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Foreword

EVA KITTAY

What a joy w see a collection such as this. In i, Saruh LaChance Adams
and Carcline Lundquist realize one of the hopes of the varlier generadon
of feminist philosophers of which I 2m a pare that philosophy takes seri-
cusly the experience and lives of women, Every werman, whether she has
emburked on the path of motherhood and whether she has gowen there
via pregnancy and childbirth, is faced with the default social expectation
that maternity is her destiny and her principle source of accomplishment
204l joy. A concomitant ideology, found not oaly in Wescern sociery but
also more globally, is that not enly the social but even the ontological status
of woman is tied vo her capacity to bear children, give birth to chem, and
rear them. Thesefore, zvery woman is rouched by the topics covered here,
whether they aee pass of her actual experience or the imaglpary through
which women’s subjectiviry is constructed. Hence, these concerns are ctasral
to any philosophical projecr thar tikes thw Jives of women serfously:

'The essays here place the nurturance, physicality, and sicuatedness of
mothering in dialogue with the abstraction and putative universalicy of
philosophy's canonical works. They explore the profound shaping of 4
woman's identity and subjectivity through the process of pregnancy, child-
birth, and mothering both when thete is and when—through miscarriage,
abortion, er adoprion—there is no child to nurture and raise. The essays
are explored through the wodks of tradivional male philosophers such &
Plate, Nierzsche, Heldegper, Merleau-Poaty, and Derrida, a5 well as che
groundbreaking works of feminise philosophers such 25 Sars Ruddicl, Iris
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The Order of Life

How Phenomenologies of Pregnancy Revise and Reject
Theories of the Subject

TALIA WELSH

Phenomensologies of pregrancy offer imporrant contributions to feminist
scholarship surrounding pregnancy, childbireh, and morhering, Feminists
explore how rraditienal philosophical accounts of a “universal”™ or “ge-
netic” human experience are at minimum complicated 2ad ar maximum
refuted by cheoretical attention tw the creation and care of children, A,
universal account argues that, while not inclusive of the obvious diversicy
of human experience, 2 generic description of the subject a8 autonameus,
rational, genderiess, unified, and discrere from other subjects is philosophi-
cally sufficient. On the face of ir, this does not deay difference but mercly
denics the philosophical import of our allace-human differences, Work-
ing against this tradivion, feminist theorics about pregnancy, childbirth,
and mothering are botky descriprive and prescriptive; they point out lacu-
nae in universal thearies of the subject as well as the political dangers of
consciously or unconsciously ignoring our experiences of birth and depen-
dence. Feminist thought continues to explain how 2 lack of ateention to
tradiionally female concerns has shaped rhearies that go far beyond che
direct discussion about the creation and care of children.

This essay explores the challenges to universal accounts of the subject
raised by phenomenclogies of pregnancy. It outlines how phenomenologles
of pregnancy indicare a need to rethink classical theories where human
experience is considered to be commonly defined as autonomous, rational,
genderless, unified, and discrete. It asks if chese phenomenolopies are a criti-
cal expansion upon generic accounts of human experience or if they indicate
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the impossibility of any such account. Do phenomenologies of pregnancy
ithustrate the need for a more complex philosophical understanding of the
barenan subject or do they highlight the fuiliy of any such sccount?

Phenomenology asks for careful descriptions of experience while bracker-
ing other philnsophical investments. Thus, it Is an ideal method for consid-
ering the possible relevance of an vnexplored erritory of human experience.
Existential phenomenological accounts are patticalady open to explotation
wirhout limiting the kind of rruth thut must be discovered. For many exis-
vential acopunts, che philosophical subject is always already the buman sub-
jece, and as such, human concetns aze at least potentially relevant. Mereau-
Panty’s existentialise embodiment theory provides a phesomenclogical
methed for exploring uncharted territory in lived experience.

