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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores representations of intercorporeality in a selection of Virginia Woolf’s fiction
and non-fiction, in conversation with Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s writings on phenomenology and
ontology. This study offers a counter to readings of Woolf as a writer who prioritises interiority,
and instead considers underlying patterns of relationality that are grounded in embodied
experience. I discuss three main areas of focus: visual perception in an interpersonal world, the
grounding of artistic creation in an openness to the human and nonhuman world, and an
intercorporeal relationality expressed through narrative and textual kinships. The study provides a
brief overview of connections which may be drawn between Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy and
Woolf’s writing in Chapter 1. The main spheres of discussion are then investigated in three further
chapters: through close readings of some of Woolf’s short stories and Mrs Dalloway alongside
Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception (Chapter 2); both writers’ essays on aesthetics and
Lily Briscoe and Mrs Ramsay’s relationships with each other and the environments they inhabit in
To the Lighthouse (Chapter 3); and finally, Merleau-Ponty’s The Visible and the Invisible and
Woolf's The Waves (Chapter 4). Although the chapters of this study are delimited by textual focus,
they trace an evolution and gradual intensification of the three thematic threads. In doing so, I
highlight an enduring interest in the conceptualisation of intercorporeality as an open and evolving
interweaving of perception and expression that may enable an ethical framework celebrating a

simultaneous unity and difference of all beings.

Key Terms
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perception, phenomenology, relationality.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

For how could one express in words these emotions of the body? express that emptiness
there? (She was looking at the drawing-room steps; they looked extraordinarily empty.) It
was one’s body feeling, not one’s mind. The physical sensations that went with the bare
look of the steps had become suddenly extremely unpleasant. To want and not to have, sent
all up her body a hardness, a hollowness, a strain. And then to want and not to have—to
want and want—how that wrung the heart, and wrung it again and again!

To the Lighthouse (146)

An overwhelming sense of grief makes Lily Briscoe pause as she gazes at the now empty drawing-
room steps, emblematic of Mrs Ramsay’s absence. Her emotions are captured in the sudden shifts
in her body’s posture and gesture: “a hardness, a hollowness, a strain.” At that moment, the visual
and emotional “emptiness” that Lily experiences dissolves the apparent boundaries between the
mental and the sensory so that her seeing of the vacant steps corresponds with an affective vision

of Mrs Ramsay’s significance and Lily’s “want” for her renewed presence.

This intertwining of what is traditionally considered mental and bodily — and the reversal or
revision of these categories — is often found in Virginia Woolf’s fiction and non-fiction. Her essay,
“On Being IlI” (£4:317-329), presents possibly her most sustained discussion of embodied
existence in her non-fiction and the connections between what is commonly divided into either

mental or bodily. From the outset, she asserts that

[[Jiterature does its best to maintain that its concern is with the mind; that the body is a
sheet of plain glass through which the soul looks straight and clear, and, save for one or two
passions such as desire and greed, is null, negligible and non-existent (£4:317-318).



This statement implies a series of prejudices or tendencies in literature: the adoption of the
empiricist notion that perception is merely a mental exercise where the soul (or mind) “looks
straight and clear” through the body; the dismissal of the body in all but those “passions” most
associated with physical behaviour; and the implication that the body interferes with the clarity of

the mind during such states. In contrast, Woolf argues that the opposite is true, as

[a]ll day, all night the body intervenes; blunts or sharpens, colours or discolours, turns to
wax in the warmth of June, hardens to tallow in the murk of February. The creature within
can only gaze through the pane—smudged or rosy; it cannot separate off from the body
like the sheath of a knife or the pod of a pea for a single instang; it must go through the
whole unending procession of changes, heat and cold, comfort and discomfort, hunger and
satisfaction, health and illness, until there comes the inevitable catastrophe; the body
smashes itself to smithereens, and the soul (it is said) escapes (£4:318).

Although Woolf’s description of “[t]he creature within” does still suggest some sense of dualism,
she counters this with her description of the inability of consciousness to “separate off from the
body” and the doubtful statement about the soul’s “escape” after death. Instead, consciousness

faces “the whole unending procession of changes”, incapable of experiencing life as separate from

the body.

This study offers a counter to readings of Woolf as a writer who prioritises representations of
consciousness and thought separated from bodily concerns, that is, mind-body dualism,' and
instead argues that her writing highlights underlying patterns of relationality that are grounded in
embodied experience. The phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty provides an alternative to
dualist approaches in his argument that “the perceiving mind is an incarnated mind” (([1962]

1964:3), thereby positing that consciousness is inherently embodied. His approach to lived

! While I acknowledge that Woolf studies has seen a shift from readings of her work as praising interiority, I refer here
more specifically to approaches which separate that which might be termed mental (knowledge, language, creativity,
thought patterns) from the physical (bodily states, expressions of affective responses).
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experience as a perceptual engagement with the world highlights the possibility that a return to the
pre-reflective acknowledges that the perceptual life is a precondition for knowledge rather than a
product of pure abstraction or reflection. In turn, the acknowledgement and support of such a
return to the pre-reflective reframes language as signifying systems that offer a proliferation of
meanings which are held in tension with each other in their contexts, connotations, and individual
usage. The sight of the colour red, for example, may in his terms be considered as an ever-
expanding web of associations sparked by affective responses, contexts, or histories which is
mediated through present and past perceptions of both the colour and the specific object perceived.
Such generative meaning-making is similar to Woolf’s assertion that the body “intervenes”, not
merely because one’s physical or mental state might have a debilitating effect on perceptual ability,
but because of the endless array of both latent and manifested meanings that the “atoms” (E4:160)

of bodily, sensory perception provide.

