HW�
G¶XQ�FHUWDLQ�PRQGH�� je ne suis donné à moi-même que comme 
XQH�FHUWDLQH�SULVH�VXU� OH�PRQGH��RU��F¶HVW� MXVWHPHQW�PRQ�FRUSV�
TXL� SHUoRLW� OH� FRUSV� G¶DXWUXL� HW� LO� \� WURXYH� FRPPH� XQ�

 
1 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 405. 
2 Ibid., p. 410. 
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prolongement miraculeux de ses propres intentions, une manière 
IDPLOLqUH�GH�WUDLWHU�OH�PRQGH�«3 

 

Other subjects are known to be other subjects because they use their bodies in the same ways 

as we do, to interact with the world as we do. Hence one of the foundational instances of our 

recognition of other subjects is their use of the same objects that we use, in the same or similar 

ZD\V�� ³4XHOTX¶XQ� VH� VHUW� GH�PHV�REMHWV� IDPLOLHUV��0DLV� TXL� "� -H� GLV� TXH� F¶HVW� XQ� DXWUH�� XQ�

second moi-PrPH�HW� MH� OH� VDLV� G¶DERUG�SDUFH�TXH� FH� FRUSV�YLYDQW� D�PrPH� VWUXFWXUH�TXH� OH�

PLHQ�´4 Crucial, here, is the symmetry between my body and the bodies of other subjects, 

whose intentional engagement in the world in ways that I recognise, to the extent that they 

mirror my own, hinges upon an equivalence of our bodies, as postures in light of actual or 

potential action. This equivalence of bodies, which, in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW��DUH�QRW�RQO\�

postures in light of action, but also centres of meaning, ensures our recognition of other subjects 

through another form of comportement: gesture, and notably the expression of emotion.5  

 Implicit in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKHRU\�LV�D�VKDUHG�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\��D�VKDUHG�ZD\�RI�DFWLQJ�

and interacting with the world and others. We inherit this shared intentionality, when we come 

into the world, from other subjects, who already use certain objects in certain ways. When a 

FKLOG�FRPHV�LQWR�WKH�ZRUOG��KH�VD\V��WKH\�HQFRXQWHU�XQIDPLOLDU�REMHFWV��³,O�HQ�SUHQG�SRVVHVVLRQ��

LO�DSSUHQG�j�V¶HQ�VHUYLU�FRPPH�OHV�DXWUHV�V¶HQ�VHUYHQW��SDUFH�TXH�OH�VFKpPD�FRUSRUHO�DVVXUH�OD�

FRUUHVSRQGDQFH�LPPpGLDWH�GH�FH�TX¶LO�YRLW�IDLUH�HW�GH�FH�TX¶LO�IDLW�«´6 These objects are not 

neutral, but determined by the purposes for which they have been made, and are tendentially 

XVHG��DQG�WKXV�FDUU\�WKH�WUDFH�RI�WKLV�VKDUHG�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\��³'DQV�O¶REMHW�FXOWXUHO��M¶pSURXYH�OD�

SUpVHQFH�SURFKDLQH�G¶DXWUXL�VRXV�XQ�YRLOH�G¶DQRQ\PDW��On se sert de la pipe pour fumer, de la 

 
3 Ibid., p. 406. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid., p. 409. 
6 Ibid., p. 407. 
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FXLOOHU� SRXU�PDQJHU�� GH� OD� VRQQHWWH� SRXU� DSSHOHU�«´7 Language is one such objet culturel, 

whose significance for relations to autrui is underscored��³,O�\�D��HQ�SDUWLFXOLHU��XQ�REMHW culturel 

TXL�YD�MRXHU�XQ�U{OH�HVVHQWLHO�GDQV�OD�SHUFHSWLRQ�G¶DXWUXL���F¶HVW�OH�ODQJDJH�´8 Our capacity to 

inherit this shared intentionality ± to use objects, to communicate with language ± rests upon 

the presumption that all bodies share the same possibilities for action, and thus the same bodily 

capacities for movement and gesture. Merleau-Ponty cites the example of a baby, who opens 

its mouth when he SUHWHQGV�WR�ELWH�RQH�RI�LWV�ILQJHUV��UHSOLFDWLQJ�WKH�ELWH��³/D�©�PRUVXUH�ª�D�

immédiatement pour lui une signification intersubjective. Il perçoit ses intentions dans son 

FRUSV��PRQ�FRUSV�DYHF�OH�VLHQ��HW�SDU�Oj�PHV�LQWHQWLRQV�GDQV�VRQ�FRUSV�´9 Over time, he argues, 

these ways of interacting with the world and others become sedimented in the body, which 

incarnates ³FH�VDYRLU�KDELWXHO�GX�PRQGH��FHWWH�VFLHQFH�LPSOLFLWH�RX�VpGLPHQWpH´�10 They thus 

become habitual: certain actions and gestures are integrated into the schéma corporel, the body 

as puissances RI�DFWLRQ�DQG�H[SUHVVLRQ��FRQVWLWXWLQJ�³XQ�VDYRLU�TXL�HVW�GDQV�OHV�PDLQV´��WKURXJK�

which we are positioned as both more able and more likely to perform them.11 What is habitual 

is shaped by both personal and collective histories: the shared horizons that we inherit, on the 

one hand, and what we have experienced within those horizons, on the other. Critically, these 

habits, which are none other than ways of being in the world, including actions, and emotional 

states, GHWHUPLQH�ZKDW�ZH�DUH�OLNHO\�WR�GR��DQG��E\�LPSOLFDWLRQ��ZKDW�ZH�DUH�XQOLNHO\�WR�GR��³«�

XQH�DWWLWXGH�HQYHUV�OH�PRQGH��ORUVTX¶HOOH�D�pWp�VRXYHQW�FRQILUPpH��HVW�SRXU�QRXV�SULYLOpJLpH�´12  

 In Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW��WKHQ��WKH�VKDUHG�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�WKat ensures our recognition 

of other subjects, itself predicated on an equivalence of bodies and their capacities for action 

and expression, is inherited as much as it is habitual: we learn certain ways of being from the 

 
7 Ibid., p. 400. 
8 Ibid., p. 407. 
9 Ibid., p. 404. 
10 Ibid., p. 275. 
11 Ibid., p. 168. 
12 Ibid., p. 504. 
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way those around us interact with the world, and, in taking them up ourselves, integrate them 

into our bodies as habits. This has implications not only for our experience of our bodies, but 

also for our experience of the world. In effect, he draws a distinction between objective space 

and liYHG��RU�SKHQRPHQDO��VSDFH��7KH�ODWWHU�LV�JLYHQ�LQ�OLJKW�RI�RXU�SRVVLELOLWLHV�IRU�DFWLRQ��³/HV�

OLHX[�GH�O¶HVSDFH�QH�VH�GpILQLVVHQW�SDV�FRPPH�GHV�SRVLWLRQV�REMHFWLYHV�SDU�UDSSRUW�j�OD�SRVLWLRQ�

objective de notre corps, mais ils inscrivent autour de nous la portée variable de nos visées ou 

GH�QRV�JHVWHV�´13 Depth, distance, and orientation are all predicated on our possibilities for 

DFWLRQ��RU��PRUH�SUHFLVHO\��XSRQ�ZKDW� LV�ZLWKLQ� UHDFK�� LQ� UHODWLRQ� WR� WKH�ERG\�DV�D�³V\VWqPH�

G¶DFWLRQV�SRVVLEOHV´�ZKRVH�³©�OLHX » SKpQRPpQDO�HVW�GpILQL�SDU�VD�WkFKH�HW�SDU�VD�VLWXDWLRQ´�14 

Accordingly, the shared ways of being in the world that we inherit, and which, in Merleau-

3RQW\¶V�model, become habitual, come to shape our experience of the world in turn. Indeed, he 

claims that, as the correlate of actions, the world too can become habitual. Certain spaces, such 

DV�RXU�KRPHV��DUH�WHVWDPHQW�WR�WKLV��³4XDQG�MH�PH�GpSODFH�GDQV�PD�PDLVRQ��MH�VDLV�G¶HPEOpH�HW�

sans aucun discours que marcher vers la salle de bains signifie passer près de la chambre, que 

UHJDUGHU�OD�IHQrWUH�VLJQLILH�DYRLU�OD�FKHPLQpH�j�PD�JDXFKH�«´15 Beyond the home, the cultural 

world we inherit is familiar: we inherit not only shared ways of being in the world, but a world 

shaped by those shared ways of being, as Merleau-3RQW\¶V�H[DPSOHV�RI�³OD�SLSH´���³OD�FXLOOHU´�

DQG�³OD�VRQQHWWH´�WHVWLI\��:H�PLJKW�therefore, with Sara Ahmed, characterise the experience of 

his subject, whose world figures as the exact correlates of his inherited, habitual actions, as one 

RI�FRPIRUW��³7R�EH�FRPIRUWDEOH�LV�WR�EH�VR�DW�HDVH�ZLWK�RQH¶V�HQYLURQPHQW�WKDW�LW� LV�KDUG�WR�

GLVWLQJXLVK�ZKHUH�RQH¶V�ERG\�HQGV�DQG�WKH�ZRUOG�EHJLQV�´16 +HUH��WKH�ERG\�LV�OLYHG�DV�³D�ERG\-

at-KRPH�LQ�LWV�ZRUOG´�17 Indeed, for Ahmed, Merleau-3RQW\¶V�schéma corporel is precisely the 

 
13 Ibid., p. 168. 
14 Ibid., pp. 289, 302-303, 308. 
15 Ibid., pp. 150-151. 
16 Ahmed, p. 134. 
17 Ibid., p. 111. 
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H[SHULHQFH�RI�D�³ERG\�DW�KRPH´�18 And��LQVRIDU�DV�WKH�VHQVH�RI�EHLQJ�³DW�KRPH´�UHODWHV�WR�WKH�

³LQILQLWp´�RI�RULHQtations that the schéma corporel PDNHV�SRVVLEOH��WKLV�H[SHULHQFH�RI�EHLQJ�³DW�

KRPH´�LPSOLHV�D�IUHHGRP�RI�PRYHPHQW��DQG�DFWLRQ�19 His subject thus embodies competence: 

KH�LV�VLWXDWHG�LQ�OLJKW�RI�SRVLWLYH�DFWLRQ��WKH�ERG\�EHLQJ�³Oj�R��LO�D�TXHOTXH�FKRVH�j�IDLUH´��DQG�

FRQVFLRXVQHVV�LV�XQGHUVWRRG�WR�EH�QRW�D�³MH�SHQVH´��EXW�D�³MH�SHX[´�20 In a word, the Merleau-

Pontian subject, who has inherited and integrated shared ways of being in the world, and who 

is situated in that world, is characterised by comfort, freedom, and competence. 

 If Ahmed describes his subject in such terms, she does so critically, arguing that such 

experience ± of tKH�³ERG\�DW�KRPH´��DQG�WKH�IUHHGRP�DQG�FRPSHWHQFH�WKDW�WKLV�JURXQGV�± is not 

universal, but normative. She makes WKLV�FODLP�RI�ZKLWHQHVV��³:KLWH�ERGLHV�DUH�FRPIRUWDEOH�as 

they inhabit spaces that extend their shape.´21 Further, she points to the whiteness inherent in 

the shared intentionality that Merleau-3RQW\¶V�VXEMHFW�LQKHULWV��DQG�WKH�ZRUOG�WR�ZKLFK�WKRVH�

ZD\V�RI�DFWLQJ�DQG�LQWHUDFWLQJ�FRUUHVSRQG��³7KLV�LV�WKH�IDPLOLDU�ZRUOG��WKH�ZRUOG�RI�ZKLWHQHVV��

as a world we know implicitly >«@ a world µready¶ for certain kinds of bodies, as a world that 

SXWV�FHUWDLQ�REMHFWV�ZLWKLQ�WKHLU�UHDFK�´22 Indeed, taking up our earlier FRQYLFWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�³RQ´�

of French existential phenomenology refers only to those within the norm, the fact that cultural 

objects are made for normative bodies is already implicit in Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW��³On se 

VHUW�GH� OD�SLSH�SRXU� IXPHU��GH� OD�FXLOOHU�SRXU�PDQJHU��GH� OD�VRQQHWWH�SRXU�DSSHOHU�«´23 He 

himself notes that such cultural objects, as well as the shared intentionality of which they are 

the correlates, speak to D�SDUWLFXODU�VRFLDO��FXOWXUDO�DQG�KLVWRULFDO�FRQWH[W��³6¶LO� V¶DJLW�G¶XQH�

civilisation inconnue ou étrangère, sur les ruines, sur les instruments brisés que je retrouve ou 

 
18 Ibid. 
19 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 165. 
20 Ibid., pp. 289, 160. 
21 Ahmed, p. 134. 
22 Ibid., p. 111. 
23 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 400. 
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sur le paysage que je parcours, plusieurs manièUHV� G¶rWUH� R�� GH� YLYUH� SHXYHQW� VH� SRVHU�´24 

Similarly, he notes that the expression of emotion is not given, but contingent on such a context, 

H[SOLFLWO\�FRQFHGLQJ�KLV�LQFDSDFLW\�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�SHRSOH�LQ�FXOWXUHV�GLIIHUHQW�IURP�KLV�RZQ��³-H�

ne comprends pas PrPH�O¶H[SUHVVLRQ�GHV�pPRWLRQV�FKH]�OHV�SULPLWLIV�RX�GDQV�GHV�PLOLHX[�WURS�

GLIIpUHQWV�GX�PLHQ�´25 He stresses that the bodily gestures through which we convey emotion 

are culture-bound, citing differences in the ways people in Western Europe and people in Japan 

convey anger, and love.26 Significantly, he acknowledges that even an equivalence of bodies 

ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�FDSDFLWLHV�IRU�JHVWXUH�GRHV�QRW�SURGXFH�D�V\PPHWU\�RI�HPRWLRQDO�H[SUHVVLRQ��³,O�

ne suffit pas que deux sujets conscients aient les mêmes organes et le même système nerveux 

SRXU�TXH�OHV�PrPHV�pPRWLRQV�VH�GRQQHQW�FKH]�WRXV�GHX[�OHV�PrPHV�VLJQHV�´27  

 Merleau-Ponty thus unequivocally acknowledges that the intentional engagement that 

we inherit and integrate as habitual ways of being in the world is not given, but contingent on 

a particular societal, cultural and historical situation. Moreover, implicit in his account is a 

recognition that, even within shared cultural horizons, not everybody does or can interact with 

the world and with other people in the ways prescribed by those around them, and the objects 

in the world. He gives several examples, all of which are presented as anomalies, and often set 

DJDLQVW�D�³QRUPDO´�VXEMHFW��ZKHUHLQ�D�SHUVRQ�LV�XQDEOH�WR�WDNH�XS�WKHVH�VKDUHG�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ��

In his discussion of phantom limbs, he notes that some people who become disabled are simply 

no longer able WR�HQJDJH�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�WKHVH�ZD\V��³$X�PRPHQW�PrPH�R��PRQ�PRQGH�

coutumier fait lever en moi des intentions habituelles, je ne puis plus, si je suis amputé, me 

MRLQGUH�HIIHFWLYHPHQW�j�OXL��OHV�REMHWV�PDQLDEOHV��MXVWHPHQW�HQ�WDQW�TX¶LOV�VH�SUpVHQWHQW�FRPPH�

PDQLDEOHV��LQWHUURJHQW�XQH�PDLQ�TXH�MH�Q¶DL�SOXV�´28 Later, in his discussion of sexuality, one 

 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid., p. 215. 
26 Ibid., p. 220. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., p. 97. 
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dimension of our intentional engagement with the world, and thus a comportement, he points 

WR�D�VXEMHFW�ZKR�GLYHUJHV�IURP�WKH�³QRUPDO´�ZD\V�RI�VLWXDWLQJ�RQHVHOI�LQ�OLJKW�RI�VH[XDO�GHVLUH�

DQG�SRVVLELOLWLHV�IRU�DFWLRQ��³«�OH�PDODGH�D�FHVVp�G¶DGUHVVHU�j�O¶HQWRXUDJH�FHWWH�TXHVWLRQ�PXHWWH�

HW�SHUPDQHQWH�TX¶HVW�OD�VH[XDOLWp�QRUPDOH�´29 Elsewhere, he points to people who are unable to 

speak or communicate as other people in Western society do, citing the case of a girl who loses 

the capacity to speak.30 In all of these manifold instances, the Phénoménologie de la perception 

presents us with subjects whose capacities to take up the ways of being in the world that they 

inherit is foreclosed by corporeal or social realities. Their presence allows us to begin to parse 

a truth central to Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSK\��RQH that might anticipate and ground the present 

reflection: that the intentionality so foundational to his account of consciousness, as worldly 

and embodied, and of autrui, whose recognition is predicated thereupon, is not an existential 

given, as he takes for granted, but rather contingent: the privilege of a select few. Perhaps most 

significant, here, is that many of these subjects DUH�µRWKHUV¶��LOO�DQG�GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH��DQG�ZRPHQ��

We might thus speculate that, to the extent that it involves the capacity to inherit and integrate 

certain ways of being, intentionality in his account is not only contingent, but normative. Such 

a claim has potentially far-reaching implications for Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKHRU\�RI�autrui: if our 

recognition of other subjects hinges upon their capacity for normative intentionality, and some 

subjects lack that capacity, then the extent to which those latter subjects can be recognised as 

subjects PLJKW� EH� FDOOHG� LQWR� TXHVWLRQ�� ,I�� WKHQ�� ZH� FDQ� HVWDEOLVK� WKDW� D� UDQJH� RI� µRWKHUV¶�

sometimes, or even regularly, deviate from normative ways of being in the world, we might 

open up a space for thinking through and about dynamics of recognition, misrecognition, and 

erasure of the subjectivity of those outside of the norm.  

 

 
29 Ibid., pp. 182-183. 
30 Ibid., p. 187. 
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Failed orientations and bodily limitations 

 

2QH�RI�WKH�PRVW�VDOLHQW�LQVWDQFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶�GLYHUJLQJ�IURP�QRUPDWLYH�ZD\V�RI�LQWHUDFWLQJ�ZLWK�

the world and others is that of sexuality. In effect, for Merleau-3RQW\��VH[XDOLW\�ILJXUHV�DV�³XQH�

LQWHQWLRQQDOLWp�RULJLQDOH´��DQG�LV�XQGHUZULWWHQ�E\�WKH�VDPH�³DUF�LQWHQWLRQQHO´�WKDW�VWUXFWXUHV�RXU�

experience of the world.31 Sexuality is not distinct from, but rather bound up with the rest of 

our intentional existence, so much so that it is impossible to separate the sexual from the non-

VH[XDO��³«�LO�HVW�LPSRVVLEOH�G¶DVVLJQHU��SRXU�XQH�GpFLVLRQ�RX�XQH�DFWLRQ�GRQQpH��OD�SDUW�GH�OD�

motivation sexuelle et celle des autres motivations, impossible de caractériser une décision ou 

un acte comme « sexuel » ou « non sexuel ª�´32 It is noteworthy, then, that he concedes the 

SRVVLELOLW\�RI�GHYLDWLQJ�IURP�³QRUPDO´�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�LQ�VH[XDO�H[SHULHQFH��DVVHUWLQJ�WKDW�WKH�

³DUF�LQWHQWLRQQHO´�WKDW�XQGHUSLQV�VH[XDOLW\�³IOpFKLW´�in the experience of some ill and disabled 

people.33 Further, as we established earlier in the thesis, the account he gives of sexuality is 

fundamentally normative: that of a cisgender, heterosexual man. Hence, queerness implies and 

constitutes a departure from normative intentionality, one which takes place at several points 

along WKH�³DUF�LQWHQWLRQQHO´��Perhaps the most evident of these is the departure from normative 

REMHFWV�RI�GHVLUH��7KLV�LV�WKH�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW�RI�$KPHG¶V�SKHQRPHQRORJ\�RI�TXHHUQHVV��ZKHUHLQ�

VKH�DUJXHV�WKDW�TXHHU�GHVLUH�³PRYHV�WRZDUG�DQ�REMHFW�WKDW�LV�µnormally outside the sphere¶ of 

that desire´�DQG, in so doing, ³reaches objects that are not continuous with the line of normal 

VH[XDO�VXEMHFWLYLW\�´34 Further, taking seriously Merleau-3RQW\¶V�FODLP�WKDW�VH[XDOLW\�VDWXUDWHV�

our entire existence, she asserts that the queer orientation toward a non-normative sexual object 

KDV�LPSOLFDWLRQV�IRU�RXU�EHLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�PRUH�ZLGHO\��³«�RULHQWDWLRQV�WRZDUG�VH[XDO�REMHFWV�

DIIHFW�RWKHU�WKLQJV�WKDW�ZH�GR��VXFK�WKDW�GLIIHUHQW�RULHQWDWLRQV��GLIIHUHQW�ZD\V�RI�GLUHFWLQJ�RQH¶V�

 
31 Ibid., p. 184. 
32 Ibid., p. 197. 
33 Ibid., p. 184. 
34 Ahmed, p. 71. 
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desirHV��PHDQV�LQKDELWLQJ�GLIIHUHQW�ZRUOGV�´35 She goes on to locate this in lesbian experience: 

³7R�EH�RULHQWDWHG�VH[XDOO\�WRZDUG�ZRPHQ�DV�ZRPHQ�DIIHFWV�RWKHU�WKLQJV�WKDW�ZH�GR�´36 Queer 

desire thus shapes not only the choice of intentional object, but also the ways in which queer 

VXEMHFWV�PRYH�WKURXJK�WKH�ZRUOG��³«�WKH�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�KRZ�ZH�DUH�RULHQWDWHG�VH[XDOO\�

are not only a matter of µwhich¶ objects we are orientated toward, but also how we extend 

WKURXJK�RXU�ERGLHV�LQWR�WKH�ZRUOG�´37 Put plainly, in queerness, the departure from normative 

sexual objects prefigures a more holistic departure from normative intentionality, and thus from 

ways of being in the world outside of the sphere of explicitly sexual experience. 

,Q�$KPHG¶V�DFFRXQW��queerness figures as unequivocally structured by a non-normative 

LQWHQWLRQDOLW\��,W�LV�D�³IDLOHG�RULHQWDWLRQ´: a failure to take up the shared ± heterosexual ± ways 

of desiring that all subjects inherit.38 Significant, here, is the conceptualisation of normative 

ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�DV�DQ�LGHDO�DQG�DQ�LPSHUDWLYH��DV�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�³FRPSXOVRU\�KHWHURVH[XDOLW\´��

ZKRVH�YHU\�H[LVWHQFH�FRQILUPV�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�VXFK�D�³IDLOHG�RULHQWDWLRQ´�39 $KPHG¶V�YLHZ�

of normative intentionality as ideal and imperative resonates strongly with what Susan Wendell 

WHUPV�WKH�³GLVFLSOLQHV�RI�QRUPDOLW\´�40 In fact��WDNLQJ�XS�:HQGHOO¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ��5REHUW�0F5XHU�

UHJDUGV�WKHVH�GLVFLSOLQHV�DV�³D�V\VWHP�RI�FRPSXOVRU\�DEOH-ERGLHGQHVV´�41 Like heterosexuality, 

these ³GLVFLSOLQHV�RI�QRUPDOLW\´�are ³VWDQGDUGV´�RU�³LGHDOV´�RI�LQWHQWLRQDO�HQJDJHPHQW�LQ�WKH�

world.42 If heterosexuality prescribes a normative intentional object, namely, the opposite sex, 

as well as normative sexual acts that derive from that object-choice, these disciplines prescribe 

nRUPDWLYH�ZD\V�RI� EHLQJ� LQ�RQH¶V� ERG\�� DQG� LQWHUDFWLQJ�ZLWK� WKH�ZRUOG��+HUHLQ�� QRUPDWLYH�

LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�ERWK�LPSOLHV�DQG�UHTXLUHV�WKH�PDLQWHQDQFH�RI�³FRQWURO´�RYHU�RQH¶V�ERG\��JHVWXUHV��

 
35 Ibid., p. 68. 
36 Ibid., p. 103. 
37 Ibid., p. 68. 
38 Ibid., pp. 91-92. 
39 Ibid., pp. 84-85. 
40 Wendell, pp. 87-92. 
41 McRuer, p. 8. 
42 Wendell, pp. 88, 91. 
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and movements.43 And yet, this control is no more given in all consciousness than is the same-

sex object of desire: the experiences of many ill and disabled people, whose capacity to control 

their bodies is compromised, or inhibited, makes this plain. In effect, illness and disability are 

often characterised by what disabled, JHQGHUTXHHU�ZULWHU�(OL�&ODUH�FDOOV�³ERGLO\� OLPLWDWLRQ´��

+H�UHFRXQWV�KRZ�VXFK�OLPLWDWLRQ�VKDSHV�KLV�DELOLW\�WR�FOLPE�D�PRXQWDLQ��³,�OXUFK�DORQJ�IURP�

one rock to the next, catching myself repeatedly as I start to fall, quads quickly sore from 

exertion, tensLRQ��ODFN�RI�PRPHQWXP�´44 Notable, here, is that his understanding of his bodily 

experience as one of limitation emerges through comparison with that of his able-bodied hiking 

FRPSDQLRQ��³,�NQRZ�WKDW�VKH¶V�EUHDWKLQJ�KDUG��WKDW�WKLV�LV�QR�HDV\�FOLPE��EXW�DOso that each step 

LVQ¶W�D�VWUDWHJLF�JDPH�IRU�KHU�´45 &ODUH¶V�YLHZ�RI�GLVDELOLW\�DV�³ERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQ´ thus implies 

a departure from the ideal or imperative of bodily control, as well as the freedom of movement 

and competence made possible by such control, that exemplify normative intentionality. This 

is further evidenced in his descriptions of everyday life, where his possibilities for action are 

articulated in terms of incapacity, or impossibility, and thus implicitly measured against the 

control, freedom, and competence taken for granted in able-bodied ± normative ± experience: 

³,�FDQ¶W�SOD\�D�SLDQR��SODFH�P\�KDQGV�JHQWO\�RQ�D�NH\ERDUG��RU�W\SH�HYHQ�ILIWHHQ�ZRUGV�D�PLQXWH��

>«@ ,�KDYH�WURXEOH�SLFNLQJ�XS�VPDOO�REMHFWV��SXWWLQJ�WKHP�GRZQ�´46  

As these examplHV�PDNH�FOHDU��³ERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQ´�LV�QRW�given in bodies, but relates to 

the particular environment and the kinds of movements or actions that it mandates: playing a 

piano, or using a keyboard. In other words, ³ERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQ´�VKRXOG�EH�understood in much 

the same way that Wendell and Garland-Thomson conceptualise disability, as cited in our first 

chapter: as produced by a particular environment, and its ideals and imperatives of physicality. 