A careful description of pregnancy brings o our attention the depth of
the philosophical potency of pregnant embodiment. Merleau-Pontian-in-
spired phenomenologies of pregrancy reveal that pregnancy is a significant
subjece matter for philosophy. Phenomenologics of pregnancy challenge
che validity of a cheory char suggests 3 universal account will suffice. We
ask here: what does the crivical approach in phenomenologies of pregnancy
call upon us to du? Are we to reecs the sabject altogether as central? Orare
wie 10 revise our traditional descriptions of the subject? We examine these
two options amd argue for the larter. Pregnancy can be seen to operace as a
kind of Foucauldian limir-experience chat rejects che centrality of the sub-
ject. But the exploration of pregnancy in feminist theory upholds the value
of werking from the subjece’s lived experience, rather than from the subjeet
as a diserbodied univessal monad. Such an approach does nov isolate
pregnancy 3s supplementary w phenomenclogy. Phenomenologies of preg-
nancy show us how the diversity of experience s & conclusion of phenom-
enological reflecrion and nor, as some critics suggest, an indication of the
failure of phenomenology.

Mzetlean-Ponty and Feminist Phenomenclogy

While the father of phenomenology, Edmund Hussed, spent firtle time
discussing gendered experiences, much less pregrancy, he did say thac
experience pregnancy through the teleology of all monads! In this frag-
mens, Husserl acknowledges the difficulty he has as 2 man understanding
bieth. However, he concludes that since teleology encompasses all monads,
pregriancy would also necessarily be brought into the fold of phenomenol-
ogy. As Johannz Oksala notes, such 2 cursocy view upholds the universalizing
tendency in Husserl’s phenomenslogy: phenomenology as 2 study that does
not take into account the contingencies of history, class, race, or gender?
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Importantly, such 2 tendency fiils ro adequarely reflect upon che lived body.
Since pregnancy is very much an embaodied marrer, phenemenclogies
of pregoancy draw inspiration from the mare embodied philosophy of
Maurice Metleau-Ponry.

Merleauw-Poney’s maseerpiece, Phenomenology of Perception (1945), is
often read as un existentalis revision of Edmund Husser’s wanscendental
phenomesolagy, Alongside Martin Heidegger's Being and Time (1937,
Jean-Paul Sarae’s Being and Nothingness (1943), and Simone de Beauvoir's
The Secand Sex (1949), Phenomenology of Perception explores how a careful
phenotienology cells us that phenamenology’s point of departure has not
only methodological implications but also philosophical ongs, Medeau-
Ponty famously indicares in the preface that Husserl too realized that “The
most jmpareant lesson which the reduction teaches us is the impossibiliny
of a complete ceducrion.™ Since I must always start [rom my located, his-
torical, cultural, and embedied experience, [ find that while a phenomenao-
Ingical exploration can chatify my experience, it cannot transcend it. Thus,
phenomenclogy can provide us with generalizations but st with universal
reuths that seand oucside the human, embodied condition.

Howeves, despite Merleau-Ponry’s appeal 1o phenomenelogists who wish
to address pregnancy as one of the important lacunae in Western philoso-
phy, Mereau-Punty has been critiqued for having a gender-neutrat phe.
nomenology. His account is scen to pass over Important differences in
smbodied experience and thus to fail wo caprure our lived expetience fully.
Linda Fisher summarizes this crivique:

An account that fails to recognize thar its descriptions omir parricu-
larities of women's experience, such as pregnant embodiment, be-
trays the undertlying (masculinist) assumprion that the genetic {male}
account sets the standand and encompusses all possibilities, and in
this manner functions to diminish and marginalize the experience
and perspectives of women,*

Feminist works thas highlighe differences in female embodiment ithustrate
how Merleau-Ponty’s work seems devoid of considering diverse gendered
experiences. It is true that his most famous works do not contain careful
cemparison of pendered experience. But T have argued elsewhere tha his
lectures in child psychology and pedagogy do explore the experience of
pregrancy seriously and carefully