The thesis turns to selections from her fiction and non-fiction to argue that Woolf represents lived
experience as embodied and relational. The positing of the body acting as the point of contact and
mediation between what might be viewed as “purely internal and accessible only to the subject and
what is external and publicly observable” allows one to “rethink the opposition between the inside
and the outside, the private and the public, the self and other” (Grosz, 1994:20). Furthermore, it
proposes that Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on the perceptual life as the starting point for the
gathering and expression of knowledge which prioritises an openness to human and nonhuman
worlds may be productively linked to Woolf’s focus on the constitution and representation of
reality in art and literature, and that both thinkers celebrate the role of the artist and artwork as

sites of betweenness, as corporeal and material spaces or incarnations that enable an understanding



of intercorporeal relations between subject, other and world via artistic process and the work

produced.

Modernism and Phenomenology
Various scholars have acknowledged commonalities in approaches and concerns between
modernism and phenomenology,” evident in comments such as Carole Bourne-Taylor and Ariane

Mildenberg’s editorial introduction to Phenomenology, Modernism and Beyond:

Both modernism and phenomenology steadfastly crystallize the same preoccupations
concerning subjectivity: dislodging it from the hegemony of rationalism, realism and
objectivity, they bespeak a crisis of values and scientific foundations that lead to a reappraisal

of the self (2010:5).

This claim clearly iterates that both modernism and phenomenology prioritise an individual
viewpoint, not in any sense of extreme introspection but rather as a means of contesting and
complicating these notions of “rationalism, realism and objectivity”. In the preface to
Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty acknowledges phenomenology’s commonality with

the concerns and approaches of modernist art:

[T]he same kind of attentiveness and wonder, the same demand for awareness, the same
will to seize the meaning of the world or of history as that meaning comes into being. In
this way it merges into the general effort of modern thought (PP:xxiv).

Phenomenology marks a return to “the pre-reflective and therefore taken-for-granted dimension

of experience [which] suspends objective or theoretical notions about the world” (Mildenberg,

* See, in particular, the essays in Bourne-Taylor and Mildenberg’s (2010) edited volume, Phenomenology, Modernism
and Beyond; Mildenberg’s (2017) monograph Modernism and Phenomenology: Literature, Philosophy, Art and
Mildenberg (2019) Understanding Merleau-Ponty, Understanding Modernism. For a more general engagement with the
connections between Merleau-Ponty and modernist art see Kaushik (2011) Art and Institution: Aesthetics in the Late
Works of Merleau-Ponty and Wiskus (2013) The Rhythm of Thought: Art, Literature and Music after Merleau-Ponty.
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2017:3) in favour of “[starting] from that which antedates all standpoints: from the totality of the
intuitively self-given which is prior to any theorizing reflection” (2017:3, n.16, original emphasis).
Mildenberg argues that this return to the pre-reflective, also known as the phenomenological

reduction, aims to

test[ ] our pre-reflective experience and reflective expression of the world against one
another. It suspends any notions of the world ‘as a pregiven source of validities’ not to reject
those validities but to refuse ‘to use them as premises, or modes of explanation, in

philosophical reflection” (Husserl, cited in Mildenberg, 2017:3).

The reduction, therefore, is not an abandonment of those “conventional preconceptions and
expectations” (2017:4); rather, it contests the notion that these preconceptions are the only starting
point for any form of philosophical engagement with the self and the world. The return to the pre-

reflective is an acknowledgement of what lies prior to any theory: that is, lived experience.

Although phenomenology prioritises lived experience, the return to the pre-reflective or pre-
theoretical should not be seen as abandoning spatiotemporal context or scientific understanding.
The reduction does not, as Terry Eagleton claims, ignore “the actual historical context of the
literary work, its authors, conditions of production and readership”, nor does it try to achieve an
“immanent’ reading of the text, totally unaffected by anything outside it” ([1983] 2008:51).
Eagleton’s argument against phenomenology wholly misunderstands the nature of the reduction
in that he believes it is “an idealist, essentialist, anti-historical, formalist and organicist type of
criticism” ([1983] 2008:51) which ignores the existence or meaningfulness of the external world.

On the contrary, Husserl writes that “[o]ur phenomenological idealism does 7or deny the positive

existence of the real...world and of Nature...Its sole take and service is to clarify the meaning of



this world” (Husserl, cited in Mildenberg,2017:5, original emphasis). Merleau-Ponty, in a similar

vein, argues that his work does not deny scientific thinking, but that

a thinking which looks on from above, and thinks of the object-in-general, must return to
the ‘there is” which precedes it; to the site, the soil of the sensible and humanly modified
world such as it is in our lives and for our bodies (EM:122).

He counters stances such as Eagleton’s in his insistence that philosophy and science should
“return...to the site...of the sensible and humanly modified world” as doing so would consider

subjectivity in perpetual negotiation with its context.

Eagleton’s criticism of modernist artwork makes similar claims to those rendered against

phenomenology:

The modernist work brackets off the reference or real historical world, thickens its textures
and deranges its form to forestall instant consumability, and draw its own language
protectively around it to become a mysteriously autotelic object, free of all contaminating
truck with the real. Brooding self-reflexively on its own being, it distances itself through
irony from the shame of being no more than a brute self-identical thing (cited in Budler,

1994:273).