 
43 Ibid., p. 88. 
44 Eli Clare, Exile and Pride: Disability, Queerness, and Liberation, (Durham, London: Duke University Press, 
2015), pp. 7-8. 
45 Ibid., p. 5. 
46 Ibid., p. 6. 
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+HQFH��RXU�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�³ERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQV´�PLJKW�SURYe informative, but only insofar as we 

ZDUG�DJDLQVW�ZKDW�%HOLQVN\�WHUPV�WKH�³ableist DQG�QDWXUDOLVLQJ�HUURU´�RI�VHHLQJ�GLVDEOHG�ERGLHV�

as having ³IHZHU�µQDWXUDO¶�FDSDFLWLHV�WKDQ�DEOHG�ERGLHV´�47 This is perhaps especially critical 

when we turn to people who are not born, but become ill or disabled, and who often conceive 

of ³ERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQ´�LQ�WHUPV�RI�ORVV, in light of their experiences prior to the onset of illness 

or disability. In her phenomenological study of illness, S. Kay Toombs understands it in terms 

RI�D�³ERGLO\�LPSDLUPHQW´��RQH grounded in five corporeal losses, two of which are freedom and 

control, the others being familiarity, certainty, and wholeness.48 Her account recalls Drew 

/HGHU¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI� WKH�ERG\� LQ� LOOQHVV��³,W� FDQ�QR� ORQJHU�GR�ZKDW�RQFH� LW�FRXOG��&HUWDLQ�

possibilities of sensation and action, certain resources of energy, are simply µmissing.¶´49 For 

others, including Havi Carel, illness is experienced less as a loss of specific physical capacities, 

WKDQ�DV�D�OLPLWDWLRQ�WKDW�LWVHOI�FRQVWLWXWHV�D�ORVV�RI�IUHHGRP�DQG�FRQWURO��³,Q�UHVSLUDWRU\�LOOQHVV��

the limitation is felt continuously. There is no respite from the exertion and breathlessness that 

accompaQ\�DOPRVW�HYHU\WKLQJ�,�GR�´50 This limitation effectively proscribes her possibilities 

IRU�DFWLRQ��³0RYHPHQWV�DUH�FHQVRUHG��DFWLYLWLHV�VWUXFN�RII�WKH�OLVW�RI�SRVVLEOH�RQHV�´51 Further, 

DV� &ODLUH�0DULQ¶V� DXWRELRJUDSKLFDO� DFFRXQW� PDNHV� SODLQ�� localised losses or limitations of 

specific capacities can have implications for WKH�LOO�SHUVRQ¶V generalised mode of embodiment: 

³/D�PDODGLH�V¶HVW�LQVFULWH�GDQV�FKDFXQ�GHV�PRXYHPHQWV�´52 In such cases, the onset of illness 

or disability thus brings about a frustration or loss of habitual actions, which, for Leder, become 

³PRUH�GLIILFXOW´�53 Indeed, this is precisely how Toni Jeffreys first noticed that she was falling 

LOO�ZLWK�FKURQLF�IDWLJXH��³(DWLQJ��GULQNLQJ��DQG�WDONLQJ�ZHUH�GLIILFXOW�´54 

 
47 Belinsky, p. 190. 
48 S. Kay Toombs, The Meaning of Illness: A Phenomenological Account of the Different Perspectives of 
Physician and Patient, (Dordrecht: Springer Science+Business Media, 1992), p. 90. 
49 Drew Leder, The Absent Body, (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 84. 
50 Havi Carel, Phenomenology of Illness, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 71. 
51 Ibid., p. 72. 
52 Claire Marin, Hors de moi, (Paris: Éditions Allia, 2008), p. 49. 
53 Leder, The Absent Body, p. 82. 
54 Toni Jeffreys, The Mile-High Staircase, (Auckland: Hodder and Stoughton, 1982), p. 20. 
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Implicit in the loss of habitual actions is a loss of both the habitual body and the habitual 

world: objects once given as correlates of habitual actions no longer figure as such. Marin thus 

UHFDOOV�UHWXUQLQJ�WR�KHU�FKLOGKRRG�KRPH��³/D�PDLVRQ�G¶HQIDQFH�UHJRUJH�GH�FHV�WpPRLQV�JrQDQWV�

G¶XQ�SDVVp�UpYROX��/HV�UDTXHWWHV�GH�WHQQLV��YHVWLJHV�G¶XQH�DXWUH�pSRTXH��/H�SLDQR��/¶LGpH�PrPH�

G¶DYRLU�SX�MRXHU�XQ�MRXU�SDUDvW�VL�pWUDQJH�´55 ,OO�DQG�GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH¶V�H[SHULHQFH�RI�HYHQ�WKH�

most familiar spaces shifts dramatically in line with changes in their bodies, and capacities for 

action, as Robert F. 0XUSK\¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�GHYHORSLQJ�D�VSLQDO�WXPRXU�UHYHDOV��³2XU�KRXVH�KDG�

not changed in any way [«] But my body had changed radically, altering completely the 

HFRORJ\�RI�WKH�KRXVH�DQG�KRXVHKROG�´56 Not just familiar places, but lived or phenomenal space, 

to take up Merleau-3RQW\¶V�language, is radically altered through the transformation or loss of 

capaFLWLHV�IRU�PRYHPHQW��DQG�DFWLRQ��5HWXUQLQJ�WR�/HGHU��³6SDFH�ORVHV�LWV�QRUPDO�GLUHFWLRQDOLW\�

DV�WKH�ZRUOG�FHDVHV�WR�EH�WKH�ORFXV�RI�SXUSRVHIXO�DFWLRQ�´57 Distance, too, is distorted, as certain 

things grow harder, even impossible, to reach. Carel gestures towards this, and its implications 

IRU�KHU�ZLGHU�UHODWLRQ�WR�VSDFH��³,Q�LOOQHVV�WKLQJV�JURZ�KHDYLHU�DQG�IXUWKHU�DZD\ [«] My world, 

DQG�WKH�ZRUOG�RI�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�FORVH�WR�PH��KDV�VKUXQN�´58 Her DFFRXQW�FKLPHV�ZLWK�0XUSK\¶V��

for whom a loss of motility translates to a contraction of space, and the experiential world it 

JURXQGV��³$V�P\�ERG\�FORVHV�LQ�XSRQ�PH��VR�GRHV�WKH�ZRUOG��0\�VSDFH�LV�VKULQNLQJ�VWHDGLO\��

P\�PRELOLW\�OHVVHQHG�WR�D�YHJHWDO�VWDWH�´59 Hence, for Leder, to the extent that illness constitutes 

a ³SK\VLRORJLFDO�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ´��LW�HQWDLOV�³D�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�RQH¶V�H[SHULHQWLDO�ZRUOG´�60 If 

the bodily freedom and control that typically characterise good health, and able-bodiedness, 

JURXQG�DQ�³H[SHULHQFH�RI the world-as-RSSRUWXQLW\´��WKHQ�WKLV�LV�precisely ZKDW�LV�³>FDOOHG@�LQWR�

 
55 Marin, p. 116. 
56 Murphy, The Body Silent, p. 59. 
57 Leder, The Absent Body, p. 75. 
58 Carel, p. 71. 
59 Murphy, The Body Silent, p. 193. 
60 Drew Leder, The Distressed Body: Rethinking Illness, Imprisonment, and Healing, (Chicago; London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2016), p. 14. 
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TXHVWLRQ´�ZKHQ�VXFK�IUHHGRP�DQG�FRQWURO�DUH�ORVW��DV�VR�RIWHQ�RFFXUV�ZLWK�WKH�DGYHQW�RI�LOOQHVV�

and disability.61 In other words, departures from normative intentionality are not localised to 

SDUWLFXODU�³ERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQV´��EXW��insofar as these limitations engender a transformation of 

RQH¶V�experiential world, occur at every level of the lived experience of ill and disabled people. 

Further, in time, these divergences from normative ways of being in the world become habitual, 

DV�0DULQ� LQGLFDWHV�� ³&RPPH�RQ� V¶KDELWXH� j� ERLUH� RX� j� IXPHU�� RQ� V¶KDELWXH� j� DYRLU� XQ�SHX�

PDO�´62 Therefore, iQ�LOOQHVV�DQG�GLVDELOLW\��³ERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQV´�XOWLPDWHO\�JLYH�ULVH�WR an être-

au-monde, with its own habitual actions and orientations, on which grounds deviations from 

the normative ways interacting with the world that Merleau-Ponty takes for granted. 

What is more, such bodily limitations are not the only feature of illness and disability 

that frustrates intentional engagements in the world. In effect, returning once again to Merleau-

3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��WKHVH�HQJDJHPHQWV�DUH�JURXQGHG�LQ�WKH�ERG\�DV�WKH�LQYLVLEOH�

context of our actions. For us to be fully engaged in a given activity, he claims, the body must 

not be thematically present, but trail behind us. He gives the example of standing DW�D�GHVN��³6L�

MH�PH�WLHQV�GHERXW�GHYDQW�PRQ�EXUHDX�HW�TXH�MH�P¶\�DSSXLH�GHV�GHX[�PDLQV��VHXOHV�PHV�PDLQV�

sont accentuées et tout mon corps traîne derrière eOOHV�FRPPH�XQH�TXHXH�GH�FRPqWH�´63 This, 

returning to Ahmed, is a function of the habitual body, whose familiarity with the task at hand 

DOORZV�LW�WR�UHPDLQ�LQ�WKH�EDFNJURXQG��³«�LW�GRHV�QRW�SRVH�µa problem¶ or an obstacle to the 

action, or it is not µstressed¶ by µwhat¶ WKH�DFWLRQ�HQFRXQWHUV�´64 Testimonies of illness and 

disability are, as we have seen, often characterised by limitations, and unfamiliar or unpleasant 

sensations, most notably pain. +HUHLQ��WKH�ERG\�FHDVHV�WR�³WUDLO�EHKLQG´��DQG�LQVWHDG�HPHrges 

at the forefront of lived experience. Murphy provides one such testimony: 

 

 
61 Leder, The Absent Body, p. 81. 
62 Marin, p. 59. 
63 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 116. 
64 Ahmed, p. 130. 
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«�LOOQHVV�QHJDWHV�WKLV�ODFN�RI�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�ERG\�LQ�JXLGLQJ�
our thoughts and actions. The body can no longer be taken for 
granted, implicit and axiomatic, for it has become a problem. It 
no longer is the subject of unconscious assumption, but the object 
of conscious thought.65  

 

3DLQ�FRQVWLWXWHV�SHUKDSV�WKH�PRVW�XUJHQW�VHQVH�WKDW�WKH�ERG\�KDV�³EHFRPH�D�SUREOHP´��,Q�SDLQ��

DV�$KPHG�QRWHV��WKH�ERG\�VXUIDFHV�DV�WKHPDWLF��³«�SDLQ sensations demand that I attend to my 

HPERGLHG�H[SHULHQFH�«´66 1R�HYHQW��/HGHU�VWDWHV��³PRUH�UDGLFDOO\�RU�LQHVFDSDEO\�UHPLQGV�XV�

RI� RXU� ERGLO\� SUHVHQFH´�� ³7KH� VHQVRU\� H[LVWHQFH� RI� SDLQ� GUDZV� WKH� FRUSRUHDO� RXW� RI� VHOI-

FRQFHDOPHQW��UHQGHULQJ�LW�WKHPDWLF�´67 In his account, pain figures as a primary instance of what 

KH�WHUPV�³dys-appearance´��ZKHUHLQ�³WKH�ERG\�appears as a thematic focus, but precisely as in 

a dys state±dys is from the Greek prefix signifying µbad,¶ µhard,¶ or µill¶´�68 To the degree that, 

in dys-appearance��³WKH�ERG\�LV�WKHPDWL]HG�DW�WLPHV�RI�G\VIXQFWLRQ�RU�SUREOHPDWLF�RSHUDWLRQ´��

it is often brought about in illness, both through pain, and bodily limitation.69 

 Dys-appearance compounds the departures from normative intentionality that we have 

located in experiences of illness and disability by disrupting the structures of consciousness as 

HQJDJHG�LQ�DFWLRQV�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��5DWKHU�WKDQ�³WUDLOLQJ�EHKLQG´�DFWLRQV��WKH�ERG\�LQ�SDLQ�RU�WKH�

ERG\�WKDW�FRPHV�XS�DJDLQVW�SK\VLFDO�OLPLWDWLRQV�³VXUIDFHV�WKHPDWLFDOO\´��VR�WKDW�³LWV�WUDQVLWLYH�

XVH�LV�GLVUXSWHG´��/HGHU�writes of SDLQ��³1R�ORQJHU�VLPSO\�D�µfrom¶ structure, the painful body 

becomes that to ZKLFK�KH�DWWHQGV�´70 While he does note that dys-appearance is a feature of all 

subjective existence ± ³:H� UHPHPEHU� WKH�ERG\� DW� WLPHV�RI�hunger, thirst, strong excretory 

QHHGV��DQG�WKH�OLNH�´�± it tends, as such examples show, to be transient, and exceptional.71 And 

yet, in illness, and disability, dys-appearance is often mundane, and sustained, as Carel reveals: 

 
65 Murphy, The Body Silent, p. 12. 
66 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, (New York; London: Routledge, 2012), p. 27. 
67 Leder, The Absent Body, p. 76. 
68 Ibid., p. 84. 
69 Ibid., p. 85. 
70 Ibid., p. 74. 
71 Ibid., p. 84. 
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³(YHU\� VWHS� DQG� HYHU\� EUHDWK� ILOO� P\� FRQVFLRXVQHVV�� FRQWURO� P\�PLQG�� OHDYH� QR� VSDFH� IRU�

DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH�´72 +HUH��ZH�ILQG�D�FHQWUDO�PRPHQW�LQ�/HGHU¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�dys-appearance, the 

H[SHULHQFH�RI�ZKDW�KH�WHUPV�³intentional disruption´�73 In rendering the body thematic, pain 

DQG�ERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQ�³GLVUXSW´�WKH�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�WKDW�JURXQGV�WKH�0HUOHDX-3RQWLDQ�VXEMHFW¶V�

engagement in the world. This, in turn, has implications for our experience of the world, which 

shifts in dys-appearance througK�ZKDW�/HGHU�FDOOV�³spatiotemporal constriction´��:H�VHH�WKLV�

FOHDUO\�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�SDLQ��³«�WKH�QHZ�ZRUOG�LQWR�ZKLFK�ZH�DUH�WKUXVW�E\�SDLQ�KDV�D�FRQVWULFWHG�

aspect [«] We are no longer dispersed out there in the world, but suddenly congeal right 

here�´74 What is lost, therefore, in dys-appearance, through both intentional disruption and 

spatiotemporal constriction, are the very traits typical of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�QRUPDWLYH�VXEMHFW��

and its intentional relation to the world: the sense of comfort, or being-at-home, as well as the 

freedom to act, and move, through which the world is given as opportunity. As such, illness 

and disability, to the extent that they often bring about frequent or lasting experiences of dys-

appearance, bring about and indeed prescribe non-normative intentional engagements with the 

world. And, if we turn to what Leder terms social dys-appearance, as well as its parallels with 

6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�autrui, we might begin to parse that ill and disabled people are far from the 

only µRWKHUV¶ for whom this is the case. 

 

Social dys-appearance DQG�6DUWUH¶V�regard 

 

Leder notes that dys-appearance is not solely brought about by physiological phenomena, but 

by any event where the subject is forced into an awareness of their body as an object. Crucially, 

KH�FRQVLGHUV�6DUWUH¶V�regard, the foundation of our relation to autrui, in /¶Être et le néant, one 

 
72 Carel, p. 72. 
73 Leder, The Absent Body, p. 73. 
74 Ibid., p. 75. 
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such event. The regard, Leder states��UHODWHV�WR�³D�FHUWDLQ�VRUW�RI�HQFRXQWHU´��ZKLFK�LV�³SUHFLVHO\�

one marked by dys-appearance´�75 Accordingly, it figures as a primary instance of social dys-

appearance, which is none other than an experience of dys-appearance brought about by an 

encounter with autrui��³:H�KDYH�VHHQ�WKDW�G\V-appearance results when the body is somehow 

away, apart, asunder, from itself, as in spatio-functional or temporal terms. In social dys-

DSSHDUDQFH��WKLV�VSOLW�LV�HIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�LQFRUSRUDWHG�JD]H�RI�WKH�2WKHU�´76 If, then, we shift our 

attention to the regard��ZH�PLJKW�ILQG�WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�RXU�UHODWLRQ�WR�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV�

illuminates Merleau-3RQW\¶V��$V�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ��WKH�regard grounds our basic relation to autrui: 

³«� PD� OLDLVRQ� IRQGDPHQWDOH� DYHF� DXWUXL-sujet doit pouvoir se ramener à ma possibilité 

SHUPDQHQWH�G¶être vu SDU�DXWUXL�´77 Indeed, at the elementary level, other subjects are given to 

us in the regard��³«�DXWUXL�HVW��Sar principe, celui qui me regarde «´78 When we encounter 

RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��LQ�6DUWUH¶V�YLHZ��ZH�KDYH�WZR�SRVVLELOLWLHV��HLWKHU�ZH�DUH�WKH�regard, and autrui 

is an object for us, or autrui is the regard, and we are an object for them. This, we have seen, 

is the claim that configures the relations between subjects as one of conflict, to the extent that 

each subject seeks to occupy the position of transcendence ± regard, or regardant ± rather than 

that of immanence ± regardé ±, object for the regard. Hence, Sartre conceptualises the relations 

between subjects as circular, with each subject figuring variously as the regard and regardé.79 

Herein, as we found with Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKHRU\�RI�autrui, there is a presumption of a parity 

and equivalence of subjects and their bodies: for Sartre, all subjects are theoretically equally 

source of and subject to the regard. They only experience the regard, and its manifold effects, 

on the relatively infrequent occasions of not only encountering another subject, but of doing so 

 
75 Ibid., pp. 93-94. 
76 Ibid., p. 96. 
77 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�Ht le néant, p. 296. 
78 Ibid., p. 297. 
79 Ibid., p. 403. 
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in the particular mode of being regardé. In short, following Sartre, our experience of being 

regardé, and thus of social dys-appearance, is both sporadic, and transient. 

 As we found with dys-appearance brought on by physiological phenomena, however, 

ZKHQ�ZH�WXUQ�WR�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��LW�EHFRPHV�FOHDU�WKDW�social dys-appearance is far 

from infrequent. Indeed, this is precisely why the regard has proven such a productive tool for 

interrogating bodily otherness, as phenomenologists in the feminist tradition have long shown. 

+HQFH�/LVD�)RONPDUVRQ�.lOO�FODLPV�WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�GHVFULSWLRQV�³SURYLGH�XV�ZLWK�H[FHOOHQW�WRROV�

for understanding conditions of being marked by, for instance, skin color, sex, sexuality, [or] 

disability´��ZKLOH��IRU�Julien S. Murphy, the regard ³LV�LQWHJUDO�WR�D�IHPLQLVW�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�

DQDO\VLV�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ�DQG�OLEHUDWLRQ´�80 Crucially, Murphy argues that the value of the regard 

for feminist scholars lies not in the account itself, but in the ways in which it illuminates the 

H[SHULHQFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�VSLWH�RI�6DUWUH¶V�XQLYHUVDO�LQWHQWLRQV��³:LWKRXW�LQWHQGLQJ�WR��6DUWUH�

has provided us with a particularly usefXO�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH�RI�GHYDOXDWLRQ�LQ�

D�ZRUOG�ZKHUH�PHQ�DUH�GRPLQDQW�´81 ,Q�HIIHFW��WR�WDNH�XS�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�DV�KH�LQWHQGV�± that 

is to say, taking for granted the equivalence of subjects and their subjection to the regard ± 

would preclude an appreciation of the societal dynamics that underpin seeing, and being seen. 

If, however, we refract his descriptions through the prisms of bodily otherness, we might both 

LOOXPLQDWH�WKH�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶��DQG�UHZRUN�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�LQ�OLJKW�Rf them. Further, 

we might explore the implications of the regard, and of social dys-appearance, for subjects 

outside of the norm, and thus nourish our discussion of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKHRU\�RI�autrui. In 

effect, insofar as it reflects the experience of a subject who we have established to be normative, 

the description of the regard in /¶Être et le néant, and the account of autrui that it foregrounds, 

LV�QRW�XQLYHUVDO��EXW�W\SLFDO�RI�VXEMHFWV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUP��7KLV�LV�)UDQW]�)DQRQ¶V�FKDOOHQJH�WR�

 
80 Lisa Folkmarson Käll, 'Fashioned in nakedness, sculptured, and caused to be born: Bodies in light of the 
Sartrean gaze', Continental Philosophy Review, 43 (2010), 65.; 0XUSK\��µ7KH�/RRN�LQ�6DUWUH�DQG�5LFK¶��S������ 
81 0XUSK\��µ7KH�/RRN�LQ�6DUWUH�DQG�5LFK¶��S������ 
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6DUWUH��³6L�OHV pWXGHV�GH�6DUWUH�VXU�O¶H[LVWHQFH�G¶DXWUXL�GHPHXUHQW�H[DFWHV��GDQV�OD�PHVXUH�>«@ 

ou O¶Être et le néant décrit une conscience aliénée), leur application à une conscience nègre se 

UpYqOH�IDXVVH�´82 The problem, for Fanon, is that Sartre fails to account for KRZ�RQH¶V position 

within or without the norm ± here, of whiteness ± generates existential disparities that reflect 

GLIIHUHQWLDO�GLVWULEXWLRQV�RI�VRFLDO�SRZHU��³«�OH�%ODQF�Q¶HVW�SDV�VHXOHPHQW� O¶$XWUH��PDLV� OH�

maître, réel ou imaginaire G¶DLOOHXUV�´83 It follows, then, that should we establish the existence 

and nature of such disparities, we might be well placed to rehabilitate 6DUWUH¶V�regard, and his 

theory of autrui, WR�VKHG�OLJKW�RQ�WKH�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶� 

 In order to interrogate the potential ramifications of the regard for bodily otherness, we 

must first turn to the theory itself, and, in particular, the existential implications of being subject 

to the regard. As we have seen, in the regard, we experience the third ontological dimension 

of consciousness: the être-pour-autrui. Herein, we become aware of ourselves as objects ± both 

as selves, or ego, and as bodies ± IRU�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³6¶LO�\�D�XQ�DXWUH��TXHO�TX¶LO�VRLW��R��TX¶LO�

soit, quels que soient ses rapports avec moi, sanV�PrPH�TX¶LO�DJLVVH�DXWUHPHQW�VXU�PRL�TXH�SDU�

OH�SXU�VXUJLVVHPHQW�GH�VRQ�rWUH��M¶DL�XQ�GHKRUV��M¶DL�XQH�nature «´84 Insofar as we figure as 

objects for others, we are aware of ourselves as objects of judgements, and notably of value 

judgements, that we canQRW�NQRZ��EHFDXVH�ZH�FDQQRW�VHH�LQWR�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�PLQGV��³«�rWUH�

UHJDUGp��F¶HVW� VH�VDLVLU�FRPPH�REMHW� LQFRQQX�G¶DSSUpFLDWLRQV� LQFRQQDLVVDEOHV�� HQ�SDUWLFXOLHU�

G¶DSSUpFLDWLRQV�GH�YDOHXU�´85 Hence the regard, and the être-pour-autrui that it inaugurates, are 

WKH�SULVP�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�ZH�FRQFHSWXDOLVH�RXUVHOYHV��LQ�OLJKW�RI�RWKHU�VXEMHFWV��³$LQVL��OH�UHJDUG�

HVW�G¶DERUG�XQ�LQWHUPpGLDLUH�TXL�UHQYRLH�GH�PRL�j�PRL-PrPH�´86 Indeed, anything we think or 

feel about ourselves necessarily implicates the regard, as that through which we exist for autrui 

 
82 Fanon, p. 112. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 302. 
85 Ibid., p. 306. 
86 Ibid., p. 298. 
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DV�DQ�REMHFW�RI�MXGJHPHQWV��³$LQVL�QH�VDXUDLV-je me conférer aucune qualité sans la médiation 

G¶XQ�SRXYRLU�REMHFWLYDQW�TXL�Q¶HVW�SDV�PRQ�SURSUH�SRXYRLU�HW�TXH�MH�QH�SXLV�IHLQGUH�QL�IRUJHU��

[«�2Q@�D�GLW�GHSXLV�ORQJWHPSV�TX¶DXWUXL�P¶DSSUHQDLW�TXL�MH�VXLV�´87 What is more, DV�/HGHU¶V�

discussion highlights, the existential implications of the regard extend well beyond the sphere 

of self-image and conception. In effect, to the extent that to be seen is to EHFRPH�DZDUH�RI�RQH¶V�

body as an object, it also implies a transformation of consciousness, as is indicated in the shift 

from être-pour-soi to être-pour-autrui LQ�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW��He illustrates this with the example 

of listening at a door, and looking through a keyhole. Prior to the regard, the subject at the door 

H[LVWV� DV� ³FRQVFLHQFH� QRQ-WKpWLTXH� �GH�� >VRL@´�� DV� ³SXUH� FRQVFLHQFH� des FKRVHV´��ZKLFK� DUH�

given as correlates of actual and possible actions in the world.88 6LQFH�³>VRQ@�DWWLWXGH�>«@ Q¶D�

aucun GHKRUV´��WKH�VXEMHFW�³>VH�SHUG@�GDQV�OH�PRQGH´�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�JURXQG�D�IUHHGRP�RI�DFWLRQ��

³«�MH�IDLV�FH�TXH�M¶DL�j�IDLUH�«´89 In other words, the subject is absorbed in the tasks at hand 

± listening at the door, looking through a keyhole ± and not paying explicit attention to the state 

of his body, or things in the world outside of the scope of that task. 

 With the perception of being seen ± ³«�RQ�PH�regarde «´�± the subject undergoes an 

ontological upheaval.90 :KHUH� WKH� ³FRQVFLHQFH� LUUpIOpFKLH´�KDG�made possible WKH�VXEMHFW¶V�

total investment in the present action, it now comes to be occupied by an awareness of self as 

object for autrui��ZKLFK�QHFHVVDULO\�GLYHUWV�WKH�VXEMHFW¶V�DWWHQWLRQ�DZD\�IURP�WKH�WDVN�DW�KDQG��

LQ�6DUWUH¶V�H[DPSOH��WKH�VXEMHFW�LV�QR�ORnger engrossed in listening, or looking, but focused on 

the object ± the ego, and the body ± that he is for other subjects.91 It is precisely this experience, 

which Sartre understands as a shift from a non-thétique to a thétique FRQVFLRXVQHVV�RI�RQH¶V�

body, that typifies dys-appearance LQ�/HGHU¶V�DFFRXQW��+HUHLQ��WKH�ERG\�VXUIDFHV�WKHPDWLFDOO\�

 
87 Ibid., p. 313. 
88 Ibid., p. 298. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid., p. 299. 
91 Ibid., pp. 299-300 
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as an object, displacing the experience of the body-as-lived, which figures henceforth ³HQ�WDQW�

TX¶DOLpQp´�92 The alienation of the lived body further brings about a further alienation, namely 

that RI�WKH�VXEMHFW¶V�SRVVLELOLWLHV�IRU�DFWLRQ��DV�SUHGLFDWHG�XSRQ�WKDW�ERG\��³«�ORUVTXH�MH�VDLVLV�

OH�UHJDUG�G¶DXWUXL�>«@ je vis une aliénation subtile de toutes mes possibilités qui sont agencées 

loin de moi, au milieu du monde, DYHF� OHV� REMHWV� GX�PRQGH�´93 This, in turn, distances the 

VXEMHFW�IURP�WKH�ZRUOG�WKDW�ILJXUHV�LQ�OLJKW�RI�WKHVH�SRVVLELOLWLHV��³«�O¶DOLpQDWLRQ�GH�PRL�TX¶HVW�

O¶rWUH-regardé LPSOLTXH�O¶DOLpQDWLRQ�GX�PRQGH�TXH�M¶RUJDQLVH�´94 As such, to be seen affects 

our relation to objects ± ³«�PRQ�UDSSRUW�j�O¶REMHW�RX�SRWHQWLDOLWp�GH�O¶REMHW�VH�GpFRPSRVH�VRXV�

OH�UHJDUG�G¶DXWUXL�«´�± DQG�WR�VSDFH��³(Q�WDQW�TXH�MH�VXLV�UHJDUGp��MH�QH�GpSOLH�SDV�OD�GLVWDQFH��

je me borne à la franchir��/H�UHJDUG�G¶DXWUXL�PH�FRQIqUH�OD�VSDWLDOLWp�´95 The experience of the 

regard, then, carries all the hallmarks of dys-appearance, perhaps most notably intentional 

disruption, and spatiotemporal constriction. We find both UHDOLWLHV�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�H[DPSOH��ZKHUH�

WKH�VXEMHFW¶V sense of being seen interrupts his intentional engagement in the world ± listening 

at the door, looking through the keyhole ± and constrains spatiality in light of the presence of 

autrui: the world ceases to be given as the locus of limitless possibilities for action, but confined 

to the immediate space of the hallway, from which the subject ultimately seeks to escape.96 

 

Objectification, alienation, dissociation 

 

6DUWUH¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�WKH�VXEMHFW�DW�WKH�GRRU�WKXV�SURYLGHV�D�FRPSHOOLQJ�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�regard 

as an experience of dys-appearance. And yet, for us, what is most noteworthy is perhaps not 

the account itself, but the particular choice of example. In effect, in order to explore the 

 
92 Ibid., p. 293. 
93 Ibid., p. 304. 
94 Ibid., pp. 302-303. 
95 Ibid., pp. 303, 305-306. 
96 Ibid., p. 303. 
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experience of being seen, Sartre has to fabricate an uncommon scenario. More than this, in his 

construction of this scenario, the acts of listening and looking are framed, through emotional 

PDUNHUV��DV�RQH�RI�ZURQJGRLQJ��³,PDJLQRQV�TXH�M¶HQ�VRLV�YHQX��SDU�MDORXVLH��SDU�LQWpUrW��SDU�

vice, à coller mon oreille contre une poUWH��j�UHJDUGHU�SDU�OH�WURX�G¶XQH�VHUUXUH�´97 For Sartre 

and his imagined reader, then, both of whom, we have asserted above, are normative subjects, 

an elaborate scene, wherein the subject is at fault, was necessary to convey the experience of 

the regard. 6WULNLQJ��KHUH��LV�KRZ�RIWHQ�WHVWLPRQ\�IURP�µRWKHUV¶�HYRNHV�WKLV�VDPH�H[SHULHQFH�

in contexts remarkable by their mundanity: where Sartre is forced to concoct a highly specific, 

fictional scenario, those outside of the norm can simply turn to their everyday experiences. 

Consider the parallels between his GHVFULSWLRQ��DQG�6DQGUD�/HH�%DUWN\¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�FDWFDOOLQJ�� 

 
«�ZLWK�DQ�XWter lack of self-consciousness, I am bouncing down 
WKH�VWUHHW��6XGGHQO\� ,�KHDU�PHQ¶V�YRLFHV��&DWFDOOV�DQG�ZKLVWOHV�
ILOO� WKH�DLU��>«@�,�IUHH]H��>«@�0\�IDFH�IOXVKHV�DQG�P\�PRWLRQV�
become stiff and self-conscious. The body which only a moment 
before I inhabited with such ease now floods my consciousness. 
I have been made into an object.98 

 

Indeed, Bartky herself reads her experience through the regard��³$V�6DUWUH�ZRXOG�VD\��,�KDYH�

EHHQ�SHWULILHG�E\�WKH�JD]H�RI�WKH�2WKHU�´99 Sociologist Sonny Nordmarken provides a similar 

account of trans experience: 

 

On the bus, I sit, reading. On my way to work. The fascinating, 
densely written book requires my full attention. My eyes trace 
lines of a paragraph. The words enter and exit my head, leaving 
no remnants. I am distracted, thinking about the deadlines I have 
to meet soon. In the next moment, I become aware of some other 
kind of discomfort. I feel energy reaching out to me. Eyes boring 
into me. The unease of being watched.100 

 
97 Ibid., p. 298. 
98 Bartky, p. 27. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Sonny Nordmarken, 'Becoming Ever More Monstrous: Feeling Transgender In-Betweenness', Qualitative 
Inquiry, 20 (2014), 41.  
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Likewise, phenomenologist George Yancy evokes his experience of entering an elevator as a 

Black man, and encountering a white woman: 

 
It is through her gaze that I become hypervigilant of my own 
embodied spatiality. On previous occasions, particularly when 
alone, I have moved my body within the space of the elevator in 
a noncalculative fashion, paying no particular attention to my 
bodily comportment, the movement of my hands, my eyes, the 
position of my feet.101 

 

$JDLQVW�6DUWUH¶V�KLJKO\�FRQWULYHG�DQG�LPSUREDEOH�VFHQDULR��WKHQ��µRWKHUV¶�SURYLGH�DQDORJRus 

descriptions of the regard by simply recounting their everyday lives. This intimates that those 

outside of the norm are more subject to the regard, and its manifold existential ramifications, 

WKDQ�WKRVH�ZLWKLQ�LW��&HUWDLQO\��/HGHU¶V�DFFRXQW�PDNHV�VSDFH�for such a claim. He cites three 

examples of social dys-appearance ± a Black man walking in a white neighbourhood, a person 

being sexualised, and an ill person being subject to a medical examination ± all of which hint 

at the mundanity, and thus the frequency, of the regard IRU�µRWKHUV¶�102 

 +HUH��/HGHU¶V�H[DPSOHV�H[SRVH�D�G\QDPLF�WKDW�VWUXFWXUHV�DQG�GHWHUPLQHV�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�

the regard, and who is subject to it: objectification. In effect, we might, following Iris Marion 

<RXQJ��FRQVLGHU�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�DV�RQH�RI�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ��ZKLFK�VKH�GHVFULEHV�DV�³D�IXQFWLRQ�

RI�WKH�ORRN�RI�WKH�RWKHU´�103 Objectification, here, is not neutral, but gendered: writing from the 

perspective of women, the regard WKHUHIRUH�ILJXUHV�DV�³WKH�PDOH�JD]H�WKDW�MXGJHV�DQG�GRminates 

IURP�DIDU�´104 Likewise, in the above discussion, Leder goes on to cite ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH�RI�

the normative, masculine regard��ZKHUHLQ�³WKH�JD]H�� WKH�SURMHFWV�RI�PHQ� WKDW�DUH�FXOWXUDOO\�

GHILQLWLYH´��DV�RQH�RI�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�WKDW�HQJHQGHUV�dys-appearance. Herein, he argues, women 

 
101 George Yancy, 'White Gazes: What It Feels Like to Be an Essence', in Living Alterities: Phenomenology, 
Embodiment, and Race, ed. by Emily S. Lee (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2014), pp. 43-66 (p. 
56). 
102 Leder, The Absent Body, pp. 97-98. 
103 Iris Marion Young, 'Breasted Experience: The Look and the Feeling', in On Female Body Experience: 
³7KURZLQJ�/LNH�D�*LUO´�DQG�2WKHU�(VVD\V��(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 75-96 (p. 77).  
104 Ibid., p. 77. 
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³>LQFRUSRUDWH@�DQ�DOLHQ�JD]H��DZD\��DSDUW��DVXQGHU��IURP�>WKHLU@�RZQ��ZKLFK�SURYRNHV�DQ�H[SOLFLW�

WKHPDWL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERG\�´105 Their experiences make plain that objectification, as a primary 

function of the regard, is not random or impartial, but rather normative, and systematic: it tends 

to affect those outside of the norm more than those within it. We might further clarify this claim 

by turning to the particular modalities of objectification common to Western society. Women¶V�

experience highlights one such modality ± sexual objectification, or sexualisation ± that might 

anticipate an appreciation of others, such as vilification, and pathologisation. For Bartky, 

VH[XDO�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�LPSOLHV�³>D�SHUVRQ¶V@�VH[XDO�SDUWV�RU�IXQctions [being] separated out from 

WKH�UHVW�RI�>WKHLU@�SHUVRQDOLW\�DQG�UHGXFHG�WR�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�PHUH�LQVWUXPHQWV´�106 ³&RPSXOVLYH�

VH[XDOL]DWLRQ´��ZKHUHLQ�D�SHUVRQ�LV�³URXWLQHO\�SHUFHLYHG�E\�RWKHUV�LQ�D�VH[XDO�OLJKW�RQ�RFFDVLRQV�

ZKHQ�VXFK�D�SHUFHSWLRQ�LV�LQDSSURSULDWH´��LV�QRW�D�UDQGRP�HYHQW��EXW�³WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�ORW�RI�ERWK�

white women and black men and women of color geQHUDOO\´�107 And beyond white, cisgender 

womanhood, sexualisation is bound up with other forms of objectification. Trans writer Julia 

Serano highlights this for trans women, who are for the most part sexualised like cis women as 

³SUH\´��but from time to time in a very different ZD\��DV�³SUHGDWRU´�108 Predator, here, must be 

viewed WKURXJK�WKH�SULVP�RI�WUDQVPLVRJ\Q\��³« trans women do not µprey¶ on men so much 

as [they] µlure¶ them, by turning [themselves] into sexual objects that no red-blooded man can 

resist.´109 $QG�³this predator/prey dichotomy´��she goes on, is paramount to comprehending 

³WKH�ZD\�WUDQVVH[XDO�ZRPHQ�DUH�VH[XDOL]HG�LQ�RXU�VRFLHW\´�110 The experiences of trans women, 

subject to sexualisation through the bifocal lens of transmisogyny, thus reveals the ubiquity of 

vilification as a mode of REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�WR�ZKLFK�µRWKHUV¶�DUH�UHJXODUOy exposed. 

 
105 Leder, The Absent Body, p. 99. 
106 Bartky, p. 26. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Julia Serano, Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity, 2nd edn 
(Berkeley, CA: Seal Press, 2016), pp. 255-257. 
109 Ibid., p. 258. 
110 Ibid., pp. 255-256. 
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 This, in turn, foregrounds a discussion of the experiences of men and women of colour, 

and notably of Black men and women. This is, perhaps, unsurprising: we have established the 

extent to which gender normativity is a function of whiteness, and vice versa. Hence, like trans 

women, although in importantly distinct ways, Black women are simultaneously sexualised as 

ERWK�³SUHGDWRU´�DQG�³SUH\´��%ODFk lesbian activist and philosopher Angela Davis points to the 

SDUWLFXODU�VH[XDOLVDWLRQ�RI�%ODFN�ZRPHQ�DV�³FKURQLFDOO\�SURPLVFXRXV´��DQG��LQ�SDUWLFXODU��DV�

³>ZHOFRPLQJ@�WKH�VH[XDO�DWWHQWLRQV�RI�ZKLWH�PHQ´�111 Through these particular modes of sexual 

objectifLFDWLRQ��%ODFN�ZRPHQ�ILJXUH�DV�³SUH\´�IRU�ZKLWH�PHQ¶V�GHVLUH��7DNLQJ�XS�3DWULFLD�+LOO�

&ROOLQV��WKHVH�PRGHV�DUH�RQH�DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�WKH�³VH[XDO�GHYLDQF\´�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�%ODFN�PHQ�

DQG�ZRPHQ�DOLNH�DUH�UHLILHG�DV�LQFDUQDWLRQV�RI�D�³ZLOG��RXW-of-control hyperheterosexuality of 

H[FHVVLYH�VH[XDO�DSSHWLWH´�112 To the extent that Black women are objectified as lascivious and 

SURPLVFXRXV��WKH\�DUH�VH[XDOLVHG�QRW�RQO\�DV�³SUH\´��EXW�DV�³SUHGDWRUV´��,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�%ODFN�

men, the leitmotifs of sexual deviancy and hypersexuality ground the primary mode of sexual 

REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�WKDW�WKH\�H[SHULHQFH��QDPHO\��DV�ERWK�&ROOLQV�DQG�'DYLV�SRLQW�RXW��DV�³UDSLVW´�113 

+HUHLQ��³%ODFN�PHQ�KDYH�WKHLU�H\HV�RQ�ZKLWH�ZRPHQ�DV�VH[XDO�REMHFWV´�114 <DQF\¶V�HQFRXQWHU�

with white women bears witnHVV�WR�WKLV��³,�KDYH�VRPHKRZ�EHFRPH�WKLV�µpredator-stereotype¶ 

IURP�ZKLFK�LW�DSSHDUV�KRSHOHVV�WR�HVFDSH�´115 Sexualisation, then, for Black and trans people, 

and even more so for people who are both Black and trans, is bound up with other forms of 

objectification ± primarily, vilification ± that typify their experience of the regard. 

  If sexualisation is a mode of objectification to which many women, trans people, and 

people of colour, are systematically subjected, this is often in stark contrast with the experience 

of ill and disabled people, who regularly find themselves objectified in what the opposite sense, 

 
111 Angela Davis, Women, Race & Class���/RQGRQ��7KH�:RPHQ¶V�3UHVV���������S����� 
112 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, 
2nd edn (New York; London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 129-130. 
113 Collins, Black Feminist Thought, p. 129.; Davis, p. 173. 
114 Davis, p. 182. 
115 Yancy, p. 58. 
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as desexualised, most notably in the clinical encounter. Returning to 0DULQ��³/D�PDMRULWp de 

FHX[�TXL�RQW�YX�PRQ�FRUSV�QX�O¶RQW�WRXFKp�VDQV�OH�PRLQGUH�GpVLU�´116 Here, she gestures towards 

a further mode of objectification, one to which ill and disabled people are commonly exposed, 

both within and without the medical context, namely pathologisation. In plainly Sartrean terms, 

Toombs describes the objectification DERXW�ZKLFK�WKH�³FOLQLFDO�HQFRXQWHU´�WXUQV��³«�WKH�ERG\�

is objectified not only as a material, physical entity but as a being-for-the-Other. Under the 

µgaze¶ of the physician, the patient perceives his or her body to be an object of scientific 

LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�´117 +HU�DQDO\VLV�SUHILJXUHV�0DULQ¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�LQWHUDFWLRQV�ZLWK�GRFWRUV��³«�RQ�

les a vus nous observer comme un animal, nous ausculter sans égard, comme une chose, comme 

GH�OD�YLDQGH�«´118 ,Q�WKH�PHGLFDO�JD]H��LOO�DQG�GLVDEOHG�SHRSOH��DORQJ�ZLWK�µRWKHUV¶�ZKR�UHPDLQ�

KHDYLO\�SDWKRORJLVHG��VXFK�DV�WUDQV�SHRSOH��DUH�REMHFWLILHG�DV�³HQLJPD´��DV�REMHFWV�RI�FXULRVLW\�

for a normative regard. This extends well beyond the clinical encounter: disabled people often 

talk of being stared at, where they find themselves objectified through the curiosity of others. 

The regard, here, functions as a question, through which disabled people are made into things 

for a normative suEMHFW�WR�NQRZ�DERXW��IRU�(OL�&ODUH��³:KDW-Is-,W"´��DQG�IRU�5RVDPDULH�Garland-

Thomson��³:KDW�KDSSHQHG�WR�\RX"´119 These experiences find echo in those of trans people, 

such as 1RUGPDUNHQ��³*ODQFLQJ�XS��,�FRQIURQW�H\HV�TXHU\LQJ�PH��(\HV�ZRQGHULQJ��%R\�RU�JLUO? 

0DQ�RU�ZRPDQ"´120 This is common to trans people of all genders: both he and Serano describe 

parallel experiences of being objectified as sites of curiosity through a regard that ³>searches] 

IRU�FOXHV´�RI�WKHLU�JHQGHU�121 And, as my own brief account makes plain, such readings of the 

regard are not mere fantasy or paranoia: they are grounded in a concrete experience of having 

 
116 Marin, p. 7. 7 
117 Toombs, p. 74. 
118 Marin, p. 55. 
119 Clare, p. 258.; Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, 'Staring Back: Self-Representations of Disabled Performance 
Artists', American Quarterly, 52 (2000), 334. 
120 Nordmarken, p. 40. 
121 Nordmarken, p. 45.; Serano, p. 172. 
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such questions ± 7¶HV�XQ�KRPPH�RX�XQH�IHPPH�" ± articulated openly, one which betrays the 

meaning of the curious but silent regard. Objectification, then, in all of the modalities discussed 

above, tends to target those without the norm more so than those within it: they figure as objects 

± to be known, in some cases, to be desired or feared, in others ± for a normative subject. 

 If objectification constitutes an experience of the regard��DQG�µRWKHUV¶�DUH�V\VWHPDWLFDOO\�

REMHFWLILHG��WKHQ�ZH�PLJKW�EHJLQ�WR�IRUPXODWH�D�FKDOOHQJH�WR�6DUWUH¶V�SUHVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�être-

pour-autrui constitutes a transient mode of existence. Certainly, returning to the testimonies of 

µRWKHUV¶��ZH�ILnd that objectification triggers the ontologico-H[LVWHQWLDO�VKLIW�FHQWUDO�WR�6DUWUH¶V�

account of the regard, which in turn has implications for their capacity to engage normatively 

in and with the world. In the first place��REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�HQWDLOV�DQ�DOLHQDWLRQ�IURP�RQH¶V�OLYHG�

body. This is clear in pathologisation, where ill people often come to adopt the medical gaze 

of their bodies. Frank writes: ³«�my body, my ongoing experience of being alive, becomes the 

body, DQ�REMHFW�WR�EH�PHDVXUHG�«´122 This sense of detachment can lead ill people to undergo 

a form of H[LVWHQWLDO�DPSXWDWLRQ�IURP�WKH�OLYHG�ERG\��³4XDQG�LOV�DXURQW�WRXW�YX��WRXW�H[SORUp��

LO�QH�P¶DSSDUWLHQGUD�SOXV��,O�VHUD�GpWDFKp�GH�PRL��GpILQLWLYHPHQW�FRQYHUWL HQ�REMHW�H[WpULHXU�´123 

Frank also notes how this sense of detachment is compounded through the medical tendency 

to focus on body parts in isolation.124 And Robert F. Murphy relates how he became ³rather 

emotionally detached from [his] body, often referring to one of [his] limbs as the leg or the 

arm.´125 Striking here are the parallels with sexualisation, wherein the focus upon eroticised 

zones heightens the experience of objectification, and alienation from RQH¶V body. Young 

FRQWHQGV�WKDW�³few women in our society escape [the] objectifying regard of the Other on her 

EUHDVWV´, while trans activist Riki Anne Wilchins cites a friend who says that, since 

 
122 Arthur W. Frank, At the Will of the Body: Reflections on Illness, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1991), 
p. 12. 
123 Marin, p. 53. 
124 Frank, p. 12. 
125 Murphy, The Body Silent, p. 100. 
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transitioning, SHRSOH�³QR�ORQJHU�PDNH�H\H�FRQWDFW²WKH\�PDNH�FURWFK�FRQWDFW�´126 Nordmarken 

points to WKH�H[LVWHQWLDO�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�WKHVH�IRUPV�RI�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ��³$V�,�VSHDN��KH�DWWHQGV�

to my chest, as if it is speaking. I feel distinctly uncomfortable. My head feels dull and thick. I 

VORZ�GRZQ��,�IHHO�OLNH�,�DP�QRW�ZKR�,�DP�´127 Objectification thus entails alienation not only 

from the lived body, but from lived experience, which we might understand, with Nordmarken, 

in terms of a ³GLVVRFLDWLRQ´��³An odd feeling of being displaced out of my body´.128 Wilchins 

corroborates this account of trans experience, arguing that, through such objectification, trans 

SHRSOH�³PD\�ILQG�>WKHPVHOYHV@�JURZLQJ�IXUWKHU�DQG�IXUWKHU�IURP�GLUHFW�VHQVDWLRQ´�129 

 ,Q�HIIHFW��DV�<DQF\¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZKLWH�JD]H�UHQGHUV�VDOLHQW��DZDUHQHVV�RI�RQH¶V�

ERG\�DV�REMHFW�HQJHQGHUHG�LQ�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�SUHFOXGHV�H[SHULHQFH�RI�RQH¶V�ERG\�DV�OLYHG��ZKHQ�

VXEMHFW�WR�WKLV�JD]H��KH�FDQ�QR�ORQJHU�³OHDYH�>KLV@�ERG\�EHKLQG´��DV�ZRXOG�EH�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�KLP�

WR�EH�DEOH�WR�³OLYH�>KLV@�OLIH�DV�DQ�DEVWUDFW�WKLQNLQJ�VXEVWDQFH´�130 His experience might thus be 

grasped in terms of dys-appearance: we find an intentional disruption that occurs through the 

thematization of the body, and frustrates his seamless intentional engagements in the world. 