Interestingly, his mention of “bracketing” has been used in a more positive sense to refer to the
process of the phenomenological reduction, as Husserl argues that phenomenology does not
“abandon” conventional preconceptions about the world but “[sets] it as it were ‘out of action,” we
‘disconnect it,” ‘bracket it.” It still remains there like the bracketed in the bracket” (Husserl, [1931]
2012:57). Therefore, one might argue that both phenomenology and modernism do not abandon
these preconceptions but instead bracket them, thereby “[restoring] openness to this world,
bringing to light the condition that underlies experience and affirming the intrinsic relation
between subject and object, art work and world” (Bourne-Taylor & Mildenberg, 2010:7, original

empbhasis).



This study draws on existing scholarship focused on Woolf’s potential ties to phenomenology,?
such as Jo Ann Circosta’s (2006) doctoral thesis “Witness to Consciousness: Virginia Woolf and
Phenomenology” and Emma Simone’s Virginia Woolf and Being-in-the-world: A Heideggerian
Study (2017). Circosta’s extensive exploration of the nature and structure of consciousness in
Woolf’s writing draws particularly on Husserlian phenomenology. She demonstrates that while
Woolf’s claim about her own “philosophy” or “constant idea” in “A Sketch of the Past” (MB:61-
159) may not seem formally tied to any stream of philosophy, her fiction and non-fiction can most
convincingly be linked to phenomenological approaches. Simone explores facets of Heidegger’s
Being-in-the-world as evident in Woolf’s writing, particularly with the aim to demonstrate the
intersubjective, embodied nature of being. She also cites Woolf's “philosophy” but does not
develop this much beyond attributing it to a “state of mind that is defined by an openness to Being-
in-the-world, thereby allowing for the possibility that the extraordinary nature of the ordinary
might show forth in the midst of average everydayness” (Simone, 2017:225). However, it focuses
on Merleau-Ponty (who is mentioned, though not treated as an essential element in either scholar’s
work) in order to demonstrate how Woolf’s notions of consciousness may further be considered as

embodied, and her depictions of relationships between self, others, and world as intercorporeal.

More specifically, I also follow on from and hope to expand other scholars” work on Woolf and

Merleau-Ponty, particularly that of Ariane Mildenberg, Kelly Sultzbach, and Louise Westling.

> While the most significant scholarship is discussed broadly in the main body of the text, the following provides a
preliminary list of specific textual foci that complements the overarching thematic strands discussed above. Further
references to scholarship are also included in relevant later chapters. For a reading of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenological reduction in Woolf's short story “The Mark on the Wall”, see Mildenberg (2010). For analyses of
various elements of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy in relation to Woolf’s writing: for Mrs Dalloway see Foo (2017), for
To the Lighthouse, see Doyle (1994), Mazis (2019), Moise (2011) and Sultzbach (2016); for The Waves see Mildenberg
(2017).



Mildenberg has published extensively on intersections between modernist and phenomenological
thought, such as Modernism and Phenomenology: Literature, Philosophy, Art (2017), and the edited
volume Understanding Merleau-Ponty, Understanding Modernism (2019) in which she is also a
contributor. Although she follows a broader textual focus, often drawing on various writers, artists,
and critics in the modernist period, she has specifically worked with a selection of Woolf’s texts.
Her work is grounded in the tracing of shared approaches to creative expression in both fields, and
argues that modernism, much like phenomenology, calls for a return to “primordial faith” which
allows for embodied artistic engagement with the world. These embodied connections are taken
further by both Kelly Sultzbach and Louise Westling who incorporate Merleau-Ponty in a variety
of ecophenomenological readings. Westling’s “Virginia Woolf and the Flesh of the World” (1999)
reads Between the Acts alongside Merleau-Ponty’s work as demonstrating a new humanism that
argues for a non-hierarchical ecological worldview that stands counter to the fascism of the
approaching war. These arguments are further developed in 7he Logos of the Living World Merleau-
Ponty, Animals, and Language (2014) where she explores more fully the connections between his
philosophy and conceptualisations of the biosphere in relation to a wide range of texts from various
periods. Sultzbach’s Ecocriticism in the Modernist Imagination: Forster, Woolf, and Auden (2016)
follows similar ecocritical arguments as Westling but her chapter on Woolf expands Westling’s
discussions of relationality as ethically driven and considers how Merleau-Ponty’s celebration of
literary language may be connected to his, and others’, ecocritical approaches. These three scholars’
work provide three main theoretical starting-points for this study: 1) overlapping in approaches to
generative and creative meaning-making between phenomenology and modernism, 2) the
possibility of reading modernist texts, particularly Woolf, as challenging anthropocentric views in

their depictions of human and nonhuman relationships, and 3) the importance of language and



expression as underpinning the above. This thesis aims to extend some of the argumentative
threads present in these and other related studies, specifically the overlapping between the fields in
their celebration of generative, open-ended meaning-creation, the emphasis on the relational and
intercorporeal systems in Woolfs writing, and the possibility that both writers’ approach to
language demonstrates a shared interest in betweenness where animals, ideas, people, and things

are held in productive tension that enables affective, ethical, and ecocritical responses to the world.

Although there is no evidence that Merleau-Ponty read Woolf, Louise Westling argues that Woolf

should be considered in the same philosophical and literary context as Merleau-Ponty:

Woolf’s dynamic, participatory vision of the real is very close to the thinking of French
phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who was responding from within the same
modernist intellectual milieu as Virginia Woolf, to the same developments in physics, and
the same twentieth century impulse to overthrow or move beyond the Cartesian separation
of subject and object, and its complicity with the Newtonian mechanistic metaphors of the

cosmos (1999:856).