Indeed, if objectification is a function of the regard, which Leder considers as typical of social 

dys-appearance, then we would expect to find dys-appearance in the experiences of those most 

often objectified. Further, under this same white gaze, Yancy evokes a sense of confinement ± 

³,�IHHO�WUDSSHG��,�QR�ORQJHU�IHHO�ERGLO\�H[SDQVLYHQHVV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�HOHYDWRU��EXW�FRQVWUDLQHG�´�± 

that surely reflects the spatiotemporal constriction FHQWUDO�WR�/HGHU¶V�WKHRU\�131 Such feelings 

RI�FDSWLYLW\�DSSHDU�UHJXODUO\�ZKHUH�µRWKHUV¶�UHODWH�H[Seriences of objectification. Hence Fanon 

GHVFULEHV�KRZ��WKURXJK�WKH�JD]H��³OH�%ODQF�[«�O@¶HPSULVRQQDLW´��³«�MH�PH�SRUWDL�ORLQ�GH�PRQ�

 
126 <RXQJ�� µ%UHDVWHG�([SHULHQFH¶��S�����; Riki Anne Wilchins, 'What Does It Cost to Tell the Truth?', in The 
Transgender Studies Reader, ed. by Susan Stryker and Stephen Whittle (New York; London: Routledge, 2006), 
pp. 547-551 (p. 548).  
127 Nordmarken, p. 44. 
128 Ibid. 
129 Wilchins, p. 549. 
130 Yancy, p. 57. 
131 Ibid., p. 56. 
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être-Oj��WUqV�ORLQ��PH�FRQVWLWXDQW�REMHW�´132 7KHVH�DFFRXQWV�RI�%ODFN�PHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH�UHVRQDWH�

ZLWK�1RUGPDUNHQ¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ of trans experience ± ³7KH�H\HV�DUH�VWLOO�VWDULQJ��7KH�HQHUJ\�LV�

smothering. Suffocating. I feel cornered�´�± and with my own.133 In such instances, the capacity 

of those outside of the norm for normative intentional engagement in the world is manifestly, 

and radically, compromised. And this is compounded by a further effect of objectification: the 

disruption of the schéma corporel. For Merleau-Ponty, as we have seen, the schéma corporel 

grounds our possibilities for action, and thus our experience of the world as correlates of that 

action. ,Q�WKLV�OLJKW��)DQRQ¶V�FRQWHQWLRQ�WKDW��LQ�WKH�ZKLWH�JD]H� ³O¶KRPPH�GH�FRXOHXU�UHQFRQWUH�

GHV�GLIILFXOWpV�GDQV�O¶pODERUDWLRQ�GH�VRQ�VFKpPD�FRUSRUHO´, could not be more significant.134 He 

explicitly locates these difficulties in experiences of objectification, through which Black men 

come to know and be aware of their bodies in the third person.135 Taking care not to erase the 

UDFLDO�VSHFLILFLWLHV�RI�)DQRQ¶s account, we might never the less seek to expand his analysis to 

account for the experiences of different µRWKHUV¶��Consider the parallels between his account of 

the violence of the white gaze, as disruption of the schéma corporel ± ³«�XQ�DUUDFKHPHQW��XQH 

KpPRUUDJLH�TXL�FDLOODLW�GX�VDQJ�QRLU�VXU�WRXW�PRQ�FRUSV�«´�± DQG�&ODUH¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�EHLQJ�

objectified as a disabled person, and its implications for embodiment: ³«�D�SDLU�RI�H\HV�FDXJKW�

me >«@ WRUH�VNLQ�IURP�PXVFOH��PXVFOH�IURP�ERQH�´136 Objectification, then, is a double-edged 

VZRUG��7KHUHLQ��µRWKHUV¶�DUH�QRW�RQO\ seen ± regardé ± more often, and therefore have a regular 

or enduring experience dys-appearance, but, critically, are seen in particular ways that inhibit 

or even foreclose an experience of the world in terms of the comfort, freedom, and competence 

that characterise Merleau-3RQW\¶V�normative intentionality. 

 

 
132 Fanon, p. 91. 
133 Nordmarken, p. 41. 
134 Fanon, p. 89. 
135 Ibid. 
136 Fanon, p. 91.; Eli Clare, 'Gawking, Gaping, Staring', GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 9 (2003), 
258. 
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6HHLQJ�µRWKHUV¶��VHHLQJ�RWKHUZLVH 

 

Sartre considers the être-pour-autrui, and thus the awareness of self as object for others, to be 

D�SHUPDQHQW�RQWRORJLFDO�SRVVLELOLW\�IRU�KLV�VXEMHFW��³'DQV�OD�PHVXUH�R��O¶RPQLSUpVHQFH�G¶DXWUXL�

HVW�OH�IDLW�IRQGDPHQWDO��O¶REMHFWLYLWp�GH�PRQ�rWUH-là est une dimension constante de ma facticité 

«´137 Indeed, in a sense, he regards it as a permanent IHDWXUH�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��³«�j�FKDTXH�

instant autrui me regarde «´138 And yet, because his subject is always able to return the regard 

± to shift from immanence to transcendence ± the omnipresence of autrui does not translate to 

WKH�NLQGV�RI�V\VWHPDWLF�RU�ODVWLQJ�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�VHOI�DV�REMHFW�IRXQG�LQ�WHVWLPRQ\�IURP�µRWKHUV¶��

Never the less, his conception of autrui as omnipresent possibility of the regard might prove 

useful for interrogating bodily otherness. In effect, the être-pour-autrui not only surfaces in the 

direct experience of being looked at, but in response to events in the world that manifest the 

possibility of autrui as spectator: 

 
Sans doute, ce qui manifeste le plus souvent XQ�UHJDUG��F¶HVW�OD�
convergence vers moi de deux globes oculaires. Mais il se 
GRQQHUD� WRXW� DXVVL� ELHQ� j� O¶RFFDVLRQ� G¶XQ� IURLVVHPHQW� GH�
EUDQFKHV��G¶XQ�EUXLW�GH�SDV�VXLYL�GX�VLOHQFH��GH�O¶HQWUHEkLOOHPHQW�
G¶XQ�YROHW��G¶XQ�OpJHU�PRXYHPHQW�G¶XQ�ULGHDX�139 

 

What is particularly notable in these examples, which he terms monitions, is their anchorage in 

SHUVRQDO�DQG�VRFLDO�KLVWRULHV�WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�LPSOLHV��EXW�QHYHU�DGGUHVVHV��IRU�³XQ�OpJHU�

PRXYHPHQW�G¶XQ�ULGHDX´�RU�³O¶HQWUHEkLOOHPHQW�G¶XQ�YROHW´�WR�ILJXUH�DV�XQH�³RFFDVLRQ�>«@ de 

réaliser mon être-regardé´��WKH�VXEMHFW�PXVW�DOUHDG\�EH�VLWXDWHG��SUHVHQWO\�DQG�KLVWRULFDOO\��LQ�

a society with contingent objects, and ways of engaging with them.140 In a word, if perception 

of particular events as monitions is contingent on personal and collective histories, then we 

 
137 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 392. 
138 Ibid., p. 296. 
139 Ibid., p. 297. 
140 Ibid., p. 316. 
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might speculate that objectification, as systematic exposure to the regard, preconditions those 

without the norm to perceive monitions where those within it would not. What is more, Sartre 

claims that the presence of autrui is immaterial to our experience of monitions as triggering the 

être-pour-autrui.141 Returning to his example of the subject listening at a door, he remarks how 

the realisation that a monition ± ³«� M¶HQWHQGV�GHV�SDV� [«] TXHOTX¶XQ�P¶D� YX�«´�± was a 

³IDXVVH�DOHUWH´�GRHV�QRW�QHJDWH�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WKH�être-regardé. Indeed, he notes how, here, 

the mere possibility of being seen shifts the subject into the être-pour-autrui��³«�>DXWUXL@�HVW�

partout à présent, en dessous de moi, au-dessus de moi, dans les chambres voisines [«] je ne 

FHVVH�SOXV�G¶éprouver mon être-pour-DXWUXL�«´142 Perhaps most crucial for our account, he 

also observes how the endurance of the être-regardé VLJQLILFDQWO\�FXUWDLOV�KLV�VXEMHFW¶V�IUHHGRm 

RI�DFWLRQ���³/¶H[LVWHQFH�G¶DXWUXL�HVW�VL�ORLQ�G¶rWUH�PLVH�HQ�GRXWH�TXH�FHWWH�IDXVVH�DOHUWH�SHXW�WUqV�

ELHQ�DYRLU�SRXU�FRQVpTXHQFH�GH�PH�IDLUH�UHQRQFHU�j�PRQ�HQWUHSULVH�´143 

 ,Q�HIIHFW��WXUQLQJ�WR�WHVWLPRQ\�IURP�µRWKHUV¶��ZH�ILQG�WKDW�WKH\�H[SHULHQFH�FHUWDLn events 

as monitions that most subjects would not, precisely because their exposure to objectification 

has conditioned them to do so. Moving through public space as a Black man, Yancy encounters 

one such monition LQ�WKH�³WKH�VXGGHQ�VRXQG�RI�FDU�GRRUV�ORFNing²FOLFN��FOLFN��FOLFN�´144 These 

³clicks´�IXQFWLRQ�WR�DUWLFXODWH�WKH�regard, both indicating and replacing the direct stare of white 

SHRSOH��³7KH�clicking sounds are always already accompanied by white nervous gestures, and 

eyes that want to look, but are KHVLWDQW�WR�GR�VR�´145 Indeed, he understands them as extensions 

of the same regard WKDW�RSHUDWHV� LQ�GLUHFW�YLVLRQ��GUDZLQJ�SDUDOOHOV�EHWZHHQ� WKHVH�³FOLFNV´��

³ZKLWH�ZRPHQ�>FURVVLQJ@�WR�WKH�RWKHU�VLGH�RI�WKH�VWUHHW�RQFH�WKH\�KDYH�VHHQ�>KLP@´��DQG�³ZKLWH�

 
141 Ibid. 
142 Ibid. 
143 Ibid. 
144 George Yancy, 'Confiscated Bodies', in 50 Concepts for a Critical Phenomenology, ed. by Gail Weiss, Ann V. 
Murphy, and Gayle Salamon (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2020), pp. 69-76 (p. 73). 
145 <DQF\��µ:KLWH *D]HV¶��S����� 
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men >ORRNLQJ@�VHYHUDO�WLPHV�RYHU�WKHLU�VKRXOGHUV�DV�>KH�ZDONV@�EHKLQG�WKHP´�146 His experience 

turns out to be HPEOHPDWLF�RI�PDQ\�µRWKHUV¶�ZKRVH�H[LVWHQFH�LV�PDUNHG�E\�HYHQWV�WKDW�ILJXUH�

as monitions through their wider experiences of objectification. Gordon and Riger point to the 

³ZKLVWOHV�� XQZDQWHG� KXJV� DQG� SLQFKHV´� WKDW� SXQFWXDWH�ZRPHQ¶V�PRYHPHQW� through public 

VSDFH�� ZKLOH� 6WDQNR� DQG� &XUU\� HYRNH� ³QDPH-FDOOLQJ�� VSLWWLQJ� DQG� LQWUXVLYH� FRPPHQWV´� DV�

commonplace for queer people.147 Conditioned to recognise such events as monitions, and 

H[SRVHG�WR�WKHP�IDU�PRUH�RIWHQ�WKDQ�WKRVH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUP��µRWKHUV¶�WKXV�H[SHULHQFH�WKH�regard, 

and the être-pour-autrui, far more often than those within the norm. What is more, in line with 

6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�³IDXVVH�DOHUWH´��ZH�ILQG�WKDW�WKH�être-pour-autrui ± when brought on by 

a regard, or a monition ± is not transient, but lasting. Nordmarken gestures towards this in trans 

experience: ³7KH�H\HV�WR�P\�ULJKW�ORRN�DZD\��WKHQ��%XW�WKHLU�HQHUJ\�KDV�QRW�PRYHG��LW�UHPDLQV 

LQ�P\�VSDFH��,�VWLOO�IHHO�WKHLU�DWWXQHPHQW�WR�P\�PRYHPHQWV��WKHLU�DZDUHQHVV�RI�PH�´148 Indeed, 

Yancy directly address the possibility of being wrong about the presence, or nature, of a regard: 

³«� ZKDW� LI� ,¶P� PLVWDNHQ� [«] What difference does this make for me? [«] being 

epistemologically mistaken does not make a difference in terms of [my] lived H[SHULHQFH�«´149 

Further, Robert F. Murphy suggests that, in disability, objectification preconditions disabled 

people to expect the regard so much so that they sometLPHV�³LPDJLQH´�LW�150 Taken together, 

these accounts intimate that, IRU�µRWKHUV¶��WKH�regard, and the être-pour-autrui, are not only a 

permanent possibility, as for Sartre, but a permanent probability, if not an inevitability. 

Bodily otherness thus involves a sustained, systematic exposure to the regard through 

various modalities of objectification and a corresponding anticipation thereof, which, in 

 
146 Ibid. 
147 Margaret T. Gordon and Stephanie Riger, The Female Fear: The Social Cost of Rape, (Urbana, Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1991), p. 6.; Elizabeth A. Stanko and Paul Curry, 'Homophobic Violence and the Self 
'At Risk': Interrogating the Boundaries', Social & Legal Studies, 6 (1997), 518. 
148 Nordmarken, p. 41. 
149 <DQF\��µ:KLWH�*D]HV¶��S����� 
150 Murphy, The Body Silent, p. 107. 
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existential terms, translates into a hyperawareness of self as object for others. This is rendered 

particularly salient in trans experience. Wilchins notes how, through transition, trans bodies 

³EHFRPH�DQ�DUPHG�FDPS�>WR�EH@�VXUYH\HG´. Nordmarken HYRNHV�³D� IHHOLQJ�RI�VXUYHLOODQFH´�

JURXQGHG�LQ�³WKH�FXPXODWLYH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�VWUDQJHUV¶�DWWHQWLRQ´�151 Bartky portrays this same 

reality IRU�ZRPHQ�LQ�)RXFDXOGLDQ�WHUPV��7KHUH�LV��VKH�FODLPV��³D�SDQRSWLFDO�PDOH�FRQQRLVVHXU�

>«@ within the consciousness of moVW�ZRPHQ´��³7KH\�VWDQG�SHUSHWXDOO\�EHIRUH�KLV�JD]H�DQG�

under his judgment. Woman lives her body as seen by another, by an anonymous patriarchal 

2WKHU�´152 Crucially, it is here, in the constant DZDUHQHVV� DV� RQH¶V� ERG\� DV� DQ� REMHFW� IRU� D�

normative subject, tKDW�,ULV�0DULRQ�<RXQJ�JURXQGV�KHU�DFFRXQW�RI�³IHPDOH�ERG\�H[SHULHQFH´��

Taking up Merleau-3RQW\��<RXQJ¶V�EDVLF�FODLP�LV�WKDW�ZRPHQ�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�XVH�WKHLU�ERGLHV�

GLIIHUHQWO\� WR�PHQ�� ³«� WKHUH� LV� D� SDUWLFXODU� VW\OH� RI� ERGLO\� FRPSRUWPHQW� WKDW� LV� W\SLFDO� RI�

feminine existence, and this style consists of particular modalities of the structures and 

FRQGLWLRQV�RI�WKH�ERG\¶V�H[LVWHQFH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�´153 7KHVH�³PRGDOLWLHV´��VKH�VWDWHV��GHULYH�LQ�

SDUW� IURP�³WKH� IDFW� WKDW� WKH�ZRPDQ� OLYHV�KHU� ERG\� DV� object as well as suEMHFW´�154 Hence, 

ZRPHQ¶V�ERGLO\�FRPSRUWPHQW�LV�RIWHQ�FKDUDFWHULVHG�E\�³D�IDLOXUH�WR�PDNH�IXOO�XVH�RI�WKH�ERG\¶V�

VSDWLDO�DQG� ODWHUDO�SRWHQWLDOLWLHV´��D�UHODWLYH�ODFN�RI�³HDVH�DQG�QDWXUDOQHVV´�DQG�RI�³IOXLG�DQG�

GLUHFWHG�PRWLRQ´��DQG�D�WHQGHQF\�³QRW�WR�UHDFK� extend, lean, stretch, and follow through in the 

GLUHFWLRQ�RI�KHU�LQWHQWLRQ´�155 Women, she remarks, tend to DSSURDFK�³SK\VLFDO�HQJDJHPHQWV´�

ZLWK�³WLPLGLW\��XQFHUWDLQW\��DQG�KHVLWDQF\´��ZKLFK�UHIOHFWV�D�³ODFN�>RI@�WUXVW�LQ�>WKHLU@�ERGLHV´�156 

In other words��ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�WKH�regard give rise to ways of being in and using their 

 
151 Wilchins, p. 548.; Nordmarken, p. 41. 
152 Bartky, p. 72. 
153 <RXQJ��µ7KURZLQJ�/LNH�D�*LUO��$�3KHQRPHQRORJ\�RI�)HPLQLQH�%RG\�&RPSRUWPHQW��0RWLOLW\��DQG�6SDWLDOLW\¶��
p. 31. 
154 Ibid., p. 44. 
155 Ibid., pp. 32, 33. 
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bodies that are characterised by a lack of the comfort, freedom and competence that Merleau-

Ponty takes for granted in his theory of the subject. 

Against his normative description of embodiment, wherein the body figures as the silent 

context grounding our actions in the world, she articulates a phenomenological description of 

WKHVH�³PRGDOLWLHV�RI�IHPLQLQH�PRWLOLW\´�LQ�WHUPV�RI�³DQ�ambiguous transcendence, an inhibited 

intentionality, and a discontinuous unity´�157 There are clear parallels between these concepts, 

and those that typify dys-appearance: intentional disruption, and spatiotemporal constriction: 

if Leder speculates as to whether sustained experiences of dys-appearance may have existential 

implications for women, Young confirms that suspicion, demonstrating that the regard, and its 

internalisation, inhibits them from experiencing their bodies in terms of comfort, freedom, or  

competence. Elsewhere, in a discussion of transphobia, Gayle Salamon ventures that we might 

H[SDQG�<RXQJ¶V�analysis to think DERXW�D�UDQJH�RI�µRWKHUV¶: people of colour, gay people, and 

trans people.158 Black scholars, and scholars of colour, provide compelling impetus for such an 

enterprise��,I�ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH�LQ�WKH�SDWULDUFKDO�regard is one of a permanent awareness of 

self as object, then we might, taking up Ahmed, understand the experiences of people of colour 

similarly��³7R�EH�EODFN�RU�QRW�ZKLWH� Ln µthe white world¶ is to turn back toward oneself, to 

EHFRPH�DQ�REMHFW�«´159 Herein, returning to Yancy, dys-appearance LV�VXVWDLQHG��³0\�OLYHG-

body comes back to me like something ontologically occurrent, something merely there in its 

IDFWLFLW\�´160 Evoking the experiences of another Black scholar, Cornel West, he describes how 

WKH�ERG\�³XQGHUJRHV�D�SURFHVV�RI�WKHPDWL]DWLRQ´ WKURXJK�ZKLFK�LW�FRPHV�WR�³>VWDQG@�RXW�DV�DQ�

iPSHGLPHQW´�161 Critically��DV�WKH�WHUP�³LPSHGLPHQW´�LQGLFDWHV��KH�DUJXHV�WKDW�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ��

as a source of dys-appearance, impinges XSRQ�WKH�%ODFN�VXEMHFW¶V�FDSDFLW\�IRU�DFWLRQ��LQ�³EHLQJ�

 
157 Ibid., p. 35. 
158 Gayle Salamon, The Life and Death of Latisha King: A Critical Phenomenology of Transphobia, (New York: 
NYU Press, 2018), p. 50. 
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reoriented toward his body as a suddenly distorted object [«] his embodied motility and 

DVSLUDWLRQV�>DUH@�DUUHVWHG´�162 In effect, returning to Ahmed, insofar as this subject internalises 

the objectifying regard ± ³«�WKH�EODFN�JD]H�UHWXUQV�WR�WKH�EODFN�ERG\ [« following] the line 

RI�WKH�KRVWLOH�ZKLWH�JD]H�«´�± WKH\�XQGHUJR�D�³GLVRULHQWDWLRQ´��ZKLFK�³GLPLQLVKHV�FDSDFLWLHV�

IRU�DFWLRQ´�163 If, in other words, WKH�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�SUHVFULEHV�FHUWDLQ�³PRGDOLWLHV´�

of embodiment and motility wherein comfort, freedom, and competence are compromised, then 

WKH�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�RI�µRWKHUV¶�PRUH�ZLGHO\�PLJKW�EH�VHHQ�WR�IXQFWLRQ�LQ�DQDORJRXV�ZD\V��DV�WKH�

work of these scholars of colour makes plain. 