Similarly, Mildenberg argues:

[M]odernist literature and art...present us with new artistic models embodied in a shift of
perspective, uncovering what Merleau-Ponty thought of as a ‘primordial faith’ [...] that is,
a faith in a prereflective contact with the world as the foundation for artistic inquiry
(2017:2).

While Mildenberg’s comment is quite general, her discussion of 7he Waves later in the same
monograph indicates that the statement may be applied more specifically to Woolf’s writing. There

is certainly an overlap between the two thinkers in terms of the arts,* with both reading Proust®

* Further discussion about both thinkers’ engagement with the arts will feature in later chapters, though some
references to other studies on this topic are given in the notes below.

> Woolf mentions Proust frequently, see for instance “On Being IlI” (F4:317-329), “Pictures” (E4:243-247), “The
Psychologists”, D3:7, L2:525. Shore’s 1979 article “Virginia Woolf, Proust, and Orlando” as well as Mares” (1989)
“Reading Proust: Woolf and the Painter's Perspective” provide overviews of Woolf's engagement with and
interpretations of Proust’s writing. Proust features extensively in Merleau-Ponty’s writing, especially The Visible and



and Mallarmé® and writing about Cézanne.” While this study does not intend to impose any direct
influence of Woolf on Merleau-Ponty or phenomenology on Woolf, the clear indications of a
shared artistic context assist in bringing their writing into conversation with each other. In doing
so, this study aims not only to acknowledge and interrogate this shared context but also to consider
how Woolf’s writing articulates an embodied connectedness which encompasses the human and

nonhuman worlds.

Mind and Body

The body has been a contentious entity for philosophers throughout the ages, often placed “in the
position of being somehow subordinate to and dependent for all that is interesting about it on
animating intentions” (Grosz, 1994:vii). Although a historical overview of conceptions of the body
is not the focus of my research, some important milestones in Western philosophy should be noted
due to their lasting effects on the conceptualisation of the body in contemporary theory. Perhaps
most (in)famously, Descartes’s separation of the soul from nature — that is, the division between
res cogitans (the thinking substance, mind) and res extensa (an extended substance, body) — finalised

the distinction between mind and body already made since Plato’s notion of the Forms, thereby

the Invisible and The Phenomenology of Perception. See also Kaushik’s analysis of Merleau-Ponty’s engagement with
Proust (2011:91-111) and various chapters from Wiskus’s (2013) The Rhythm of Thought: Art, Music, Literature after
Merleau-Ponty.

¢ Woolf briefly includes Mallarmé in “On Being Il1” (E4:324) and discusses Fry’s engagement with and translation of
his poetry in Roger Fry: A Biography (1940:239, 244, 279, 288, 297). There are also various other references to his
work in her writing (£3:119; L2:439, 565). Merleau-Ponty includes Mallarmé in “Cézanne’s Doubt” (CD:68). The
links between them are further analysed by Wiskus (2013:1-12).

7 The Hogarth Press published Fry's Cézanne: A Study of his Development and Woolf was familiar with his work
through the post-impressionist exhibitions and other viewings of his art among friends (D1:140-1; £2:230; L3:29).
Connections have also been drawn between Woolf's and Merleau-Ponty’s understandings of Cézanne, such as in
Moise’s (2011) interpretation of Lily Briscoe’s artistic process in light of Merleau-Ponty’s writings on aesthetics and
painting.

10



declaring that the soul or mind may be regarded as having no place in the natural world, existing
instead in a “position of hierarchical superiority” as the substance capable of reflecting on “the

world of the body, objects, qualities” (Grosz, 1994:6).

The notion of objective thought stems from the underlying dualistic prioritisation of the mind.
This line of thinking suggests that the world can and should be understood from a detached point
of view that ignores individual perspectives. Such an account is presented without any links to a
particular position in space or time, a view from “nowhere”. While such objective understandings
have been fruitfully applied to scientific or mathematical truths — Newton’s laws do not exist based
on subjective experience or desire — dualism’s prioritisation of the mind suggests that all knowledge
of the world and its objects should be understood as a purely mental exercise done by a

transcendental consciousness which is not tied to any particularity of bodily experience.

Two variants of objective thought — empiricism and intellectualism — enforce the primacy of the
mental and regard the body as a physical object “which is answerable to causal laws [and which]
does not differ in any significant respect from other physical objects” (Romdenh-
Romluc, 2011:62). While empiricism holds that consciousness is “the result of causal going-on in
the body” (Romdenh-Romluc, 2011:62), intellectualism views consciousness as lying outside of
the world of things, and as wholly different from it. Although intellectualism views consciousness
as a subject, unlike empiricism’s view of it as an object, it upholds the claim that the body is still
an object, thereby separating the non-physical consciousness (subject) from the physical body

(object).

11



Phenomenology and the Body-Subject

Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology presents a counter to the types of objective thought
described above. Rather than present a philosophical theory which outlines the nature of existence
as a finite, knowable system where consciousness is either a result of a neuroscientific process or a
transcendental Ego, he argues that phenomenology “secks to describe our existence in the world”
(Matthews, 2010:20) as a constant engagement between the subjective experiences of an individual
and an independent world of things and other subjects. The phenomenological world,

for Merleau-Ponty,

is not pure being, but the sense which is revealed where the paths of my various experiences
intersect, and also where my own and other people’s intersect and engage with each other
like gears. It is thus inseparable from subjectivity and intersubjectivity, which find their
unity when I either take up my past experiences in those of the present, or other people’s
in my own (PP:xxii).