 

Être-autre-pour-autrui 

 

<DQF\¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�LQWURGXFHV�D�IXUWKHU�GLmension of the regard ± as systematic, and sustained 

± that frustrates normative intentional engagement in the world, namely the particular object 

WKDW�µRWKHUV¶�DUH�LQ�D�QRUPDWLYH�JD]H��Under the white gaze, he becomes aware of his body not 

as mere object, EXW�DV�³DQ�H[WUDQHRXV�thing, something foreign�´164 3XW�VLPSO\��IRU�µRWKHUV¶��WKH�

regard triggers an awareness not simply RI�RQH¶V�ERG\�DV�REMHFW��EXW�RI�RQH¶V�ERG\�DV�foreign 

object, for a normative observer. This may not, at first glance, appear to be DW�RGGV�ZLWK�6DUWUH¶V�

account. Therein, as we have seen, the être-pour-autrui inaugurates an awareness of self, and 

body, as an object whose nature ± as determined in subjectivities other than are own, which are 

necessarily beyond our reach ± remains elusive: this object figures for us as DQ�³pWUDQJHU´�WKDW�

we take up ³VDQV�TX¶LO�FHVVH�G¶rWUH�XQ�pWUDQJHU´�165 At the same time, he also notes that we can 

develop an approximation of the object that we are for others through their actions and gestures, 

such as speech��³�«�OH�ODQJDJH�>PH�UpYqOH@�TX¶DXWUXL�PH�WLHQW�SRXU�PpFKDQW�RX�SRXU�MDORX[�
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«´166 6R�WKH�VHQVH�RI�³pWUDQJHU´�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�DFFRXQW�PLJKW�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�different from how 

I perceive myself, in ways that I can never fully know. This is not, however, the meaning of 

³IRUHLJQ´�IRU�<DQF\��,QGHHG��LW�DOPRVW�KROGV�DQ�RSSRVLWH�PHDQLQJ��QDPHO\� different from how 

I perceive myself, in ways that I know all too well��7KLV�LV�PDQLIHVW�LQ�WHVWLPRQ\�IURP�µRWKHUV¶��

for whom the predicament posed by the regard is rarely a lack of awareness of the particular 

object that they are for others, but instead a hyperawareness of that object, precisely because it 

is often negatively-coded in line with stereotypes about a given marginalised group. In effect, 

the regard is not only quantitatively normative ± those outside of the norm are looked at more 

than those within it ± but qualitatively so: it structures ways of seeing, even the limits of sight, 

within those differential distributions of who looks, and who is looked at. The regard is not 

neutral, but structured by a normative visual schema that determines what is perceived, and 

KRZ��/LQGD�0DUWtQ�$OFRII�HYRNHV�WKLV�LQ�D�UHIOHFWLRQ�RQ�UDFH��³«�WKHUH�LV�QR�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�

YLVLEOH�WKDW�LV�QRW�DOUHDG\�LPEXHG�ZLWK�YDOXH�´167 Instead, the regard IXQFWLRQV�WKURXJK�D�³YLVXDO�

registry [«] WKDW�LV�VRFLDOO\�FRQVWUXFWHG��KLVWRULFDOO\�HYROYLQJ��DQG�FXOWXUDOO\�YDULHJDWHG´.168 In 

a discussion of anti-black violence, Judith Butler argues that all perception in Western society 

RFFXUV�ZLWKLQ�³UDFLDOO\�VDWXUDWHG�ILHOG�RI�YLVLELOLW\´�ZKHUHLQ�³UDFLVP�pervades white perception, 

structuring ZKDW�FDQ�DQG�FDQQRW�DSSHDU´�169 Taking up this discussion, Gail Weiss develops 

this conception of normative visual schema as hermeneutic limitation: ³«�VHHLQJ�DOZD\V�WDNHV�

place within a particular cultural framework that helps to define the limits of perceptual 

LQWHOOLJLELOLW\�´170 Put simply, the regard is not neutral, but operates through a culturally and 

historically contingent horizon that determines what can and cannot be seen, and how. 
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,W�LV�SUHFLVHO\�WKLV�FRQYLFWLRQ�WKDW�JURXQGV�<DQF\¶V�DZDUHQHVV�RI�KLPVHOI�DV�D�³IRUHLJQ´� 

³«�WKH�ZKLWH�JD]H�[«] is a structured way of µseeing,¶ which is mediated by certain racist 

QRUPV�DQG�YDOXHV�«´171 +LV�FODLP�WKDW��ZLWKLQ�WKLV�ZD\�RI�VHHLQJ��³WKH�%ODFN�>LV@�WKDW�ZKLFK�LV�

epistemologically and ontologically µgiven¶´, UHFDOOV�)DQRQ¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�EHLQJ�VXEMHFW�WR�

the regard��³(W�YRLOj��FH�Q¶HVt pas moi qui me crée un sens, mais le sens qui était là, pré-existant, 

P¶DWWHQGDQW�´172 Herein, he LV� ³VXU-GpWHUPLQp�GH� O¶H[WpULHXU´�� SUHILJXULQJ�<DQF\¶V� assertion 

that Black people, and their bodies, are so often ³RYHUGHWHUPLQHG´��DQG�WKXV�³FRQVWUXFWHG�[«] 

as a denigrated thing�´173 Crucially, this is not an approximation, or a speculation, of how they 

DUH�VHHQ��%ODFN�SHRSOH�DUH�QRW�³HSLVWHPRORJLFDOO\�VNHSWLFDO´�DERXW�VXFK�SDWWHUQV�RI�ZKLWH� ± 

normative ± YLVLRQ��EHFDXVH�WKH\�³DOZD\V�DOUHDG\�VKDUH�D�IDPLOLDU world, a shared integument, 

as it were, where white people and the ways of whiteness are known�´174 ,Q�D�ZRUG��µRWKHUV¶�± 

here, Black people ± are aware of how they are objectified within the normative gaze precisely 

because this gaze is an articulation of the social worlds and cultural horizons that they share 

ZLWK�WKRVH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUP��7R�WKH�H[WHQW��WKHQ��WKDW�6DUWUH¶V�regard gives rise to the être-pour-

autrui, we might understand WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�WKH�QRUPDWLYH�regard in similarly 

ontological terms as an être-autre-pour-autrui. Further, if, as we established in our study of 

REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�� µRWKHUV¶� FRPH� WR� LQWHUQDOLVH� WKH� DZDUHQHVV� RI� WKHLU� ERG\� DV� REMHFW�� WKHQ� LW�

follows that they also integrate the awareness of their body as foreign object. In effect, for 

Sartre, our self-perception is always mediated through the regard��³/¶rWUH-pour-autrui est un 

fait constant de ma réalité humaine et je le saisis avec sa nécessité de fait dans la moindre 

pensée que je forme sur moi-PrPH�´175 This is not to say that, in his account, we are always in 

the mode of the être-pour-autrui, but rather that it is a constant possibility, and, crucially, the 
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implicit backdrop of any view we take upon ourselves. Accordingly, HYHQ�LI�µRWKHUV¶�know that 

the object that they are for the normative regard is fallacious, or harmful, they never the less 

internalise that view of themselves. 7KLV�FRPHV�WKURXJK�SRZHUIXOO\�LQ�<DQF\¶V�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�KLV�

encounter with a white woman: ³'HVSLWH�ZKDW�,�WKLQN�DERXW�P\VHOI��KRZ�,�DP�IRU-myself, her 

perspective, her third-SHUVRQ�DFFRXQW��VHHSV�LQWR�P\�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�´176 

In spite of the incongruity between who he knows himself to be and who the white gaze 

FRQVWUXFWV�KLP�WR�EH��KH�LV�DEOH�WR�DGRSW�KHU�SHUVSHFWLYH��³,�FDWFK�D�JOLPSVH�RI�P\VHOI�WKURXJK�

KHU�H\HV�DQG�MXVW�IRU�WKDW�PRPHQW�,�H[SHULHQFH�VRPH�IRUP�RI�GRXEOH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�«´177 Here, 

WKH�UHIHUHQFH�WR�³GRXEOH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV´�FRQMXUHV�WKH�ZRUN�RI�%ODFN�Vcholar W. E. B. Du Bois, 

who first coined the term in a description of Black experience: 

 
«�WKH�1HJUR�LV�D�VRUW�RI�VHYHQWK�VRQ��ERUQ�ZLWK�D�YHLO��DQG�JLIWHG�
with second-sight in this American world,²a world which yields 
him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself 
through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar 
sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always 
ORRNLQJ� DW� RQH¶V� VHOI� WKURXJK� WKH� H\HV�RI� RWKHUV�� RI�PHDVXULQJ�
RQH¶V� VRXO� E\� WKH� WDSH� Rf a world that looks on in amused 
contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness,²an American, a 
Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two 
warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 
keeps it from being torn asunder.178 

 

7DNLQJ�XS�'X�%RLV¶�DFFRXQW��ZH�PLJKW�VSHFXODWH�WKDW�LW�LV�QRW�RQO\�WKH�regard that is systematic, 

DQG�VXVWDLQHG��IRU�µRWKHUV¶��EXW�DOVR�WKH�RQWRORJLFDO�GLPHQVLRQ�WKDW�LW�HQJHQGHUV��WKH�être-autre-

pour-autrui, or the awareness of self as foreign object. IQ�HIIHFW��VXFK�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�³GRXEOH�

FRQVFLRXVQHVV´�DUH�FRPPRQ�WR�WHVWLPRQ\�IURP�D�UDQJH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��/DWLQ�$PHULFDQ�SKLORVRSKHU�

0DUtD�/XJRQHV�GHVFULEHV�KHUVHOI�DV�³DQ�DPELJXRXV�EHLQJ��D�WZR-LPDJHG�VHOI´��ZKRVH�DPELJXLW\�

derives from her awareness of the ³VWHUHRW\SLFDO�FRQVWUXFWLRQ´�RI�³/DWLQ-$PHULFDQ´�ZRPHQ�179 
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6XFK�VWHUHRW\SHV�PRWLYDWH�ZKDW�%DUWN\�WHUPV�³D�GHSUHFLDWHG�DOWHU�HJR´�LQ�ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH��

ZKLFK�LV�QRQH�RWKHU�WKDQ�³DQ�DOWHUQDWH�VHOI��D�WUXQFDWHG�DQG�LQIHULRU�VHOI´�180 Significant, here, 

is her FODLP�WKDW�WKLV�³WUXQFDWHG�VHOI´�UHVLGHV�ZLWKLQ�KHU�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��³«�LW�LV�LQVLGH�RI�PH��D�

SDUW�RI�P\VHOI�´181 Disabled writers point to analogous experiences. Finn Carling relates how, 

growing up with cerebral palsy, his repeated exposures to the able-bodLHG�JD]H�³IRUFHG�>KLP@�

LQWR�D�FHUWDLQ�ZD\�RI�WKLQNLQJ´�DERXW�KLPVHOI�182 Indeed, philosopher Paulo Freire regards what 

KH�WHUPV�DQ�³H[LVWHQWLDO�GXDOLW\´��ZKLFK�LV�HIIHFWLYHO\�'X�%RLV¶�³GRXEOH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV´��to be 

a constitutive structure of oppressed consciousness: the oppressed ± µRWKHUV¶�± ³DUH�DW�WKH�VDPH�

WLPH�WKHPVHOYHV�DQG�WKH�RSSUHVVRU�ZKRVH�LPDJH�WKH\�KDYH�LQWHUQDOL]HG´�183 Further, he claims 

WKDW�WKLV�GXDOLW\�LQKLELWV�D�SHUVRQ¶V�FDSDFLWLHV�DQG�IUHHGRP�WR�DFW�184 His account thus resonates 

ZLWK�<DQF\¶V discussion of the ontologico-H[LVWHQWLDO�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�³GRXEOH�FRQVFLRXVQHVV´��

³7KH�LQWHUQDOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZKLWH�JD]H�FUHDWHV�D�GRXEOHQHVV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�%ODFN�SV\FKH��OHDGLQJ�WR�

a destructive process of superfluous self-surveillance, self-interrogation, and self-GRXEW�´185 

 The particular foreign object WKDW�µRWKHUV¶�NQRZ�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�EH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�QRUPDWLYH�

regard is bound up with the kinds of objectification to which they tend to be subjected. As we 

saw in our study of the various modalities of objectification, those outside of the norm are not 

MXVW�PDGH�REMHFW��EXW�PDGH�REMHFW�LQ�VSHFLILF�ZD\V��DQG�QRWDEO\��DV�³SUHGDWRU´��RU�³SUH\´��$QG��

turning to the OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶��WKH�VLJQLILFDQFH�RI�REMHFWLILFDWLRQ�± being made 

into foreign object��LQWR�³SUHGDWRU´��RU�³SUH\´�±, for intentional engagement in the world, is not 

limited to the obstructions brought about through dys-appearance. In fact, to be seen in certain 

ways, as certain objects, forecloses certain possibilities for action. Once again, Yancy provides 

 
180 Bartky, p. 24. 
181 Ibid., p. 25. 
182 Finn Carling, And Yet We Are Human, (London: Chatto & Windus, 1962), p. 49. 
183 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 30th Anniversary edn (New York; London: Continuum, 2005), p. 
61. 
184 Ibid., p. 48. 
185 George Yancy, 'Whiteness and the Return of the Black Body', The Journal of Speculative Philosophy, 19 
(2005), 219. 
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compelling evidence for this claim. He thus describes the foreign object that he knows himself 

to be in the white regard��³«�WKH�EODFN�ERG\�LV�GHHPHG�µdangerous,¶ µdefiled,¶ µhypersexual,¶ 

µevil,¶ µuncivilized,¶� µperverse,¶ and µmonstrous.¶´186 His awareness of himself as seen as a 

³GDQJHURXV�EHDVW��D�SKDQWRP�[«] D�GDUN�VDYDJH´�recollects )DQRQ¶V�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�WKH�³P\WKH�

GX�QqJUH´� WKDW�VWUXFWXUHV�ZKLWH�SHUFHSWLRQ��ZKHUHLQ�%ODFN�PHQ�ILJXUH�DV�³GHV�VDXYDJHV��GHV�

abrutis, des analphabètes´�187 As these accounts make salient, in the regard, Black people know 

themselves to figure as foreign objects that are none other than ³threatening objects´�188 They 

are aware not only of how their bodies are constructed ± as ³SUHGDWRU´��DV�³threatening´ ±, but 

of how these constructions predetermine how their actions and gestures will be interpreted. 

7KLV�LV�FOHDU�LQ�)DQRQ¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�KLV�encounter with a white child:  

 
Le nègre est une bête, le nègre est mauvais, le nègre est méchant, 
le nègre est laid ; tiens, un nègre, il fait froid, le nègre tremble, le 
QqJUH�WUHPEOH�SDUFH�TX¶LO�D�IURLG�� OH�SHWLW�JDUoRQ�WUHPEOH�SDUFH�
TX¶LO�D�SHXU�GX�QqJUH��OH�QqJUH�WUHPEOH�GH froid, ce froid qui vous 
WRUG�OHV�RV��OH�EHDX�SHWLW�JDUoRQ�WUHPEOH�SDUFH�TX¶LO�FURLW�TXH�OH�
nègre tremble de rage, le petit garçon blanc se jette dans les bras 
de sa mère : maman, le nègre va me manger.189 

 

Here, he traces the normative perceptual schema through which his actions, even those beyond 

his control ± ³«�OH�QqJUH�WUHPEOH�SDUFH�TX¶LO�D�IURLG�«´�± will inevitably be interpreted in line 

with his constitution as a threatening object. In other words, taking up %XWOHU¶V�DQDO\VLV�RI�this 

HQFRXQWHU��³WKH�EODFN�ERG\�LV�FLUFXPVFULEHG�DV�GDQJHURXV��SULRU�WR�DQ\�JHVWXUH´�DJDLQVW�DQG�

WRZDUGV�³KHOSOHVV´�ZKLWH�SHRSOH��ZKR�LPSOLFLWO\�ILJXUH�DV�³LQ�QHHG�RI�SURWHFWLRQ´�190 

 7KH�YDOXH�RI�%XWOHU¶V�DQDO\VLV��ZKHUHLQ�WKH\�WDNH�)DQRQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH�DV�D�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW�

for a discussion of police brutality against men of colour, lies in their claim that the construction 

 
186 <DQF\��µ&RQILVFDWHG�%RGLHV¶��S����� 
187 <DQF\��µ:KLWH�*D]HV¶��S�����; Fanon, p. 94. 
188 <DQF\��µ&RQILVFDWHG�%RGLHV¶��S����� 
189 Fanon, pp. 91-92. 
190 %XWOHU��µ(QGDQJHUHG�(QGDQJHULQJ¶��S����� 
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of Black men as threat prefigures and rationalises violence against them: if the bodies of Black 

PHQ�ILJXUH�DV�³WKH�VLWH�DQG�VRXUFH�RI�GDQJHU´��WKH\�VWDWH��WKHQ�DQ\�DFWLRQV�WDNHQ�WR�³VXEGXH�WKLV�

ERG\��HYHQ�LI�LQ�DGYDQFH��>DUH@�MXVWLILHG�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�WKH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�´191 This is manifest in 

police violence against BlacN�PHQ��DV�LV�HYLGHQW�LQ�WKH�DVVDXOW�RI�5RGQH\�.LQJ��³«�KH�LV�KLW�LQ�

exchange for the blows he never delivered, but which he is, by virtue of his blackness, always 

DERXW�WR�GHOLYHU�´192 In light of %XWOHU¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ��6DOaPRQ�GUDZV�D�VLPLODU�FRQFOXVLRQ��³%Oack 

bodies are caricatured as dangerous and feared, a characterization that is then used to justify 

WKH�YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�WKHP�´193 +HQFH��DV�<DQF\�DQG�)DQRQ¶V�DFFRXQWV�FRPPXQLFDWH��IRU�%ODFN�

men, to be aware of oneself as foreign ± threatening ± object is to be aware of oneself as a site 

of potential violence. Further, it is to know that RQH¶V actions and movements will always be 

interpreted through the prism of threatening object, so that to act or move in certain ways will 

be taken as an invitation and rationalisation for white violence. This is nowhere more evident 

than in the police murders of Black men and boys such as Philando Castile, Stephon Clark and 

Tamir Rice, to name just three of many: non-violent movements ± reaching for identification, 

using a mobile phone, etc. ± are read as acts of aggression so as to justify violence, and murder. 

Thus, if Black men know that to act in certain ways ± indeed, that to act at all ± can bring about 

violence, then those ways of acting, and their basic freedom to act, are effectively proscribed. 

While a caveat must be placed on the singularity RI�%ODFN�PHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFHV�RI white violence, 

we might tentatively expand this description to non-%ODFN�µRWKHUV¶�ZKR��DV�QRWHG�DERYH��ILJXUH�

as ³SUHGDWRUV´��DQG�WKXV�threatening objects, in the regard. Indeed, Salamon evokes Rodney 

King to shed light upon WKH�PXUGHU�RI�/DWLVKD�.LQJ��D�%ODFN�WUDQV�JLUO��³« in both instances 

[«] violence directed at the vulnerable [is] made possible through a fantasy structure in which 

WKH�SHUSHWUDWRUV�RI�WKDW�YLROHQFH�DWWULEXWH�DQ�DJJUHVVLYLW\�WR�WKRVH�YXOQHUDEOH�VXEMHFWV�´194 She 

 
191 Ibid. 
192 Ibid., p. 19. 
193 Salamon, The Life and Death of Latisha King, p. 88. 
194 Ibid., p. 89. 
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points to ³gay panic´ and ³trans panic´ legal defences, wherein violence done to queer people 

is justified by their construction within the normative regard DV�³SUHGDWRUV´��KLJKOLJKWLQJ�KRZ�

WUDQVVH[XDOLW\�LV�VHHQ�³DV�LWVHOI�D�YLROHQW�DFW�RI�DJJUHVVLRQ´�195 Therefore, like people of colour, 

queer and trans people are often aware of how their movement and gestures will likely be read 

± in terms of aggression ± and this awareness circumscribes their capacity and freedom to act. 

 SalaPRQ¶V�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�/DWLVKD�.LQJ¶V�PXUGHU�DOVR�UHYHDOV�D�VLPLODU�H[LVWHQWLDO�UHDOLW\�

IRU�WKRVH�µRWKHUV¶�ZKR�DUH�REMHFWLILHG�DV�³SUH\´��,Q�HIIHFW��DV�D�WUDQV�JLUO��/DWLVKD�LV�FRQVWLWXWHG�

through the regard DV�ERWK�³SUHGDWRU´�DQG�DV�³SUH\´��VKH�LV�³VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�>PDUNHG «] as 

aggressive and [«] DV�WKH�SURSHU�WDUJHW�RI�DJJUHVVLRQ�´196 Put simply, not only does she figure 

as a threatening object, but also as what we might term, paraphrasing Yancy, as a ³threatened 

object´��,Q�HIIHFW��DV�WHVWLPRQ\�IURP�WKH�PXUGHU�WULDO�PDNHV�SODLQ��/DWLVKD¶V�PRYHPHQW�WKURXJK�

the world as a trans girl is regarded not just DV�D�³sexual act´��DQG�WKXV�DV�DQ�³DFW�RI�DJJUHVVLRQ´��

but as making herself a target: many of her teachers claimed to have been ³FRQFHUQHG�[«] with 

/DWLVKD¶V�µnegative attention-seeking¶, a pseudoclinical turn of phrase that might be translated 

here as you are asking for it�´197 Here, the rhetoric recalls dialogue around sexual violence done 

to women, cis and trans alike. Catharine MacKinnon reflects RQ�VXFK�YLROHQFH��³5DSHG�ZRPHQ�

are seen as asking for it��LI�D�PDQ�ZDQWHG�KHU��VKH�PXVW�KDYH�ZDQWHG�KLP�´198 Indeed, like people 

of colour and queer people, women are often highly aware of how their actions tend to be read 

in ways that justify these kinds of violence. As with police brutality and transphobic violence, 

we find evidence of this in legal proceedings, where charges of rape and harassment are often 

³KDUPHG�E\�HYLGHQFH�RI�H[HUFLVLQJ�VH[XDO�DJHQF\��RU�LQGHHG�E\�H[KLELWLQJ�DQ\�EHKDYLRXU�WKDW�

 
195 Ibid., p. 5. 
196 Ibid., p. 158. 
197 Ibid., pp. 5, 120. 
198 &DWKHULQH� $��0DF.LQQRQ�� 
6H[XDOLW\�� 3RUQRJUDSK\�� DQG�0HWKRG�� �3OHDVXUH� XQGHU� 3DWULDUFK\´
�� Ethics, 99 
(1989), 330. [my italics] 
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LV�QRW�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�IHPLQLQH�´199 Similarly, as seen as recently as last year, with the murder of 

Sarah Everard, imperatives to not go out at night, or alone, render women highly cognisant of 

how their actions and movement are inevitably and always read through a normative regard 

wherein they are constituted as threatened objects, as sites of probable violence. Women can 

neither act nor move freely, for fear that such acts or movement will be read as invitations to 

enact violence, or misinterpreted as provocations for such violence post factum. For those made 

threatening object as for those made threatened object, then, acts are foreclosed through the 

possibility of violence. Indeed, in some sense, to be a threatening object is precisely to be a 

threatened object, because to know oneself to be objectified as aggressive is to know oneself 

to be a target for potential violence. 