In Phenomenology of Perception ([1962] 2005), Merleau-Ponty posits that this intersection is found
in the lived experience of the embodied subject. The body, rather than a physical object in the
world of things, is a subject; it is the means of “communication with [the world]...the world no
longer conceived as a collection of determinate objects, but as the horizon latent in all our
experience and itself ever-present and anterior to every determining thought” (P:92). Thus, the
body is both a tangible object and a subject or form of consciousness. This conceptualisation of
the body means that there is “no ontological separation between the experiencing ‘T’ and the body
as one lives it” (Morris, [2008] 2014:111). His claim that “I am my body” (PP:231) expresses how
he intertwines the notions of embodiment, consciousness, and being-in-the-world so that the
experiencing “I” is equitable to the lived body as “one’s intentional opening to the world, through

which alone one experiences meaningful things in the first place” (Morris, [2008] 2014:111).

12
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The lived body’s “intentional opening to the world” is found in the act of perception, a “direct
contact with the world...[which] takes the form of active engagement with the things around us”
(Matthews, 2010:35) rather than a passive reception of representations or sensations from an
external objective world, and the subsequent interpretation of these. In his overview of
phenomenological perception, Eric Matthews argues that phenomenology, contrary to the
philosophical views that either posit perception as a purely mental activity separated from the
object-based world or as a passive response to external stimuli, is grounded in a necessarily

subjective gaze:

[W]e perceive the world always from a certain individual point of view that embodies not
only our literal spatial position but our active purposes and emotions; the objects of our
awareness are thus experienced by us in their relation to those goals and feelings, and in that
sense as having a meaning for us (Matthews, 2002:68).

The attachment of meaning is firstly subjective prior to any movement towards an objective,
abstracted, scientific conclusion. Things — tangible or not — hold the meanings and values that they
do “because of our interest in them, which shapes the character of our engagement with them”
(Matthews, 2010:35). These meanings may be purely personal to an individual — emotional
attachment, aesthetic preference — or shared with others — practical use associations, economic
value. That is not to say that facts about the world cannot exist — the strength of my desk is not
dependent on my personal choice, for example, but on scientific calculations — but rather that the
world is constituted by collections of personal meanings which I create, and shared meanings which
[ find in my interaction with the world. The perceiver both “acts on the world as well as being
acted upon by it” (Matthews, 2010:37), thereby engaging in a continuous creation and
reproduction of individual and collective meaning. As Alcoff describes, “[t]he world is laden with

a depth of meaning without total closure or consistency [...] because the temporal texture of
P g y p
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experience folds the absent and the past into the present moment” (2000:258). The lived
experience of the world is “an open totality the synthesis of which is inexhaustible” (PP:255).
Although this claim seems to pre-empt poststructuralism’s insistence on the inevitable deferral of
linguistic meaning, phenomenology situates this lack of certainty instead in reflections of lived,

embodied experience.

Temporality

Merleau-Ponty’s notion of a perpetual (un)folding of temporal experience is grounded in the
doubled definition of the French sens. Sens can be translated into English as both “direction” and
“meaning”. In his explication of the first definition, he uses the analogy of a flowing stream to
demonstrate the seeming succession of past, present, and future. While the analogy of flowing
water (passing time) may seem to present a logical understanding of a linear chronology, it implies
that one can observe these distinctive points of past, present, and future from an external vantage
point — a stance completely contradictory to beliefs grounded in the embodied nature of existence.

Instead, he argues, one may still use the analogy with some alterations:

If the observer sits in a boat and is carried by the current, we may say that he is moving
downstream towards his future, but the future lies in the new landscapes which await him
at the estuary, and the course of time is no longer the stream itself: it is the landscape as it
rolls by for the moving observer (PP:478).

The embodied subject observes the flow of time as a perpetually moving relationship between the
figure moving and being moved through the water and the landscape to the side of the stream.
Time, in this “abstract” sense, may be external to one’s existence, but the experience thereof is

necessarily embodied in the direction of one’s life.
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The experience of time is an integral part of embodiment as it relates to the (re)production of
meaning, as indicated in the quotation Merleau-Ponty offers at the start of his chapter on
“Temporality”: “Time is the sense of life [as in] the sense of a sentence” (cited in Toadvine,
2009:218). 8 Perception, that “intentional opening to the world” (Matthews, 2010:35), is
understood through the ways in which we make contact with the world, perhaps most notably in
the sense that these interactions take place over time. Present perceptions are not solely causally
related to past perceptions, but present and past form a “continuing life history” (Mathews,

2002:60) in which perception and action confer meaning.

Meaning, as I have previously suggested, is both conceived in individually subjective terms and as
the intersubjectivity’ of my body as a body-subject in a world populated with other embodied
subjects. Thus, the “life history” of temporally experienced perceptions also refers “to a world that

is always already there before I come upon it and yet a world in which I live” (Alcoff, 2000:259):

We therefore recognize, around our initiatives and around that strictly individual project
which is oneself, a zone of generalized existence and of projects already formed, significances
which trail between ourselves and things [...] Already generality intervenes, already our
presence to ourselves is mediated by it and we cease to be pure consciousness, as soon as the
natural or social constellation [...] crystallizes into a situation, as soon as it has a meaning—
in short, as soon as we exist (PP:523).

The world is “the background from which all acts stand out [...] the natural setting of, and field
for, all my thoughts and all my explicit perceptions” (PP:xi-xii). This means that the lived body

“has culture and meaning inscribed in its habits, in its specific forms of perception and

8 Translated by Toadvine, originally presented as an epigraph from Paul Claudel’s Art Poétique in French: “Le temps
est le sens de la vie (sens: comme on dit [...] le sens d’une phrase [...]” (PP:476).

? Intersubjectivity is used here in light of Merleau-Ponty’s preference for the term in Phenomenology of Perception. 1
shift in later chapters toward “intercorporeality”, in line with his reappraisal of subjectivity.
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comportment” (Young, cited in Alcoff, 1997:22) — collective meanings produced and continued

by other embodied subjects prior to an individual’s life and possibly also thereafter.

The Imaginal Lining of the Perceptual

A vital aspect of Merleau-Ponty’s approach to perception, and one which has, until recently,
received little attention,' is his view of imagination. Glen Mazis argues that Merleau-Ponty’s focus
on the relationship between perception and imagination was a gradual process but that there are
clues throughout his writing that “demonstrate how perception’s fuller sense is only possible as
thoroughly wedded to imagination, how the imaginal is as central to being as is the perceptual”
(2016:175). This differs from most approaches to imagination in Western philosophy, as it has

often been regarded as wholly different from the perception of the real or as mere mental fantasy:

[Tlhe imaginal has been...disregarded by most Western philosophical and cultural
traditions as being part of our access to meaning and truth. For empiricism, at least
important factual value is given to sensations, but imagination is taken to be merely their
decaying sense, revived and recombined, which by itself offers no key insight into the nature
of existence. The imagination has often been portrayed by idealism as the mind’s fanciful
contents unfettered by any necessary fidelity to the world [...] Culturally, the imagination
has often been linked to ‘make believe,” a childish foolishness suited to entertain at best, at
worst perhaps the mark of decadence or malfunctioning of mental capacity in hallucinations

(Mazis, 2016:176).

Contrary to this, Merleau-Ponty’s writing regards the imaginal as an essential part of the perception
of the real. His early writing, specifically the Phenomenology of Perception, does not provide a
sustained discussion of it but does “[employ] abundantly a set of terms associated with the
imaginal, not to challenge the particular kind of representations and behaviour that one currently

calls the imagination, but to describe perception, the lived body and the life-world” (Dufourcq,

19 Possible reasons for these are explored and countered in James Motley’s chapter “The Texture of the Real: Metleau-
Ponty on Imagination and Psychopathology” (2003).
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cited in Mazis, 2016:177, cf. n7). From the start of the Phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty includes

the imaginal in his discussion of prereflective experience:

Equally constantdy I weave dreams round things. I imagine people and things whose
presence is not incompatible with the context, yet who are not in fact involved in it: they

are ahead of reality, in the realm of the imaginary (PP:xi).

Mazis argues that Merleau-Ponty’s notion of imagination can be seen as “poles on a continuum”
where one extreme is “those pure figments of imagination that are utterly at odds with the perceived
world and point to what is ‘pure fantasy’” while the other encompasses “those images, sounds, and
feelings that seem to line percepts and give them sense, vitality, and depth” (2016:179). Moments
which lean closer to “pure fantasy” add little to our perceptions of the real as these have “no depth,
and [do] not respond to our efforts to vary our points of view” (PP:377). In Merleau-Ponty’s
discussion of the imaginal the former sense is grounded in his belief that “[t]he real lends itself to
unending exploration; it is inexhaustible” (PP:378), so there “are always more facets and more
senses to uncover’; in the latter definition, the phantasm remains a creation “at odds with the real
world” (Mazis, 2016:181) which does not inform any prereflective process of perception such as

the phenomenological reduction.
p g

Mazis summarises the characteristics of the imaginal (in the former sense) as: “movements toward
intensification, making more present, bringing into connection with other qualities, having the
context infiltrate the focus, creating a felt intimacy in one’s embodying being” (2016:191-2). This
may, for example, be seen in the perceptions and effects of some of the elements of art, such as
line, colour, or texture. Each of these elements includes both perceived and felt meanings — one
might perceive a particular colour as such but also experience an affective response to it, for

example, the tranquillity often associated with blues or the vitality of reds and oranges while a series
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of diagonal lines might evoke dynamism or movement. The relationship between the perceived
and the affective or the imaginal in these examples — and the perceptions of other more tangible

objects — forms the basis for Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of the imaginal in the arts and literature.

The Flesh of the World

Merleau-Ponty’s unfinished and posthumously published work, The Visible and the Invisible,
presents the culmination of his interrogation into the seeming subject/object divide. While he has
previously dismissed the separation between the consciousness-subject and body-object, he further

revises the arguments presented in the Phenomenology of Perception in his later writing.

The beginnings of his understanding of the inherent connections between subject and object are

presented in Phenomenology of Perception:

This subject-object dialogue, this drawing together, by the subject, of the meaning diffused
through the object, and, by the object, of the subject’s intentions—a process which is
physiognomic perception—arranges round the subject a world which speaks to him of
himself, and gives his own thoughts their place in the world (PP:152).

This description of perception is presented as simultaneous interlacing where “like a dialogue,
perception leads the subject to draw together the sense diffused throughout the object while,
simultaneously, the object solicits and unifies the intentions of the subject” (Evans & Lawlor,
2000:4). Although this appears highly abstract, Merleau-Ponty’s example of two hands touching
demonstrates the simultaneity and doubling of invitation and response, sentient being and

sensed thing:

This can happen only if my hand, while it is felt from within, is also accessible from without,
itself tangible, for my other hand, for example, if it takes its place among the things it
touches, is in a sense one of them... (V/:133).
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In the moment of two hands touching, they are both sentient (an active limb consciously moved)
and sensed (a thing which can be touched). That is not to say that Merleau-Ponty would believe
that touching a table would confer sentience upon the object but that there is an “invitation” on
the part of the world of things, and a response, or meaning-creation in the body-subject’s

engagement with this.