 

Anticipation, reorientation, sedimentation 

 

To figure as threatening object or threatened object in the regard is thus WR�KDYH�RQH¶V�IUHHGRP�

DQG�SRVVLELOLWLHV�IRU�DFWLRQ�UDGLFDOO\�FXUWDLOHG�WKURXJK�D�IHDU�RI�SDLQ��YLROHQFH��RU�GHDWK��6DUWUH¶V�

account of the regard does make space for conceptualising such experiences, notably insofar 

as it involves an experience of vulneraELOLW\��³&H�TXH�MH�VDLVLV�LPPpGLDWHPHQW�ORUVTXH�M¶HQWHQGV�

FUDTXHU�OHV�EUDQFKHV�GHUULqUH�PRL��FH�Q¶HVW�SDV�TX¶LO�\�D�TXHOTX¶XQ��F¶HVW�TXH�MH�VXLV�YXOQpUDEOH��

TXH�M¶DL�XQ�FRUSV�TXL�SHXW�rWUH�EOHVVp�«´200 Herein, not only are we vulnerable, but also, ³HQ�

dangeU´�201 More often than not, though, for Sartre, this is DQ�H[LVWHQWLDO�RU�RQWRORJLFDO�³GDQJHU´ 

± the risk of the self and its possibilities being made object by and for another subject ± rather 

than the kinds of material danger that characterise the être-autre-pour-autrui, as the experience 

RI�µRWKHUV¶�LQ�WKH�regard. None the less, if, to be seen, in his view, engenders an awareness of 

 
199 Courtney Fraser, 'From "Ladies First" to "Asking for It": Benevolent Sexism in the Maintenance of Rape 
Culture', California Law Review, 103 (2015), 158. 
200 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 298. 
201 Ibid., p. 307. 
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RQH¶V�ERG\�DV�³XQ�FRUSV�TXL�SHXW�rWUH�EOHVVé´��WKHQ�WKe simple fact of sustained and systematic 

subjection to the regard logically translates to a lasting awareness of self as site of potential 

YLROHQFH��)RU�WKRVH�µRWKHUV¶�IXUWKHU�REMHFWLILHG�DV�threatening object or threatened object, and 

thus as targets for normative violence, this sense of vulnerability is surely compounded. Hence, 

we might grasp the experience of the regard for those outside of the norm in terms of fear. In 

HIIHFW��IROORZLQJ�$KPHG��³)HDU�LQYROYHV�DQ�anticipation of hurt or injury. Fear projects us from 

WKH�SUHVHQW�LQWR�D�IXWXUH�´202 6XFK�DQ�³DQWLFLSDWLRQ´�LV�VXUHO\�ZKDW�RSHUDWHV�ZKHUH�µRWKHUV¶�NQRZ�

themselves to be perceived in ways that incite and justify normative violence. And, beyond the 

regard, it is a feature of the lives of certain ill and disabled people, for whom certain actions 

RU�PRYHPHQWV�FDQ�HQWDLO�³KXUW�RU�LQMXU\´��This is clear in 0DULQ¶V�DFFRXQW of chronic illness, 

ZKHUHLQ�³>OD@�GRXOHXU D�WHOOHPHQW�UHGpILQL�OHV�JHVWHV�DXWRULVpV´��LPSOLFLW�LQ�³DXWRULVpV´��KHUH��LV�

a self-regulation of movement that functions through an anticipation of pain.203 Fear, then, both 

within and without the regard, might be seen to characterise the lived H[SHULHQFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶� 

 At this juncture��$KPHG¶V�reflection on fear might serve as a compelling framework for 

interrogating such experiences, and the ways in which normative intentionality is compromised 

therein. If fear, as anticipation, involves a projection into a hypothetical future, it remains none 

the less ³DQ�LQWHQVH�ERGLO\�H[SHULHQFH�LQ�WKH�SUHVHQW´�with implications for our immediate being 

in the world.204 &UXFLDOO\��WKLV�³ERGLO\�H[SHULHQFH´�FRPSRXQGV�WKH�WKHPDWLVDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERG\�

brought about through dys-appearance ± both that induced through pain and that induced in 

the regard ± in ways that radically GLPLQLVK�IUHHGRP�RI�DFWLRQ��³2QH�VZHDWV��RQH¶V�KHDUW�UDFHV��

RQH¶V�ZKROH�ERG\�EHFRPHV�D�VSDFH�RI�XQSOHDVDQW�LQWHQVLW\��DQ�LPSUHVVLRQ�WKDW�RYHUZKHOPV�XV�

and pushes us back with the force of its negation, which may sometimes involve taking flight, 

and other WLPHV�PD\�LQYROYH�SDUDO\VLV�´205 As impulsion to escape or stay still, fear functions 

 
202 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 65. 
203 Marin, p. 116. 
204 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 65. 
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WR�LQKLELW�RXU�FDSDFLW\�WR�PRYH�IUHHO\��³«�LW�UHVWULFWV�WKH�ERG\¶V�PRELOLW\�SUHFLVHO\�LQVRIDU�DV�

LW�VHHPV�WR�SUHSDUH�WKH�ERG\�IRU�IOLJKW�´206 This, in turn, dislocates our relation to the world, on 

two levels. In the first instance, insofar as the world is given as correlates of possibilities for 

action, the loss of those possibilities necessarily transforms our experience of the world. In the 

second, in fear of violence, our relation to the world is compromised through the apparition of 

D�SRWHQWLDO�DVVDLODQW�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��³«�WKH�ERG\�VKULQNV�EDFN�IURP�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�WKH�GHVLUH�WR�

DYRLG�WKH�REMHFW�RI�IHDU�´207 &HQWUDO�WR�$KPHG¶V�DFFRXQW�LV�DQ�DSSUHFLDWLRQ�RI�KRZ�IHDU�RSHUDWHV�

in the lives of those tendentially subject to violence even in the absence of a fearful object. In 

RWKHU�ZRUGV��WR�NQRZ�RQHVHOI�WR�EH�D�WDUJHW�IRU�YLROHQFH��DV�PDQ\�µRWKHUV¶�GR��LV�WR�H[SHULHQFH�

the world as fearful in ways that permanently delimit possibilities for action or movement: 

 
)HDU�RI�µWKH�ZRUOG¶�DV�WKH�VFHQH�RI�IXWXUH�LQMXU\�ZRUNV�DV�D�IRUP�
of violence in the present, which shrinks bodies in a state of 
afraidness, a shrinking which may involve a refusal to leave the 
enclosed spaces of home, or a refusal to inhabit what is outside 
in ways that anticipate injury (walking alone, walking at night 
and so on).208 

 

$V�VXFK��WKH�³IHHOLQJV�RI�YXOQHUDELOLW\�DQG�IHDU´�ZKLFK�VKH�ORFDWHV�LQ�ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH��DQG�

WKDW�ZH�KDYH�IRXQG�HOVHZKHUH��³[shape] bodies, as well as how those bodies inhaELW�VSDFH�´209 

Elsewhere, in a discussion of affect, Ahmed provides us with the tools to make sense of how 

the world might come to figure as fearful. Certain objects, both material and metaphysical, are 

objects of feeling: they inspire a particular affective response. She grasps our relation to such 

REMHFWV�DV�PXWXDOO\�FRQVWLWXWHG�LQ�RXU�DIIHFWLYH�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK�WKHP��³«�WKH�REMHFW�RI�IHHOLQJ�

ERWK�VKDSHV�DQG�LV�VKDSHG�E\�HPRWLRQV�«´210 Our affective responses to objects of feeling are 

thus contingent upon personal and social KLVWRULHV��³+RZ�WKH�REMHFW�LPSUHVVHV��XSRQ��XV�PD\�
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GHSHQG�RQ�KLVWRULHV�WKDW�UHPDLQ�DOLYH�LQVRIDU�DV�WKH\�KDYH�DOUHDG\�OHIW�WKHLU�LPSUHVVLRQV�´211 In 

the affective encounter, objects become objects of certain feelings, one of which is fear: ³«�

the attribution of feeling to an object (I feel afraid because you are fearsome) is an effect of the 

HQFRXQWHU�«´212 Encounters of this kind reorient us in the world: we move away from that 

which is fearful, just as we draw close to that which is safe, appealing, exciting, etc. And, if 

objects ³PD\�VWDQG�LQ�IRU�RWKHU�REMHFWV�>RU@�EH�SUR[LPDWH�WR�RWKHU�REMHFWV´��then it follows that 

the encounter with a fearful object can ground an affective reorientation whereby similar or 

adjacent objects are also encountered as sources of fear.213  

In a word, our experience of the world is predicated on affective reorientations through 

encounters with objects, whose affects are both productive of and determined by personal and 

social histories, which in turn shape our affective responses to other objects, even those that 

we are yet to encounter. We might, therefore, now begin to SDUVH�KRZ��IRU�µRWKHUV¶��H[SHULHQFHV�

of violence and threat posit certain objects ± and those proximate to them ± as fearful, in ways 

that reorient them away from such objects, thus shaping their relation to the world, along with 

their freedom to move and to act therein. We might, with the Phénoménologie de la perception, 

conceptualise these orientations in terms of sedimentation: the anticipation of violence, and the 

limits it places upon capacities for action, become habitual ways of being in the world. Indeed, 

if Merleau-Ponty fails to account for bodily otherness, he none the less leaves us with a 

uniquely valuable conceptual framework for exploring the existential dimensions of fear and 

violence: the corps-sujet. As we have seen, at the level of the corps-sujet, the body situates us 

in the world, and in relation to objects therein, in light of our possibilities for action. While he 

does not discuss the corps-sujet, Sartre regards our experience of objects as contingent on our 

projects LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��³7HO�URFKHU��TXL�PDQLIHVWH�XQH�UpVLVWDQFH�SURIRQGH�VL�MH�YHX[�OH�GpSODFHU��
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sera, au contraire, une aidH�SUpFLHXVH�VL�MH�YHX[�O¶HVFDODGHU�SRXU�FRQWHPSOHU�OH�SD\VDJH�´214 

Merleau-3RQW\�WDNHV�XS�6DUWUH¶V�³URFKHU´�WR�show how objects are given to us as correlates of 

RXU�SRVVLELOLWLHV�IRU�DFWLRQ��³8Q�URFKHU�LQIUDQFKLVVDEOH��XQ�URFKHU�JUDQG�RX�SHWLW��YHUWLFDO�RX�

REOLTXH��FHOD�Q¶D�GH�VHQV�TXH�SRXU�TXHOTX¶XQ�TXL�VH�SURSRVH�GH�OH�IUDQFKLU��SRXU�XQ�VXMHW�GRQW�

OHV�SURMHWV�GpFRXSHQW�FHV�GpWHUPLQDWLRQV�GDQV�OD�PDVVH�XQLIRUPH�GH�O¶HQ�VRL�HW�IRQW�VXUJLU�XQ�

PRQGH�RULHQWp��XQ�VHQV�GHV�FKRVHV�´215 Herein, he reveals that the corps-sujet learns from the 

world: I H[SHULHQFH�WKH�³URFKHU´�DV�³LQIUDQFKLVVDEOH´�EHFDXVH�,�KDYH�WULHG�WR�FOLPE�LW��RU�VLPLODU�

REMHFWV��RU�SHUKDSV�VLPSO\�EHFDXVH�,�KDYH�WHVWHG�P\�ERG\¶V�FDSDFLWLHV�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��DQG�NQRZ�

their generalised potentials, and limitations. Sartre, too, concedes that we must learn from the 

world, albeit without explicitly locating such learning in the body: ³«�LO�GHPHXUH�XQ�residuum 

LQQRPPDEOH�HW�LPSHQVDEOH�TXL�DSSDUWLHQW�j�O¶HQ-soi considéré et qui fait que, dans un monde 

pFODLUp�SDU�QRWUH�OLEHUWp��WHO�URFKHU�VHUD�SOXV�SURSLFH�j�O¶HVFDODGH�HW�WHO�DXWUH�QRQ�´216 The world 

is thus given as the correlates and obstacles of possible actions in light of both lived experience 

and the cultural horizons we share with others: SHUKDSV�WKH�³URFKHU´�DSSHDUV�³LQIUDQFKLVVDEOH´�

to me because I have seen somebody else fail to climb it, or because I live in a society where 

WKDW�³URFKHU´��RU�ERXOGHUV�PRUH�ZLGHO\��DUH�NQRZQ�WR�EH�GLIILFXOW�WR�FOLPE� In the corps-sujet, 

then, we have a theory that might account for how experiences of violence, pain, and fear can 

radically transform our relation to the world, not just momentarily, but permanently. 

The example of a broken escalator may prove instructive here. Anyone who has stepped 

on to a broken escalator will likely have felt a strange sensation of disorientation, or vertigo.217 

Often, this feeling comes in spite of an awareness that the escalator is broken: at the level of 

 
214 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 526. 
215 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 498. 
216 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 527. 7 
217 It is pertinent to note the limitations of the example of the broken escalator: primarily, that the experience is 
contingent upon the physical and cultural possibilities of using an escalator. In other words, people who have not 
or cannot use escalators will likely not have had this experience. None the less, our intention here is to avoid the 
XVH�RI�µRWKHUV¶�DV�H[FHSWLRQV�ZKR�SURYH�D�UXOH��VR�FRPPRQ�WR�6DUWUH�DQG�0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�SKLORVRSK\��DQG�LQVWHDG�
use the experience of those within the ± contemporary, Western, able-bodied ± norm as an example. 
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conscious thought, we can tell ourselves that the escalator is broken, but this does not prevent 

the sensation of disorientation. In effect, we can make sense of this in terms of the corps-sujet. 

At this preconscious level, the body has learnt how escalators normally function, in ways that 

predispose us to interact with them: to mount them, and maintain our balance as we ascend. 

This explains both the sensation of disorientation, as the body adjusts to a novel modality of 

the known world, as well as the impotence of conscious awareness of the broken-ness of the 

escalator: the corps-sujet exists prior to consciousness, and thus beyond the scope of conscious 

thought. Crucially, the escalator is an unequivocally contingent, culture-bound object: it relates 

to a particular society and historical era. The escalator as example, then, provides compelling 

evidence that the corps-sujet learns from and situates us in relation not only to objects we might 

view as natural ± such as Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�³URFKHU´�± but also to those contingent 

on particular social, cultural and historical contexts. If bodies learn how escalators work, and 

orient us in the world in light of that knowledge, surely they can and must do so for other 

culture-bound objects, such as the sites and sources of fear, and violence. Further, if contingent 

objects like escalators can become habitual, as correlates of our habitual bodies, then we might 

understand how these sites and sources of fear, pain, and violence, and our responses to them 

± such as avoidance, flight, paralysis ± become sedimented in the body as habits, as a habitual 

way of being in the world. Taking up Merleau-3RQW\�DQG�%XWOHU��$KPHG�SRLQWV�WR�WKLV��³:KDW�

bodies µtend to do¶ DUH�HIIHFWV�RI�KLVWRULHV�UDWKHU�WKDQ�EHLQJ�RULJLQDU\�´218 Crucially, what we 

³WHQG�WR�GR´�± RXU�³ILHOG�RI�SRVLWLYH�DFWLRQ´�± DOVR�GHILQHV�ZKDW�ZH�WHQG�QRW�WR�GR��³D�ILHOG�RI�

inaction, of actions that are possible but that are not taken up, or even actions that are not 

SRVVLEOH�EHFDXVH�RI�ZKDW�KDV�EHHQ�WDNHQ�XS´: ³«�ZKDW we µdo do¶ affects what we µcan do.¶´219 

 
218 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, p. 56. 
219 Ibid., pp. 58-59. 
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,I�µRWKHUV¶�DUH�IRUFHG�± through the regard, and thus through dys-appearance and the 

anticipation of violence ± to act in certain ways, then they will also tend to act in those ways, 

and, crucially, tend not to act in others. Objectification, pain and violence effectively function 

to impose certain possibilities of action, and foreclose others, not only within the particular 

encounter where they take place, but also beyond it. Ahmed understands gender, and thus the 

H[SHULHQFH�RI�ZRPHQ�DQG�WUDQV�SHRSOH��LQ�VXFK�WHUPV��³«�LI�JHQGHU�VKDSHV�ZKDW�ZH�µdo do,¶ 

WKHQ�LW�VKDSHV�ZKDW�ZH�FDQ�GR�´220 5DFH��WRR��³>DIIHFWV@�ZKDW�RQH�µcan do,¶ or even where one 

FDQ�JR´�221 In other words, bodily otherness ± here, gendered and racial ± prescribes habitual 

ways of being in the world. Alcoff ties this expressly to experiences of the world as source of 

the normative regard��DQG�WKXV�RI�IHDU�DQG�YLROHQFH��³5DFLDO�VHOI-awareness has its own habit-

ERG\�«´222 This habit body is the foundation of existence: VXFK�³VHOI-DZDUHQHVV´�XOWLPDWHO\�

³SHUPHDWHV�RXU�EHLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��RXU�EHLQJ-with-others, and our consciousness of our self as 

a being-for-RWKHUV�´223 Ahmed, too, stresses that self-DZDUHQHVV�FDQ�EHFRPH�KDELWXDO��³«�ZH�

PLJKW�DOVR�DFTXLUH�D�WHQGHQF\�WR�ORRN�EHKLQG�XV�´224 In so doing, she highlights how becoming 

KDELWXDOO\�DZDUH�RI�RQHVHOI��DQG�RI�RQH¶V�ERG\ as object ± as foreign, as threatened ± translates 

WR�EHFRPLQJ�KDELWXDOO\�DZDUH�RI�RQH¶V�ZRUOG�± as locus of regard, objectification, violence ± 

in ways that Merleau-3RQW\¶V�VXEMHFW�LV�QRW�� 

 

Fear, la facultad, and worldly dys-appearance 

 

We might, at this juncture, turn to chicana feminist GlorLD�$Q]DOG~D¶V�QRWLRQ�RI�³la facultad´��

³La facultad is the capacity to see in surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities [«] 

 
220 Ibid., p. 60.  
221 Ibid., p. 112. 
222 Alcoff, Visible Identities, p. 194. 
223 Ibid. 
224 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, p. 142. 
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an instant µsensing,¶ D�TXLFN�SHUFHSWLRQ�DUULYHG�DW�ZLWKRXW�FRQVFLRXV�UHDVRQLQJ�´225 Occurring 

at the level of preconscious perception ± ³«�mediated by the part of the psyche that does not 

speak «´ ± we might grasp la facultad in terms of the corps-sujet.226 Crucially, la facultad 

originates in many of the experiences proper to bodily otherness that we have outlined above: 

 
Those who are pushed out of the tribe for being different are 
likely to become more sensitized (when not brutalized into 
insensitivity). Those who do not feel psychologically or 
physically safe in the world are more apt to develop this sense. 
Those who are pounced on the most have it the strongest-the 
females, the homosexuals of all races, the darkskinned, the 
outcast, the persecuted, the marginalized, the foreign.227  

 

Such experiences ± of vulnerability, and aggression ± thus radically transform our relation to 

the world. Subjection to violence hones la facultad LQ�DQWLFLSDWLRQ�RI�IXWXUH�YLROHQFH��³«�ZH�

DUH�IRUFHG�WR�GHYHORS�WKLV�IDFXOW\�VR�WKDW�ZH¶OO�NQRZ�ZKHQ�WKH�QH[W�SHUVRQ�LV�JRLQJ�WR�VODS�XV�

RU�ORFN�XV�DZD\��:H¶OO�VHQVH�WKH�UDSLVW�ZKHQ�KH¶V�ILYH�EORFNV�GRZQ�WKH�VWUHHW�´228 Pain, too, 

³>KRQHV@� WKDW� UDGDU´: it ³PDNHV�XV� DFXWHO\� DQ[LRXV� WR� DYRLG�PRUH�RI� LW´�229 To live through 

YLROHQFH��RU�SDLQ��DV�VR�PDQ\�µRWKHUV¶�GR��LV�WR�OHDUQ�WR�SHUFHLYH�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�FHUWDLQ�ZD\V��OHVV�

in light of potential actions, and more in light of potential hurt, or harm. In other words, the 

K\SHUDZDUHQHVV�RI�RQH¶V�ERG\�WKDW�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ�WR�EH�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI�WKRVH�RXWVLGH�WKH�QRUP�

LPSOLHV�DQG�LV�UHIOHFWHG�LQ�D�FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�K\SHUDZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��³7KH�RQH�SRVVHVVLQJ�

WKLV�VHQVLWLYLW\�LV�H[FUXFLDWLQJO\�DOLYH�WR�WKH�ZRUOG�´230  

In the experience of la facultad��µRWKHUV¶�DUH�DFXWHO\�DWWXQHG�WR�WKH�REMHFWV�DQG�RWKHU�

subjects around them, in ways that entail a heightened attention to the spatiality of the world: 

³2IWHQ�,�VHQVH�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�DQG�P\�GLVWDQFH�IURP�SHRSOH�RU�REMHFWV²in the dark, or with 

 
225 Anzaldúa, p. 38. 
226 Ibid. 
227 Ibid. 
228 Ibid., pp. 38-39. 
229 Ibid., p. 39. 
230 Ibid., p. 38. 
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P\�H\HV�FORVHG��ZLWKRXW�ORRNLQJ�´231 Their being in the world is mediated by what Bartky calls 

³ZDULQHVV´��in a GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�H[SHULHQFHV��ZKLFK�LV�QRQH�RWKHU�WKDQ�DQ�³DSSUHKHQVLRQ�

of things, especially of direct or indirect communiFDWLRQ�ZLWK�RWKHU�SHRSOH´�232 Like la facultad, 

of which we might understand it to be one iteration, wariness LV�³D�PRGH�RI�H[SHULHQFH�ZKLFK�

DQWLFLSDWHV� H[SHULHQFH� LQ� D� FHUWDLQ� ZD\´, and, notably, ³DQ� DSSUHKHQVLRQ� RI� WKH� LQKHUHQWO\�

threatening character of HVWDEOLVKHG� VRFLHW\´� WKDW� DQWLFLSDWHV� ³WKH� SRVVLELOLW\� RI� DWWDFN�� RI�

DIIURQW�RU�LQVXOW��RI�GLVSDUDJHPHQW��ULGLFXOH��RU�WKH�KXUWLQJ�EOLQGQHVV�RI�RWKHUV´�233 Elsewhere, 

MacKinnon links such wariness to the lived experience of misogynistic violence. She cites the 

H[DPSOH�RI�D�ZRPDQ�VXEMHFWHG�WR�VXFK�YLROHQFH��DVNLQJ��³'RHV�KHU�ERG\�HYHU�UHDOO\�IRUJHW�[«] 

'RHV�KHU�YLJLODQFH�HYHU�UHDOO\�UHOD["´234 Trans people, too, exhibit many of the hallmarks of 

wariness, and la facultad. 0DQ\�³FRQVWDQWO\�HYDOXDWH�WKH�VDIHW\�RI�WKHLU�HQYLURQPHQW´��SDUW�RI�

ZKLFK�PHDQV�EHLQJ�³VHQVLWLYH�WR�XQFRPIRUWDEOH�UHDFWLRQV�WR�WKHLU�SUHVHQFH´�235 This goes hand 

LQ�KDQG�ZLWK�³FRQVWDQWO\�PRQLWRULQJ�WKHLU�>EHKDYLRXU@´��LI�DQ�HQYLURnment is perceived to be 

³WKUHDWHQLQJ´��trans people may ³TXLFNO\�DGMXVW�WKHLU�JHQGHU�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�[«] to avoid being 

LGHQWLILHG�DV�WUDQVJHQGHU´�236 Their hyperawareness of their bodies, and of their surroundings, 

both require and establish a way of being in the world grounded in the need to anticipate, and 

WKXV�GLPLQLVK��³WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�H[SHULHQFLQJ�UHMHFWLRQ�RU�YLROHQFH�IURP�RWKHUV´�237  

As these experiences disclose, la facultad is antithetical to the experience of the world 

in terms of comfort, ease, freedom, and competence that we have seen to both characterise and 

IRUHJURXQG�QRUPDWLYH�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\��5HWXUQLQJ�WR�$Q]DOG~D��³:H�ORVH�VRPHWKLQJ�LQ�WKLV�PRGH�

of initiation, something is taken from us: our innocence, our unknowing ways, our safe and 

 
231 Ibid., p. 39. 
232 Bartky, p. 18. 
233 Ibid., pp. 18-19. 
234 MacKinnon, p. 340. 
235 Heidi M. Levitt and Maria R. Ippolito, 'Being Transgender: Navigating Minority Stressors and Developing 
Authentic Self-Presentation', Psychology of Women Quarterly, 38 (2014), 52. 
236 Ibid., pp. 47, 52. 
237 Ibid., p. 52. 
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easy iJQRUDQFH�´238 7KLV�³VRPHWKLQJ´�WKDW�LV�ORVW�LV�SUHFLVHO\�WKH�ZRUOG�DV�LPSOLFLW�FRQWH[W�DQG�

function of our possibilities for action that typifies Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��

to the extent that the world is no longer implicit, but explicit. Indeed, if a hyperawareness of 

RQH¶V�ERG\�DV�REMHFW�IUXVWUDWHV�RXU�FDSDFLW\�DQG�IUHHGRP�WR�DFW��WKHQ�D�K\SHUDZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�

world might be seen to function analogously: the thematisation of the world is just as much of 

an intentional obstruction as the thematisation of the body. In plainer terms, it does not matter 

whether I stop writing because I feel a sharp pain in my hand, or because my pen breaks: in 

both cases, I explicitly thematise a moment in the implicit structure of intentional action and 

thus cease to be engaged in my task. In effect, the thematisation of the world, as brought about 

through la facultad, implies an intentional disruption and a spatiotemporal construction. We 

might therefore propose a third modality of dys-appearance, namely, worldly dys-appearance: 

the world, just like the body, is an implicit structure of our intentional actions, and can thus be 

PDGH�VDOLHQW�LQ�ZD\V�WKDW�LQKLELW�WKRVH�DFWLRQV��7KH�FDVH�IRU�VXFK�D�UHZRUNLQJ�RI�/HGHU¶V�WKHRU\�

becomes even stronger when we consider that he regards illness as dys-appearance precisely 

EHFDXVH�LW�LPSHGHV�³WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG-as-RSSRUWXQLW\´��ZKDW�LV�ORVW��ZLWK�WKH�H[SOLFLW�

WKHPDWLVDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��LI�QRW�WKH�³ZRUOG-as-RSSRUWXQLW\´"239 Further, in such worldly dys-

appearance, the impediment to normative intentionality not only derives from the subject no 

ORQJHU�H[SHULHQFLQJ�WKH�³ZRUOG-as-RSSRUWXQLW\´��EXW�IURP�WKHP�QRZ�H[SHULHQFLQJ�WKH�³ZRUOG-

as-WKUHDW´��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��IRU�µRWKHUV¶��WKH�ZRUOG�LV�QRW�RQO\�PDGH�VDOLHQW��EXW�PDGH�VDOient as 

source of potential violence or injury: their capacity and freedom to act is doubly compromised, 

first by worldly dys-appearance��DQG�VHFRQG�E\�WKH�³ZRUOG-as-WKUHDW´��WR� WKH�H[WHQW�WKDW�WKH�

anticipation of violence precludes certain possibilities for action and movement. 

 

 
238 Anzaldúa, p. 39. 
239 Leder, The Absent Body, p. 81.1 
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I can (because you cannot) 

 

In la facultad, then, we find yet another departure from the normative intentionality proper to 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��DQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI�RQH¶V�ERG\�DQG�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�WHUPV�

of comfort, freedom, and competence. As we have noted��IRU�µRWKHUV¶��WKHVH�GHSDUWures operate 

at several key moments in the structure of intentional consciousness: in deviations from the 

QRUPDWLYH�ERG\��DV�LQ�TXHHU�GHVLUH�DQG�µERGLO\�OLPLWDWLRQV¶��LQ�GLYHUJHQFHV�IURP�WKH�QRUPDWLYH�

world, through the experience, and sedimentation, of pain and violence; and in the three forms 

of dys-appearance, bodily, social, and worldly, that occur in these deviations and divergences. 