In The Visible and the Invisible, he strives to move beyond the dichotomies created in the implicit
positioning of the consciousness/body as subject and the “external” world as object. His last work
attempts to capture the “intimacy” between the “visible” and the “seer”, which is “as close as [that]
between the sea and the strand” (VZ:130-31). Neither the body nor the world is subsumed by the
other, for to do so would deny the simultaneity of both seeing and being seen; instead, the body,
other bodies, and the world are all aspects of a single reality — “flesh”. The potentiality for the seer
also to be seen, or the toucher to be touched, creates a sense of crossing over, a chiasm, where we
are “at once seeing/sensing subjects and seen/sensed objects in a world of others just like ourselves”

(Mildenberg, 2017:2).

Merleau-Ponty defines this crossing over as a “sort of dehiscence” which, in the act of perception,
does not fully result in a “fusion or coinciding of me with [the world]” but an “overlapping or
encroachment, so that we must say that the things pass into us as well as we into the things”
(VI:123). Perception, therefore, is constituted by both a “dehiscence” or separation between the
seer and the seen and a “folding over” (V1:126) or overlapping of these parts — it is an interlacing
of both commonality and difference which has no finalised definitions and which rests in the

relationality of these ideas.
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Experiences of this dehiscence and reversibility'" are “lived in the flesh” (Hass, 2008:137, original
emphasis). Merleau-Ponty presents the “flesh” as “an ultimate notion” and argues that “there is no
name in traditional philosophy to designate it” (V:139-140). He uses the term in various ways,
but each connects to the descriptions of perception offered above. Perhaps most simplistically, the
flesh refers to the “carnality and physicality of ourselves and our relations in the world” (Hass,

2008:138). In “Eye and Mind”, he describes how

[the] body...is caught in the fabric of the world, and its cohesion is that of a thing. But
because it moves itself and sees, it holds things in a circle around itself. Things are an annex
or prolongation of itself; they are incrusted into its flesh, they are part of its full definition;
the world is made of the same stuff as the body” (EM:125).

This is not merely a reference to the idea that we are “flesh and bone” but rather a nod to an

intercorporeality'? of enmeshed things.

Secondly, flesh may refer to the reversibility of the paradoxical overlapping and interlacing of things
that are “different but not opposite” (Hass, 2008:139). In one of his iterations of the “folding over”

of the seeing/seen or touching/touched, he explains:

There is vision, touch, when a certain visible, a certain tangible, turns back upon the whole
of the visible, the whole of the tangible, of which it is a part, or when suddenly it finds itself
surrounded by them, or when between it and them, and through their commerce, is formed

" Hass summarises these as: “In brief, écart [dehiscence] is a difference-spacing-openness at the heart of perceptual
experience which is not opposition. Reversibility is the overlapping perceptual relation that folds around écare— the
‘intertwining’ or ‘cohesion’ of what is radically different.” (2008:137).

12 Although Merleau-Ponty uses this term ([1953] 1988:150; V:143; [1960] 1977:19, 168, 173; [2003] 2010:188)
and its possible synonym, intercorporeity (VI:141, 162, 172; [1995] 2003:273, 277; [1996] 2022:103, 312, 314) in
various texts, he does not supply a definition for either. The term might be defined by examining its two parts: inter
+ corporeality. Inter, the Oxford English Dictionary defines as “Between or among other things or persons; between the
parts of, in the intervals of, or in the midst of, something; together with; between times or places, at intervals, here
and there” (2022), while “corporeality” refers to “The quality or state of being corporeal; bodily form or nature;
materiality” (n.d.). Together, they gesture in Merleau-Ponty’s writing not only to a shared tangibility of the human
and nonhuman but importantly to the relationality between bodies, parts of one flesh, or times and places, and the
intervals or gaps between these.
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a Visibility, a Tangible in itself . . . It is this Visibility, this generality of the Sensible in itself
. . . that we have previously called flesh (V/:139, original emphasis).

The dehiscence lies in that moment of “turn[ing] back”, the realisation of the necessary difference
between seeing/seen. Simultaneously, however, there is an interlacing of the “generality of the
Sensible in itself” so that the vision and the visible are inherently connected, folded back upon each

other in the overarching notion of the flesh.

Finally, Merleau-Ponty argues that “to designate [flesh], we should need the old term ‘element;’
[...] in the sense of a general thing, midway between the spatio-temporal individual and the idea”
(VI:139, original emphasis). In this sense, the flesh becomes a principle that “has countless,

heterogeneous instantiations, and is presupposed in the life of anyone who offers an ontology”

(Hass, 2008:140).