In this light, we might return to Merleau-Ponty. As we have seen, he articulates his presumption 

of the universality of comfort, freedom, and competence as modalities of intentional existence 

LQ�KLV�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�VXEMHFW�DV�D�³MH�SHX[´�240 As our reflection makes plain, this experience 

of the world as je peux is manifestly not universal, but rather contingent, and normative. Indeed, 

µRWKHUV¶�UHJXODUO\�H[SHULHQFHV�WKHPVHOYHV�QRW�DV�je peux, but precisely as je ne peux pas. Illness, 

IRU�&DUHO��³LPSOLHV�D�VKLIW�IURP�D�XVXDOO\�VSRQWDQHRXV�µI can¶ to an unfamiliar µI cannot¶�´241 

And, for Young, WKH�³LQKLELWHG�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\´�that typifies ZRPHQ¶V�PRWLOLW\�is an experience 

RI�VHOI�DV�DQ�³,�FDQQRW´�242 Building upon Fanon, Ahmed explicitly sets the embodiment of 

UDFLDO�µRWKHUV¶�DJDLQVW�Merleau-3RQW\¶V je peux, as one far better understood ³LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�

despair of the utterance µI cannot.¶´243 Zoe Belinsky conceives of disabled and trans people in 

these terms, emphasising the role of the environment in the shift from je peux to je ne peux pas: 

³7KH� GHELOLWDWLQJ� FRQGLWLRQV� IDFHG� E\� ERWK� GLVDEOHG� DQG� WUDQVJHQGHU� SHRSOH� EULQJV� WKH� µ,�

FDQQRW¶�WR�FRQWLQXDOO\�LQYDGH�RXU�SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO�FDSDFLWLHV�«´244 Indeed, her account of 

 
240 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 160. 
241 Havi Carel, 'Phenomenology as a Resource for Patients', The Journal of Medicine and Philosophy: A Forum 
for Bioethics and Philosophy of Medicine, 37 (2012), 104. 
242 <RXQJ��µ7KURZLQJ�/LNH�D�*LUO¶��SS����-37. 
243 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, p. 139. 
244 Belinsky, p. 190. 
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WKH�³,�FDQQRW´�DV�³WKH�MDUULQJ��DOO-too-human awareness of our bodies and their limitations that 

ZH�DOO�HQFRXQWHU´��RI�ZKLFh pain is a salient example, functions to reveal how the je ne peux 

pas can surface in bodily, social, and worldly dys-appearance.245 

3HUKDSV�%HOLQVN\¶V�PRVW�FRPSHOOLQJ�FODLP�LV�WKDW�³0HUOHDX-3RQW\¶V�µ,�FDQ¶�DVVXPHV�DQ�

already capacitated, able-bodied, and adult male VXEMHFW´�DQG��as such��³GRHV�QRW�UHFNRQ�ZLWK�

a subject whose incapacities haunt the perceptual horizon through which they appraise their 

VHQVH�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�ERGLO\�SRVVLELOLWLHV�´246 I want to suggest, both with and against her, that 

Merleau-Ponty actually does reckon with such a subject, not in his account of consciousness 

per se, but to the extent that the je peux of his normative subject foreshadows and is predicated 

upon the je ne peux pas of those outside of the norm. In effect, for Ahmed, the free and open 

motility of those within the norm is made possible by the restricted and disjointed motility of 

those outside of LW��³0RYHPHQW�IRU�VRPH�LQYROYHV�EORFNLQJ�PRYHPHQW�IRU�RWKHUV�´247 Herein, 

the differential distribution of freedom of movement is made possible through the regard, and 

WKH�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�LW�XQGHUPLQHV�WKH�IUHHGRP�RI�µRWKHUV¶�WR�PRYH�LQ�LWV�FRQVWLWXWLRQ�RI�WKHP�DV�

threatening objects or threatened objects��³6RPH�bodies move precisely by our sealing others 

DV�REMHFWV�RI�KDWH�´248 Fear, as anticipation of future violence or injury, secures the freedom of 

those within norms at the expense of those without them��³«�IHDU�ZRUNV�WR�UHVWULFW�VRPH�ERGLHV�

through the movement or expansion of others.´249 This, too, becomes sedimented, and habitual, 

so that the world that Merleau-Ponty takes for granted is in fact one made for subjects like him: 

³«�WKH�UHJXODWLRQ�RI�ERGLHV�LQ�VSDFH�WKURXJK�WKH�XQHYHQ�GLVWULEXWLRQ�RI�IHDU�[«] allows spaces 

WR�EHFRPH�WHUULWRULHV��FODLPHG�DV�ULJKWV�E\�VRPH�ERGLHV�DQG�QRW�RWKHUV�´250 Ahmed explicitly 

cites the norms of heterosexuality and whiteness as grounding normative distributions of space 

 
245 Ibid., p. 180. 
246 Ibid., p. 188. 
247 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, p. 141. 
248 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 57. 
249 Ibid., p. 69. 
250 Ibid., p. 70. 
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DQG�IUHHGRP��LQ�ZKDW�VKH�UHIHUV�WR�DV�WKH�³KHWHURVH[XDOLVDWLRQ�>DQG@�UDFLDOLVDWLRQ�RI�VSDFH´�251 

Elsewhere, she makes space for D�UDQJH�RI�µRWKHUV¶: bodies are not only restricted by racism, 

EXW�E\�³RWKHU�WHFKQRORJLHV�XVHG�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�VSDFH�LV�JLYHQ�WR�VRPH�UDWKHU�WKDQ�RWKHUV´�DQG��

in so doing, place limits upon their freedom of movement so as to facilitate that of those within 

a given norm.252 Ahmed thus illuminates the relation between normative intentionality and the 

non-QRUPDWLYLW\�W\SLFDO�RI�µRWKHUV¶��ZKLFK�WXUQV�RXW�WR�EH�LQYHUVHO\�SURSRUWLRQDO��,W�LV�QRW�just 

that some people deviate from normative ways of being in the world, but that, crucially, those 

normative ways of being are contingent upon such deviations. In a word, the normative 

intentionality that structures Merleau-Pont\¶V account of consciousness is not only contingent, 

but contingent on the very forms of non-normative intentionality that he fails to account for. 

As we have seen, his normative intentionality is also necessarily a shared intentionality, 

one which we inherit from others, and integrate into our bodies, as centres of and capacities for 

habitual action. It becomes clear, however, that this shared intentionality is not shared by all 

subjects. In fact, we might state that it is shared by some precisely and only to the extent that 

it is not shared by others. This, in turn, has implications for Merleau-3RQW\¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�autrui, 

wherein our recognition of other subjects as subjects is contingent upon their uptake of shared 

LQWHQWLRQDO�HQJDJHPHQWV�LQ�DQG�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUOG��,Q�HIIHFW��QRW�RQO\�GR�µRWKHUV¶�UHJXODUO\�RU�HYHQ�

tendentially depart from these forms of intentional engagement, as we have established in this 

chapter, but further, that they necessarily do so, because those ways of being are shared only 

by a limited ± normative ± few. The question then EHFRPHV��LI�µRWKHUV¶�LQHYLWDEO\�GHYLDWH�IURP�

normative ways of being, to what extent do they, or indeed can they, be recognised as subjects, 

notably by those within the norm? Our intention here is not to contend that Merleau-Ponty fails 

to enlighten the lived experiences of bodily otherness, but rather that he does exactly that, albeit 

 
251 Ibid. 
252 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, p. 136. 
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à son insu: he offers a compelling framework for thinking about how those outside of the norm 

might be misrecognised, or disregarded, as full, human subjects, in ways that ground violence 

DJDLQVW�WKHP��3XW�VLPSO\��LI�µRWKHUV¶�RIWHQ�GHYLDWH�IURP�VKDUHG�± normative ± ways of being, 

then they cannot, following Merleau-Ponty, be recognised as subjects, at least not all of the 

time. We might then explore how they are seen, and recognised: perhaps they are ascribed a 

diminished subjectivity, or perhaps they are simply not regarded as subjects, whether ignored 

or seen as objects. Here, our reworking of the Phénoménologie de la perception resonates with 

our revision of /¶Être et le néant��DQG�6DUWUH¶V�RZQ�WKHRU\�RI�autrui, wherein we established 

that those outside of the norm are subject to a sustained and systematic regard, and thus figure 

as objects for those within it far more often, if not all the time. In both instances, we find that 

their understandings of autrui provide us with productive conceptual tools for interrogating 

lived experiences of otherness, and othering, precisely in and through their normativity. In a 

sense, then, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty ultimately do account for bodily otherness, not in the 

lines of /¶Être et le néant and the Phénoménologie de la perception, but between them.



 222 

Conclusion: On Empathy 

 

Ferai-je cette promesse ? Risquerai-je ma vie pour si peu ? 
Donnerai-je ma liberté pour sauver la liberté ? Il n¶y a pas de 
réponse théorique à ces questions. Mais il y a ces choses qui se 
présentent, irrécusables, il y a cette personne aimée devant toi, il 
y a ces hommes qui existent esclaves autour de toi et ta liberté ne 
peut se vouloir sans sortir de sa singularité et sans vouloir la 
liberté. Qu¶LO�V¶DJLVVH�GHs choses ou des situations historiques, la 
SKLORVRSKLH�Q¶D�SDV�G¶DXWUH�IRQFWLRQ�TXH�GH�QRXV�UDSSUHQGUH�j�OHV�
YRLU�ELHQ��HW�LO�HVW�YUDL�GH�GLUH�TX¶HOOH�VH�UpDOLVH�HQ�VH�GpWUXLVDQW�
comme philosophie séparée. 
 
² Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception1 

 

 

On the final page of his 1945 work, Merleau-Ponty thus turns back one last time to face the 

TXHVWLRQ�KH�DVNHG�DW�LWV�RXWVHW��³4X¶HVW-ce que la phénoménologie "´�7KH�DQVZHUV�KH�JDYH�LQ�

his introduction relate primarily to the work of those who came before him. His answer here, 

in guise of a conclusion, surely reflects how he conceives of phenomenology when done on his 

terms: it gives us a clear sense of how he feels it should be undertaken, and what it may achieve 

should that be the case��3KLORVRSK\��KH�VWDWHV�XQHTXLYRFDOO\��KDV�D�VLQJXODU�IXQFWLRQ��³«�QRXV�

UDSSUHQGUH�>j@�YRLU�ELHQ�«´2 It thus requires us to interrogate what we know, and how. It asks 

us to recognise that seeing is never neutral, and that vision is always an imperfect source of 

knowledge, or truth. It demands an openness to our own imperfections ± as knowers, and seers 

± and a refusal to take anything for granted, even and especially what appears common sense. 

It invites us to cast off our familiar ways of coming to truth, in favour of new and different 

epistemic paradigms. At the same time, philosophy should never be purely academic. It must 

actively guard against abstraction. Theory has its limits, certainly when divorced from the 

 
1 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 520. 
2 Ibid. 
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material conditions of its own emergence and of the existence it seeks WR�GHVFULEH��³,O�Q¶\�D�SDV�

GH�UpSRQVH�WKpRULTXH�j�FHV�TXHVWLRQV�´3 To go beyond those limits, to answer these questions, 

philosophy must come down from the clouds. It must begin with lived experience: with the 

material ± ³«�FHV�choses «´�±, which is also and always the social ± ³«�FHWWH�SHUVRQQH�DLPpH�

GHYDQW�WRL�«´�± DQG��FUXFLDOO\��WKH�SROLWLFDO��³«�FHV�KRPPHV�TXL�H[LVWHQW�HVFODYHV�DXWRXU�GH�

WRL�«´4 Theory, in other words, is inseparable from praxis. Phenomenology is not conceptual, 

in the first place, and material, in the second: in its very realisation, it ceases to exist à part, as 

a ³SKLORVRSKLH�VpSDUpH�´5 The philosophical is political, and the political is personal. Existential 

philosophy, for Merleau-Ponty, is bound up with the material conditions of oppression and 

liberation, and each of our roles therein. To practise it on his terms is to confront our freedom, 

and our responsibility. It means acknowledging our complicity in violence that benefits us, and 

our capacity for individual and collective resistance against such violence. It is, in a word, to 

recognise the imperative of solidarity and resistance, however high the stakes may be. 

 In the ideal, then, phenomenology should situate itself along some of the most divisive 

and volatile fault lines in the bedrock of Western thought, and perhaps most notably those that 

have surfaced over the course of this thesis: theory and praxis, the concrete and the abstract, 

the natural and the cultural, the subjective and the objective, the individual and the social, the 

personal and the political. Thus poised at the rifts between various antagonisms ± or, more 

precisely, various couplets seen to be antagonistic ± it might draw its force and singularity from 

an embrace of contradiction as a source of productive tension. And in this embrace, which is 

also a refusal of discrete categories, it should figure as a challenge to the paradigms of thought 

hegemonic within the Western epistemic regime. For Merleau-Ponty, this is one of several 

challenges that phenomenology should seek to mount against dominant forms of knowledge 

 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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production and dissemination. If the prevailing epistemic order in western Europe and north 

America privileges objective, absolute truths, then the kind of philosophy that Merleau-Ponty 

is advocating for necessarily destabilises that order, on two counts. First, it must displace the 

primacy of objectivity in favour of subjectivity, with its focus on lived experience. Second, it 

must resolutely resist the closure and quiescence of absolute truth, and insist instead upon the 

need for a radical openness to original perspectives and critiques. Existential phenomenology 

VKRXOG�EH�DQ�³LQDFKqYHPHQW´��DQG�WKH�H[LVWHQWLDO�SKLORVRSKHU�³XQ�FRPPHQoDQW�SHUSpWXHO´�6 Its 

DVSLUDWLRQV�WR�WUXWK�FDQ�RQO\�HYHU�EH�SURYLVLRQDO��³«�OD�SKLORVRSKLH�QH�GRLW�SDV�HOOH-même se 

WHQLU�SRXU�DFTXLVH�GDQV�FH�TX¶HOOH�D�SX�GLUH�GH�YUDL�«´7 To take up phenomenology on Merleau-

3RQW\¶V�WHUPV�LV�WR�WUHDW�HYHU\WKLQJ�ZLWK�VXVSLFLRQ��HYHQ�DQG�SHUKDSV�HVSHFLDOO\�FRPPRQ�VHQVH�

and conventional wisdom. It means acknowledging that philosophy is tied to the socio-historic 

and epistemic conditions of its emergence ± ³«�HOOH�HVW��HOOH�DXVVL��GDQV�O¶KLVWRLUH��HOOH�XVH��HOOH�

DXVVL��GX�PRQGH�HW�GH�OD�UDLVRQ�FRQVWLWXpH�«´�± and should be equally subject to suspicion, if 

QRW�PRUH�VR��³,O� IDXGUD�GRQF�TX¶HOOH�V¶DGUHVVH�j�HOOH-PrPH�O¶LQWHUURJDWLRQ�TX¶HOOH�DGUHVVH�à 

WRXWHV�OHV�FRQQDLVVDQFHV�«´8 We must leave no stone unturned, even those that we have lain 

ourselves, because the ground beneath them is always shifting, and treacherous. There are no 

absolute truths, only approximations of truth to be constantly and endlessly refined. Existential 

phenomenology thus advances dialectically through introspection and critical encounters with 

RWKHU�WH[WV�DQG�SHUVSHFWLYHV��³«�HOOH�VH�UHGRXEOHUD�GRQF�LQGpILQLPHQW� [«] elle sera [«] un 

GLDORJXH�RX�XQH�PpGLWDWLRQ�LQILQLH�«´9  

In this sense, our will to read between the lines of the Phénoménologie de la perception 

is far from a radical departure from the Merleau-Pontian ideal of philosophy. Rather, to do so 

± to refuse complicity with the text, to scrutinise it for biases and unfounded assumptions, to 

 
6 Ibid., pp. xvi, ix. 
7 Ibid., p. ix. 
8 Ibid., p. xvi. 
9 Ibid. 
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dwell in and upon its imperfections ± is to take that ideal seriously. Indeed, we have already 

insisted that existential phenomenology is and always has been a critical phenomenology, in 

theory if not always in practice. What is reaGLQJ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�OLQHV�LI�QRW�D�³SKpQRPpQRORJLH�

GH�OD�SKpQRPpQRORJLH´"10 6DUWUH��WRR��DGYRFDWHV�IRU�VXFK�DQ�DSSURDFK��HYHQ�LI�KH�GRHVQ¶W�OD\�

out his ideals of philosophy as plainly as Merleau-Ponty. Where he does grant us such insight, 

we find him to share KLV� FRQWHPSRUDU\¶V scepticism for the dominant epistemic norms and 

philosophical tendencies, and their particular pretensions to truth. While he seeks to posit 

universal truths in the terms of his ontology, he none the less points to its shortcomings  as a 

framework for conceptualising existence. His ontological reflections in /¶Être et le néant lead 

us to further investigations that are necessarily beyond the scope of the question of being, and 

QRWKLQJQHVV��³«�O¶enquête elle-même et ses résultats sont, par principe, tout à fait en dehors 

des possibilités d¶XQH�RQWRORJLH�´11 Indeed, the work closes with an admission of the limitations 

of ontology, and an appeal to ethics as offering a possibility of going beyond those limitations: 

³7RXWHV� FHV� TXHVWLRQV�� TXL nous renvoient à la réflexion pure et non complice, ne peuvent 

WURXYHU�OHXU�UpSRQVH�TXH�VXU�OH�WHUUDLQ�PRUDO�´12 The shift from ontological concerns to ethical 

ones reflects a conviction, echoing Merleau-Ponty, that existential philosophy must address the 

PDWHULDO��WKH�VRFLDO��DQG�WKH�SROLWLFDO��7UXWK��IRU�6DUWUH��LV�LUUHGXFLEO\�³KXPDLQ´��³6DQV�HVSqFH�

humaine, pas de vérité, cela est certain «´13 Humanity is the condition of knowledge, meaning, 

and truth, because their emergence is contingent upon the implication of all subjects in a 

FRPPRQ�SURMHFW��³6L�TXHOTXH�FKRVH�FRPPH�XQH�YpULWp�H[LVWH��VXVFHSWLEOH�G¶XQLILHU�OHV�FKRL[�

LQGLYLGXHOV��F¶HVW�O¶HVSqFH�KXPDLQH�TXL�SHXW�QRXV�OD�IRXUQLU�´14 This recalls Merleau-3RQW\¶V�

view of rationality as produced and suVWDLQHG�DW�WKH�MXQFWXUH�RI�GLYHUVH�H[SHULHQFHV��³«�OHV�

 
10 Ibid., p. 419. 
11 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�Qéant, p. 614.  
12 Ibid., p. 676. 
13 Ibid., p. 564. 
14 Ibid. 
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SHUVSHFWLYHV� VH� UHFRXSHQW�� OHV� SHUFHSWLRQV� VH� FRQILUPHQW�� XQ� VHQV� DSSDUDvW�´15 7KH� ³PRQGH�

SKpQRPpQRORJLTXH´��IRU�KLP�DV�IRU�6DUWUH��FDQ�EH�QHLWKHU�XQGHUVWRRG�QRU�DUWLFXODWHG�LQ�SXUHO\�

ontological terms��EHFDXVH�LWV�³VHQV�>«@ WUDQVSDUDvW�j�O¶LQWHUVHFWLRQ�GH�PHV�H[SpULHQFHV�HW�GH�

FHOOHV� G¶DXWUXL�� SDU� O¶HQJUHQDJH�GHV�XQHV� VXU� OHV� DXWUHV´�16 Philosophical meaning and truth 

emerge where, and only where, we open ourselves up to perspectives beyond our own, and 

listen out for the harmonies and dissonances with our own experiences. 

The epistemic ideal of existential phenomenology thus discloses a practical imperative, 

a way of doing philosophy that is both essential and exemplary. I want to propose, in closing, 

that this an imperative to empathy. Not, of course, in the sense of a quality innate to some or 

all people: if, in the existentialist view, existence precedes essence, then no such qualities are 

innate. Rather, empathy here would be an approach ± an ethics, an attitude, a practice ± that 

might ground existential phenomenology in the very same gesture that it propels it forward. To 

begin with empathy would be to take seriously the need to listen to other people, and to make 

space for voices and perspectives different from our own. It would mean adopting a posture of 

UDGLFDO�RSHQQHVV�WR�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�H[SHULHQFHV�RI� WKH�ZRUOG��HYHQ�DQG�HVSHFLDOO\�ZKHQ�WKH\�

challenge what we take for granted to be true, or universal. Indeed, it would involve being wary 

of those voices that reaffirm conventional wisdom, and placing the most trust in those that call 

it into question. Empathy, then, might secure the fragile promise of phenomenology to describe 

a plurality of perspectives from the standpoint of the singular. And yet, when we turn to Sartre 

and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�ZRUN��DV�ZH�KDYH�GRQH�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WKLV�WKHVLV��ZH�DUH�RIWHQ�VWUXFN�

by a distinct lack of empathy. Rather than an openness to diverse points of view, we have found 

a tendency to dismiss experiences distinct from their own, notably where those experiences 

LQYLWH�WKHP�WR�TXHVWLRQ�ZKDW�WKH\�WDNH�WR�EH�XQLYHUVDOO\�WUXH��7DNH��IRU�H[DPSOH��6DUWUH¶V�UHIXVDO�

 
15 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. xv. 
16 Ibid. 
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WR�FRXQWHQDQFH�D�ZRPDQ¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�KHU�RZQ�VH[XDO�H[SHULHQFH��FLWHG�DERYH��LQ�IDYRXU�RI�KHU�

KXVEDQG¶V�LQWHrpretation, itself ratified by another man, the psychoanalyst Stekel. The woman, 

³LQWHUURJpH´�DV�WR�ZKHWKHU�VKH�H[SHULHQFHV�VH[XDO�SOHDVXUH��H[SOLFLWO\�VWDWHV�WKDW�VKH�GRHV�QRW��

³«�OD� IHPPH�>«@ V¶DSSOLTXH� IDURXFKHPHQW�j� >OH@�QLHU�«´17 To no avail: Sartre rejects her 

claims in no uncertain terms. :RPHQ�OLNH�KHU��KH�VD\V��³SDUYLHQQHQW�j�VH�PDVTXHU�OD�MRXLVVDQFH�

TXH�OHXU�SURFXUH�O¶DFWH�VH[XHO´��WKH\�H[SHULHQFH�WKH�YHU\�sexual pleasure they claim not to, in 

spite of what they say.18 They are not just mistaken, or deceitful, but uniquely dispossessed of 

the means to apprehend and make sense of their own lived experiences. Where the voices of 

µRWKHUV¶�H[SRVH�WKH�OLPLWV�RI�KLV�QRUPDWLYH�ZRUOGYLHZ��WKHQ��6DUWUH�QHLWKHU�OLVWHQV�WR�WKHP��QRU�

expands his worldview to incorporate them. Instead, he dismisses them as unreliable witnesses 

to their own lived experiences, and in so doing corrodes their epistemic credibility tout court. 

His distrust of testimony from outside the norm is all the more striking when set against 

his uncritical acceptance of voices within it. Here, for example, his reluctance to countenance 

a woman ± let alone believe her ± contrasts sharply with his willingness to listen to other men, 

and take them at their word. This, even though the subjHFW�PDWWHU�LV�WKDW�ZRPDQ¶V�RZQ�OLYHG�

experience. Here, then, we find not only hypocrisy, but incongruity with his wider philosophy. 