While the above has implicitly focused on “the visible” — the act of seeing, the sensation of being
touched, the carnality of the flesh — Merleau-Ponty’s final text also considers “the invisible” — ideas,
language, knowledge — and how this might relate to the visible, that is, the “bond between the flesh
and the idea” (VZ:149). His account of “the invisible” is rooted in what he terms “expression” so
that the invisible is that which makes the visibility of something possible. He demonstrates this by
referring to Swann’s fascination with the “little phrase” of Vinteuil’s violin sonata in Proust’s

Swann’s Way:

No one has gone further than Proust in fixing the relations between the visible and the
invisible, in describing an idea that is not the contrary of the sensible, that is its lining and
its depth [...] Literature, music, the passions, but also the experience of the visible world
are...the exploration of an invisible and the disclosure of a universe of ideas. The difference
is simply that this invisible, these ideas, unlike those of that science, cannot be detached
from the sensible appearances and be erected into a second positivity (V:149).
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Merleau-Ponty’s focus lies in Proust’s descriptions of Swann’s inability to recapture the true
character of the “little phrase”, even after acquiring a copy of the score, and in the transformative
quality it holds for his life. The “invisible”, therefore, does not refer to the technical musicality of
the notes but to what lies “behind or between the sounds as rthythm” (Wiskus, 2013:95), that is,
the thing which “sustains the world...illuminates phenomena...[and] renders visible”
(Wiskus, 2013:93-4, original emphasis). Although Merleau-Ponty’s example above focuses on
music, his description may more generally be attributed to what he has called the “bond between

the flesh and the idea, between the visible and the interior armature which it manifests and which

it conceals” (VI:149):

[The little phrases] could not be given to us s ideas except in a carnal experience. It is not
only that we would find in that carnal experience the occasion to think them; it is that they
owe their authority, their fascinating, indestructible power, precisely to the fact that they
are in transparency behind the sensible, or in its heart (V2:150, original emphasis).

This bond is seen in the moment of expression, the “heart” of sensible (sensory) experiences. As
Wiskus (2013:93) elaborates, “the realm of the senses offers the chance of their articulation [and]
their very power of affectivity...springs from performative, dynamic realization.” Importantly,
expression is not depicted as the imposition of “an artificial order on things in a detached way”
(Adams, [2008] 2014:160) — Swann is never truly capable of capturing the “invisible” of the
musical idea by studying its orchestration. Instead, Merleau-Ponty suggests that expression is at its

most creative and meaningful in an acknowledgement of the interlacing of world and self:

It is not enough [...] to create and express an idea; [one] must also awaken the experiences
which will make their idea take root in the consciousness of others. If a work is successful,

it has the strange power of being self-teaching (CD:70).
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This is not a call for all art to be morally founded, but it suggests that the creative act should both
“allow meaningful discourse” to be expressed, and “[give] birth to...meaning or beauty” (Adams,
[2008] 2014:161) that enables us to connect with the embodied experience of “the things

themselves” (VI:4).

Woolf’s “Philosophy”

Woolf's writings about the artistic process reflect this thinking quite closely, particularly in her
memoir, “A Sketch of the Past” (MB:64-159). In a digression from her accounts of her childhood,
she attempts to explain her troubles with understanding why some experiences seem to be
remembered as “exceptional” (MB:69) while others fade from memory. In particular, what puzzles

her is why one may “[forget] so many things that must have been...more memorable than what

[one does| remember” (MB:70).

Her following discussion details her struggles in describing what she terms “non-being” (A/B:70)
when writing and, in contrast, her gradual refinement of the artistic rendering of “moments of
being” (MB:70). “Non-being”, for Woolf, encompasses any lived experience which is “not lived
consciously”, a “kind of nondescript cotton wool” (MB:70) which seems to be lost in memory.
The experiences of “non-being” she lists are not all necessarily unpleasant, but they can be
summarised as “deal[ing] with what has to be done” (MB:70). Her childhood was similarly filled
with a “large proportion of this cotton wool” (MB:71), yet three particular instances stand out in
her memories. Her accounts of sudden shock and horror, experienced when fighting with her
brother and when overhearing her father speak of a family acquaintance’s suicide, are both clearly
embodied experiences. In the first, she involuntarily lets her fist that she had raised to hit Thoby

fall, feels a “hopeless sadness” at the thought that someone might hurt another, and “[slinks] off
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alone, feeling horribly depressed” (MB:71). Her body seems to act even more involuntarily in the
second memory. She remembers overhearing her father speak of the man’s suicide, and then, with
no clear memory of the time-lapse, recalls that later that evening she wandered in the garden “on
the path by the apple tree” (MB:71). Although the apple tree has no connection with the suicide,
she remembers thinking that somehow it “was connected with the horror” and that she “could not
pass it” (MB:71). Similarly to the previous example, there is a clear link between the involuntary

action — or statis in this case — and an extreme feeling of “some pit of absolute despair” (MB:71).

In comparison, her memory of another such sudden revelation ends “in a state of satisfaction”
(MB:71). This memory is of seeing a flower and coming to the sudden recognition that the flower
was “a part of the earth; that a ring enclosed what was the flower; and that was the real flower; part
earth; part flower” (MB:71). The difference, she argues, was that she “was conscious — if only at a
distance—that [she] should in time explain [the moment]” (MB:72). Woolf describes how her
response to these moments of shock, positive or negative, increasingly became focused on “putting
it into words” as in doing so she believes that she brings forward “a revelation of some order...a

token of some real thing behind appearances” (MB:72).

This writing process of “putting [the sensation] into words” means that she is able to “put the
severed parts together” and “make it whole” (MB:72). Much like Merleau-Ponty’s suggestion that
Proust’s “little phrase” is not so much the series of notes or the technical ability of the musician
but rather the embodied experience of both artist and listener, Woolf argues that “behind the
cotton wool” of everyday embodied experiences “is hidden a pattern” (AB:72). This pattern is not
some abstracted, transcendental force but a sense of connection that “the whole world is a work of

art” which dissolves the individualities of self and other, subject and object, until “we are the words;
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we are the music; we are the thing itself” (A/B:72). The origin of this sensation of wholeness

implicitly remains in the sensory as she indicates that she “sees this when [she has] a shock”
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