In effect, as we have seen, Sartre claims in his account of autrui is that other consciousnesses 

are always and irremediably beyond our reach: we can never truly know what other people see, 

or think, or feel. In the terms of his philosophy, then, it would be incoherent to place more trust 

LQ�DQ�RXWVLGH�REVHUYHU�RI�D�SHUVRQ¶V�H[SHULHQFH��WKDQ�LQ�WKDW�SHUVRQ¶V�RZQ�WHVWLPRQ\��$QG�yet 

Sartre does exactly that, time and again. Against his own convictions, he systematically refuses 

WR�OLVWHQ�WR�WKH�YRLFHV�RI�µRWKHUV¶��:KHUH�KH�GRHV��KH�WHQGV�WR�GLVFUHGLW�WKHP��HVSHFLDOO\�LI�WKH\�

challenge anything he presumes to be a universal truth. In all of this, we find not empathy, but 

 
17 Sartre, /¶ÇWUH�HW�OH�QpDQW, p. 89. 
18 Ibid., p. 88. 
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a distinct lack thereof, a waiving of the imperative to radical openness. This is not to claim that 

Sartre never heeds that imperative, far from it. Indeed, in the very moments that disclose a 

breakdown of empathy for those outside the norm, we find an abundance of empathy for those 

ZLWKLQ�LW��+RZ�HOVH�PLJKW�KH�GLVFXVV�WKH�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��DV�KH�VR�RIWHQ�GRHV�LQ�

/¶Être et le néant, once he has thrown out their personal testimonies? In eroding the credibility 

of those outside the norm, he effectively solicits interventions from those within it, even though 

WKH\�FDQQRW�NQRZ��RU�DW�OHDVW�FDQ�QHYHU�EH�VXUH��DERXW�WKH�PDWWHU�DW�KDQG��QDPHO\��RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�

conscious existence. In other words, those within the norm are believed when they should not 

be, while those outside of it are not believed when they should be. This is not an incidental 

feature of his methodology, but a constitutive one: the excess of credibility given to normative 

subjects is grounded in anG�OHJLWLPLVHG�E\�WKH�ODFN�RI�FUHGLELOLW\�WKDW�DWWULEXWHG�WR�µRWKHUV¶��7KH�

unreliability of women as witnesses to their own lived experience, for example, requisitions 

the interventions of men on that very matter. As such, examples such as the one above shoXOGQ¶W�

EH�VHHQ�WR�SRLQW�WR�DQ�DEVHQFH�RI�HPSDWK\�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�SKLORVRSK\��EXW�UDWKHU�WR�LWV�OLPLWV��ZKLFK�

turn out to follow the boundary between norms and otherness. He is mindful of the imperative 

to openness, but only with certain subjects: those within the norm. He takes other perspectives 

seriously, so long as they reflect his own, and confirm his biases. Arguably, then, he advances 

not with empathy, but with sympathy: a receptivity to alternative points of view conditional 

upon their proximity and consonance with his own, or those that he could feasibly adopt. 

The same may well be said of Merleau-3RQW\¶V�WKRXJKW��+LV�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�WHVWLPRQ\�

RI�³XQH�PDODGH´��D�VXEMHFW�ZKRVH�RWKHUQHVV�LV�GRXEO\�WKDW�RI�EHLQJ�D�ZRPDQ��DQG�EHLQJ�LOO��LV�

particularly insWUXFWLYH��+H�RSHQV�ZLWK�KHU�YHUVLRQ�RI�HYHQWV��³8QH�PDODGH�GLW�TXH�TXHOTX¶XQ��

DX�PDUFKp��O¶D�UHJDUGpH��HOOH�D�VHQWL�FH�UHJDUG�VXU�HOOH�FRPPH�XQ�FRXS�VDQV�SRXYRLU�GLUH�G¶R��

LO�YHQDLW�´19 He immediately challenges this version of events, insisting that she does not mean 

 
19 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. 394. 
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ZKDW�VKH�H[SOLFLWO\�VDLG��³(OOH�QH�YHXW�SDV�GLUH�TXH�«´20 It is not only her speech that he casts 

GRXEW�XSRQ��EXW�KHU�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�KHU�RZQ�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH��DQG�KHU�JUDVS�RQ�UHDOLW\��³,O�QH�

V¶DJLW�SDV�SRXU�HOOH�GH�FH�TXL�VH�SDVVH�GDQV�OH�PRQGH�REMHFWLI�«´21 In effect, here, he displaces 

her understanding of what she perceived and felt to make space for his own by claiming that 

VKH�ZDV�KDOOXFLQDWLQJ��+DOOXFLQDWLRQV��LQ�KLV�SKLORVRSK\��DUH�H[SOLFLWO\�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�³UpHO´��

and excluded from WKH�FRQVWLWXWLRQ�RI�WUXWK�DQG�PHDQLQJ�DW�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLRQ�RI�YDULRXV�VXEMHFWV¶�

perspectives on the world.22 In classing her experience as a hallucination, he not only dismisses 

it as figmental, and thus immaterial to the elaboration of truth, and meaning. He also shatters 

her credibility, as a speaker and a knower: if she cannot distinguish between reality and fantasy, 

then her testimony cannot be trusted. Once again, we find a woman to be uniquely dispossessed 

of the means to apprehend, interpret, and articulate her own lived experience. And once again, 

this is set against a presumption of the credibility of those within the norm. In taking issue with 

her rejection of normative interpretations, he effectively discloses an uncritical acceptance of 

those inteUSUHWDWLRQV��³«�HW�F¶HVW�SRXUTXRL�OHV�DUJXPHQWV�TXH�QRXV�SRXYRQV�OXL�RSSRVHU�JOLVVHQW�

VXU�HOOH�´23 Crucially, as with Sartre, this position is inconsistent with his wider philosophy. If, 

as we have seen, SHUFHSWLRQ�WDNHV�SODFH�³HQ�GHoj�GX�PRQGH�REMHFWLI´��it is nonsensical for him 

WR�GLVPLVV�KHU�SHUFHSWLRQ�DV�LOOXVRU\�EHFDXVH�LW�GRHV�QRW�FRLQFLGH�ZLWK�WKH�³PRQGH�REMHFWLI´�24 

Further, as we have DOVR� VHHQ��ZH� FDQ� QHYHU� DFFHVV� WKH� ³PRQGH� REMHFWLI´��:H� might only 

approximate it by parsing diverse experiences, and locating moments of consonance therein, 

which LV�QRQH�RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�³PRQGH�SKpQRPpQRORJLTXH´��,Q�VWDNLQJ�WKH�DERYH claim, then, he 

confounds these two worlds, taking as objective what is inherently not, and thus betraying his 

 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., pp. 389-390. 
23 Ibid., p. 394. 
24 Ibid., p. 69. 
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own philosophical principles, so as WR�MXVWLI\�KLV�UHMHFWLRQ�RI�DQ�LOO�ZRPDQ¶V�DFFRXQW��DQG�VHFXUH�

the normative worldview whose apparently universal truths that account begins to pick apart. 

+HUH��DV�LQ�6DUWUH¶V�WKRXJKW��V\PSDWK\�RSHUDWHV�LQ�WKH�SODFH�RI�HPSDWK\��0HUOHDX-Ponty 

QHLWKHU�OLVWHQV�WR�µRWKHUV¶��QRU�WDNHV�WKHP�VHULRXVO\�ZKHQ�WKH\�FDVW�GRXEW�RQ�WKH�XQLYHUVDOLW\�RI�

what he takes for granted. Instead, we find a dismissal not only of their testimony, but of their 

basic capacity to testify to their own experience, one which both is justified by and justifies an 

endorsement of interventions from within the norm. We thus find ourselves before an impasse. 

If Sartre and Merleau-Ponty share an ideal of phenomenology wherein empathy is imperative, 

why do neither of them take up that imperative, at least not with all subjects? Returning to our 

final chapter, we might begin to speculate as to why this is the case. If, as we have put forward, 

µRWKHUV¶�DUH�RIWHQ�QRW�UHFRJQLVHG�DV�IXOO�VXEMHFWV��WKHQ�ZH�KDYH�D�IUDPHZRUN�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�ZH�

might explain why sympathy, rather than empathy, structures their philosophy. The problem is 

not that some subjects are treated with empathy, and others not: the problem is rather that some 

subjects are not recognised as subjects, and therefore not treated with empathy. What is more, 

LI�ZH� WDNH� VHULRXVO\�RXU� GHVFULSWLRQV�RI� WKH� OLYHG� H[SHULHQFHV�RI� µRWKHUV¶� LQ� WKDW� FKDSWHU�� LW�

becomes clear that this is not an accidental feature of their thought, but an inevitable one. In 

both of the examples above, we find traces of experiences proper to those outside of the norm. 

Merleau-3RQW\¶V�³PDODGH´�GHVFULEHV�D�K\SHUDZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�regard, one which may occur 

even in the aEVHQFH�RI�D�FRQFUHWH�REVHUYHU��6DUWUH¶V�³IHPPH´�DUWLFXODWHV�ZKDW�ZH�PLJKW�QRZ�

understand as sexual violence, while her husband and the psychoanalyst betray how those 

within the norm misread the actions of those outside of it, through a normative visual schema, 

in order to justify violence against them. The point is not to claim that either of these women 

had those exact experiences: to do so without their input would be to once again supplant their 

own self-understanding with an outside interpretation. It is instead to show how the deployment 

of sympathy in the place of empathy leads both philosophers to disregard the very possibility 
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RI�WKRVH�H[SHULHQFHV��ZKLFK�ZH�NQRZ�VR�PDQ\�µRWKHUV¶�do have. What is more, in refusing to 

countenance such experiences, they necessarily exclude them from their account of existence, 

so that the only subject articulable in the terms of existential phenomenology is a normative 

one. Herein, we might begin to parse a cycle of sympathy and misrecognition, where each 

prefigures and VHFXUHV�WKH�RWKHU��2Q�WKH�RQH�KDQG��µRWKHUV¶�DUH�QRW�OLVWHQHG�WR�EHFDXVH�WKH\�DUH�

QRW�UHFRJQLVHG�DV�VXEMHFWV��2Q�WKH�RWKHU��µRWKHUV¶�DUH�QRW�UHFRJQLVHG�DV�VXEMHFWV�EHFDXVH�WKH\�

are not listened to. The breakdown of empathy in Sartre and Merleau-3RQW\¶V�SKLlosophies is 

not merely inevitable, but self-perpetuating: they mistake sympathy for empathy because they 

conflate normativity with universality, and they conflate normativity with universality because 

WKH\�PLVWDNH�V\PSDWK\�IRU�HPSDWK\��7KH\�GRQ¶W�VLPSO\�Iail to take up their own imperative to 

empathy: it is impossible to do so within the normative terms of their philosophy. 

As we saw in our critique of their engagements with bodily otherness, or more exactly, 

their lack thereof, normativity functions to foreclose the possibility of attaining the very ideals 

of existential phenomenology that they themselves lay out. The particular interest of empathy 

lies in the insight it gives into how that normativity guarantees and reproduces itself, and its 

imperceptibility, namely, through a cycle of misrecognition and sympathy. Empathy is more 

than just one among many ideals that Sartre and Merleau-Ponty fail to live up to: it is the péché 

originel, the ideal whose abandon pushes the others definitively out of reach. There is a certain 

irony here: in their failure to take up empathy, they underscore its very imperative. It becomes 

clear that any hopes of realising the ideals of French existential phenomenology, against their 

inability to do so, rest squarely upon our capacity to take up and sustain that imperative. What 

might it look like to do so? What might it look like to ground our philosophical practice in 

empathy? What might it do, and what might it undo? And what ± crucially ± might it make 

possible? The answers to these questions, of course, will only emerge in time, and in practice. 

We might none the less put forward some hypotheses, and speculate as to what empathy might 
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mean, and make possible. In the first instance, if empathy is the cornerstone of the critical 

phenomenology that we have advocated for, then it would be both a philosophical and political 

practice. Indeed, it might well involve refusing to draw a distinction between the philosophical 

and the political. In the second, it would mean listening to perspectives beyond our own, even 

and perhaps especially those that cast doubt upon what we take for granted to be true. It may 

well require us to listen more carefully to the experiences that differ most from what we know, 

and to take them more seriously than those that mirror our own. As such, it will surely demand 

that we actively seek out the voices that we so rarely hear, which will more often than not be 

WKRVH�RI�µRWKHUV¶��$QG�VR�LW�would mean resisting the tendency to disregard or discredit speakers 

who reveal the limits of our worldview, and instead expanding those limits to accommodate 

them. To philosophise with empathy would therefore involve trusting in the testimony the most 

at odds with our own, in particular when that testimony comes from outside the norm. It would 

invite us to place the most trust in those who have traditionally been afforded the least 

credibility. Conversely, it would ask us to be wary of those voices that confirm what we regard 

as common sense, and to remain the most suspicious of the interlocutors whom society tends 

to place beyond suspicion. Most critical of all, empathy requires that we constantly turn that 

same light of interrogation back upon our own thought, perhaps even more often, and more 

harshly, than upon anybody else¶V��,W�PHDQV�VHWWLQJ�RXW�QRW�ZLWK�D�SUHVXPSWLRQ�RI�RXU�PDVWHU\��

but a recognition of our imperfections, and of the very impossibility of perfection. Empathy 

means a willingness to displace our deepest-held beliefs and best-reasoned theories, and a 

pledge to take notice of any voice that does so, especially if it comes from outside of the norm. 

The imperative to empathy is not solely a question of listening. It is also a question of 

speaking. It requires us to refuse complicity with the ways and means of speaking that we so 

often take for granted, and to think critically about who speaks, and who does not ± or, more 

precisely, who is able to speak, and who is not. It means taking stock of the material conditions 
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that ground speech, and silence, ± that make them possible, or unavoidable ± as well as their 

practical and political effects. Perhaps most crucial, it mandates turning that lens back upon 

ourselves to think about our own speech, its conditions, and its potential or actual effects. The 

urgency of this latter task is made plain by the very project that empathy seeks to make possible 

± critical phenomenology ± because to set out to describe a plurality of experiences from the 

standpoint of the singular is necessarily to speak both for and about other people. To adopt the 

imperative to empathy with a view to formulating such a phenomenology, then, means that we 

must begin by taking sHULRXVO\�ZKDW�$OFRII�UHIHUV�WR�DV�³7KH�3UREOHP�RI�6SHDNLQJ�IRU�2WKHUV´��

6KH�LQYLWHV�XV�WR�UHIOHFW�XSRQ�WKH�³DXWKRULW\´�DWWULEXWHG�WR�RXU�YRLFHV�E\�YLUWXH�RI�RXU�SRVLWLRQ�

as philosophers, and to weigh up the stakes of ³VSHDNLQJ�IRU�RWKHUV´�ZLWK�WKDW�DXWKRULW\��³,V�WKH�

discursive practice of speaking for others ever a valid practice, and, if so, what are the criteria 

for validity? In particular, is it ever valid to speak for others who are unlike me or who are less 

SULYLOHJHG� WKDQ�PH"´25 $OFRII¶V�DSSHDO� WR�DVk ourselves these questions is grounded in two 

related convictions. First, that our material and social positions shape not only what we can 

say, and when, but the very meaning of our words ± ³«�ZKHUH�RQH�VSHDNV�IURP�DIIHFWV�WKH�

meaning and truth of what oQH�VD\V�«´�± DQG�WKHLU�FUHGLELOLW\��³«�D�VSHDNHU¶V�ORFDWLRQ��ZKLFK�

I take here to refer to their social location, or social identity) has an epistemically significant 

LPSDFW� RQ� WKDW¶V� VSHDNHU¶V� FODLPV� DQG� FDQ� VHUYH� HLWKHU� WR� DXWKRUL]H� RU� GLVDXWKRUL]H� RQH¶V 

VSHHFK�´26 This we have seen where Sartre and Merleau-Ponty believe those who they should 

distrust, and distrust those who they should believe. Second, that discourse has effects beyond 

and sometimes in spite of our best intentions, contingent upon the respective positions of its 

subjects and objects. To speak about those without the norm from within it can therefore be 

³GLVFXUVLYHO\�GDQJHURXV´��EHFDXVH�LW�runs the risk of reinforcing or aggravating violence against 

 
25 Linda Martín Alcoff, 'The Problem of Speaking for Others', Cultural critique, 20 (1991), 8. 
26 Ibid., pp. 6-7. 
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WKHP�� ³«�SULYLOHJHG� SHUVRQV� VSHDNLQJ� IRU or on behalf of less privileged persons actually 

UHVXOWHG��LQ�PDQ\�FDVHV��LQ�LQFUHDVLQJ�RU�UHLQIRUFLQJ�RSSUHVVLRQ�RI�WKH�JURXS�VSRNHQ�IRU�´27 

This, too, we see in Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, where GLVFXVVLRQV�DERXW�µRWKHUV¶�VKRUH�XS�WKHLU�

exclusion from full subjectivity, which in turn debars them from those very discussions. 

Alcoff is not advocating for those with the authority to speak to step abdicate it entirely, 

or all of the time. If discourse can consolidate oppression, it can also help resist it, and improve 

the material conditions of the oppressed. For those who have that authority, speaking for the 

GLVFXUVLYHO\�GLVHQIUDQFKLVHG�KDV�LWV�EHQHILWV��³7KHUH�DUH�QXPHURXV�H[DPSOHV�RI�WKH�SUDFWLFH�RI�

speaking for that have been politically efficacious in advancing the needs of those spoken for 

«´28 Indeed, to have that authority and not to speak for those who do not communicates a tacit 

acceptance of the prevailing socio-SROLWLFDO�RUGHU��DQG�RI�QRUPDWLYH�YLROHQFH�WKHUHLQ��³(YHQ�D�

complete retreat from speech is of course not neutral since it allows the continued dominance 

RI�FXUUHQW�GLVFRXUVHV�DQG�DFWV�E\�RPLVVLRQ�WR�UHLQIRUFH�WKHLU�GRPLQDQFH�´29 Put simply, we have 

DQ�REOLJDWLRQ�WR�VSHDN�ZKHQ�ZH�FDQ��EXW�ZH�PXVW�GR�VR�ZLWK�FDUH��RU��LQ�RXU�WHUPV��HPSDWK\��³,�

am not advocating a return to an un-self-conscious appropriation of the other, but rather that 

anyone who speaks for others should only do so out of a concrete analysis of the particular 

SRZHU�UHODWLRQV�DQG�GLVFXUVLYH�HIIHFWV�LQYROYHG�´30 Because we cannot not speak for others, 

and because speaking for others is fraught with danger, she proposes four lines of interrogation 

that we might follow to navigate that danger. First��³7KH�LPSHWXV�WR�VSHDN�PXVW�EH�FDUHIXOO\�

analyzed and, in many cases (certainly for DFDGHPLFV����IRXJKW�DJDLQVW�´31 Why do we want to 

speak for others? What do we hope to achieve? Second��³:H�PXVW�>«@ interrogate the bearing 

RI�RXU�ORFDWLRQ�DQG�FRQWH[W�RQ�ZKDW�LW�LV�ZH�DUH�VD\LQJ�«´32 How does our position shape the 

 
27 Ibid., p. 7. 
28 Ibid., pp. 17-18. 
29 Ibid., p. 20. 
30 Ibid., p. 24. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid., p. 25. 
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meaning and credibility of our words? How are they also shaped by that of the people we are 

speaking for? Third��³6SHDNLQJ�VKRXOG�DOZD\V�FDUU\�ZLWK�LW�DQ�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�DQG�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�

IRU�ZKDW�RQH�VD\V�´33 What might be gained when we speak for others, and what might be lost? 

How might we remain answerable for such gains, or losses, and to who? Fourth��³«�ZH�QHHG�

WR�DQDO\]H�WKH�SUREDEOH�RU�DFWXDO�HIIHFWV�RI�WKH�ZRUGV�RQ�WKH�GLVFXUVLYH�DQG�PDWHULDO�FRQWH[W�´34 

What might our speech do to and for the people we are speaking for? How can we limit the 

risks, and amplify the benefits? $QG�RQFH�ZH�KDYH�VSRNHQ��ZH�PXVW�WDNH�VWRFN�RI�³ZKHUH�WKH�

VSHHFK�JRHV�DQG�ZKDW�LW�GRHV�WKHUH´�35 It will not be enough to follow these lines of interrogation 

in anticipation of speech: we must also do so in its wake, so as to account for the discursive 

and material effects of our speech, and our silence, as they shift in time. 

Empathy, then, is as much a way of speaking as it is a way of listening. It means being 

radically open to what others ± DQG��LQ�SDUWLFXODU��µRWKHUV¶�± have to say. But it also means being 

radically open to how what we say affects them. And so it means beginning with a recognition 

of the material, social, and political conditions of our philosophical practice, and of the people 

who we choose to listen to, and speak for, or about. Sartre and Merleau-Ponty make no attempt 

to do so, because they regard all situations as equivalent insofar as they are equally contingent. 

But to be equally contingent is precisely not to be equivalent, and in confounding the two they 

push the very ideals that they themselves articulate permanently out of reach. In insisting upon 

the need to account for situations ± RXU�RZQ��DQG�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�± empathy places those ideals 

firmly back within our grasp. Existential phenomenology, as they understand it ± as a properly 

critical phenomenology ± EHFRPHV�D�SRVVLELOLW\�RQFH�PRUH��³/H�SOXV�JUDQG�HQVHLJQHPHQW�GH�OD�

UpGXFWLRQ�HVW�O¶LPSRVVLELOLWp�G¶XQH�UpGXFWLRQ�FRPSOqWH�´36 In the reduction, something is always 

left behind. More often than not, we leave behind what we presume to be universal, or natural. 

 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., p. 26. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception, p. viii. 
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Empathy brings us closer to the ideal of the reduction because it obliges us to countenance 

voices we might otherwise dismiss, and take them seriously where they reveal the contingency 

of what we took to be universal, or the artifice of what we saw as natural. It can thus facilitate 

the practice of unlearning so central to the phenomenological method, and lead us to a place of 

what SalaPRQ�GHVFULEHV� DV� ³XQNQRZLQJ´�� ³«� LW�PXVW� EH�P\�JRDO� WR� XQVHDW�P\� own belief 

WKURXJK�WKH�VXVSHQVLRQ�RI�ZKDW�,�DOUHDG\�WKLQN�,�NQRZ�´37 3KHQRPHQRORJ\�FDQ�WDNH�XV�WR�³D�

SODFH�RI�JUHDWHU�NQRZLQJ´��EXW�DOVR�WR�³D�ORRVHQLQJ�RU�DQ�XQGRLQJ�RI�ZKDW�ZH�NQRZ�´38 As a 

radical openness to anything that destabilises what we take for granted, empathy facilitates this 

process, leading us to such loosenings and undoings. Unknowing is not just about questioning 

what we know, but how��³«�WR�XQNQRZ�LV�WR�revise or undo knowledge that I already have, 

perhaps to question the epistemological regime that brought that knowing about in the first 

SODFH�´39 In fostering unknowing, then, empathy might also unsettle the dominant epistemic 

regime, and expose the limits of perception therein. Just as it might help us to unknow, it might 

help us to unsee, to distance ourselves from the normative visual schema that determines what 

ZH�VHH��DQG�ZKDW�ZH�GRQ¶W��:H�PLJKW�WKXV�OHDUQ�WR�VHH�WKH�ZRUOG�DQHZ��WR�XQVHH�WKH�GDQJHU�

aVFULEHG�WR�µRWKHUV¶��IRU�H[DPSOH��DQG�WR�VHH�LQVWHDG�WKH�YLROHQFH�GRQH�WR�WKHP�RQ�LWV�DFFRXQW� 

Empathy gives us the power to incohere the apparently self-evident, and to clarify the 

apparently unintelligible. In creating the conditions for normative violence to become visible, 

and legible, it makes space for us to acknowledge and conceptualise the lived experience of 

those outside of the norm. For those of us who find ourselves outside a given norm, or norms, 

this can serve to foster self-understanding: of violence we have been subjected to, for one, and 

of the material and social conditions of its emergence, for another. We might thus make sense 

of our lived experiences ± of otherness, and othering ± and begin to pick out the disparities and 

 
37 Salamon, The Life and Death of Latisha King, p. 159. 
38 Ibid., p. 149. 
39 Ibid. 
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injustices that mark them out from those that take place within the norm. This, in turn, can help 

to build community: it produces the analytic and hermeneutical resources through which people 

who are similarly marginalised might recognise their common condition, and come together. 

Those same resources might also serve to promote understanding and compassion beyond the 

bounds of that community: they become tools for those without the norm to more effectively 

convey their lived experiences to those within LW��(PSDWK\�GRHVQ¶W�MXVW�PDNH�YLROHQFH�OHJLEOH��

it makes it real, and unavoidable. In doing so, it makes our complicity in the violences that we 

are exempt from equally real, and unavoidable. The imperative to empathy thus discloses a 

further, moral, imperative: to stand in solidarity with those subject to normative violence, and 

to struggle alongside them against it. Herein lies the unique promise of empathy as a practice 

that is philosophical insofar as it is political, and political insofar as it is philosophical: it might 

foster the discursive, moral and material conditions of solidarity both within communities, and 

between them. To take up that practice is not only to attempt an existential phenomenology on 

the terms that Sartre and Merleau-Ponty advance, but ultimately abandon. It is also to recognise 

what is at stake when we do so: where our ideas go, and what they do. This means taking stock 

not only of what is at risk ± who might philosophy harm, and how? ± and of what is at play: 

who might it bring together, and what might it make possible? To place empathy at the heart 

of existential phenomenology means asking ourselves the questions Merleau-Ponty invites us 

to ± ³)HUDL-je cette promesse ? Risquerai-je ma vie pour si peu ? Donnerai-je ma liberté pour 

VDXYHU�OD�OLEHUWp�"´�± and responding, always and endlessly, in the affirmative.
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