In a critical vein, Shannon Sullivan argues thar Medeau-Ponty and
other phenomenelogists fail to accurately portray our true exisrential con-
dition since they describe the body in “ncutzal” rerms, Unless Merleau-
Penty is describing a pathological embodied condieion, such as Schoeider’s,
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the body in the Phenomenology has no distinguishing gender traits. This
reflects a continuation of the Western philosophical tradition of assum-
ing a universal experience lies at the core of all diverse human embodi-
ments and thus eliminates the philosophical need for careful discussions
of difference. Sullivan claims that Mereau-Ponty’s body passes over the
determining effects of “gender, sexualiry, class, race, age, culture, national-
ity, individual experiences and upbringing, and more” and hence his body
becomes a “solipsistic subject’s monologue.™ Fisher makes the same argu-
ment, saying that

As such, it is argued that lived experience, especially bodily lived
experience, cannot be treated in a generic analysis: bodies are sexed,
and individuals are gendered, to follow the well-known feminist dis-
tinction of sex and gender. This points then to the irreducible par-
ticularity of women's experience that, it is argued, phenomenology has
ignored.”

Merleau-Ponty’s work in The Phenomenology of Perception does concern
itself most famously with embediment rather than the effects of history,
class, language, race, and gender. Does a feminist whe is concerned with
lack of attention tw female experience in Metleau-Fonty’s most famous
works find herself with the task of correcting this problem by continuing
the spirit, if not the practice, of Merleau-Ponty’s work, or is she now re-
quired to call into question phenomenology in its entirety?

One conclusion is that there is not a problem in principle with a Metleau-
Pontian phenomenology, but rather a problem with Mereau-Ponry's execu-
ton, What Metleau-Ponty outlines in the Pheromenology of Perception is a
valuable method to explore gendered experience, even if he failed to ac-
complish such an undertaking. Gail Weiss and Silvia Stoller additionally
point out that Sullivan's critique of Merleau-Ponty is based in a serious
misreading.® Sullivan equates Metleau-Ponty’s discussion of “anonymous”
with “neutral” and then critiques Merleau-Ponty as offering 2 gender-neutral,
and hence insensitive, analysis of embodiment. Stoller and Weiss point out
that Merleau-Ponty does provide room for considering race, class, and
gender. His entire approach Is deeply defined by the necessity of taking
into account the complexities of the situation and not seeing bodies as
“neucral” entities that float above their environmental contexes. “To say that
an experience operates anonymously, then, is not equivalent to saying thac
it is universal or that it is trans-historical »®

‘The promise of Metleau-Ponty’s work has naturally inspired feminist
phenomenologists because his approach tw lived experience works against
the disembaodied, universalizing tendencies in Husserl. Oksala notes thac
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most feminist appropriations of phenomenology have opred for the
Merleau-Pontian veesion, which builds upon the premise that com-
plete reduction to transcendental consciousness is impossible. This is
generally interpreted to mean that the phenomenological investiga-
tion must focus on the tived body as opposed 1o transcendental
consciousness.™

Attention toward the lived body in feminist theory shows char a “one size
fits all” phenomenology fails to live up to its very promise of truly starting
from experience. Indeed, careful attention to our experience would reveal
the manner in which our gender, for instance, impacts our cognition, our
intersubjective life, and our encounters with the world.

One of the most famous pieces in feminist scholarship that arises from
and reacts to Merleau-Ponty is Iris Marion Young's “Throwing Like a Girl.”
Therein, Young notes that due 1o the ways in which women are rzised,
valued, and situared in society, feminine embodiment “exhibits an ambigu-
ous transcendence, an inbibited intentionality, and a discontinuous unity with
its surroundings.™ We have not been socialized to take the world as our
theatet, to extend our bodies without question into the world, to take up
space. Instead, we question our actions before we accomplish them; we
worry about how we look, if it is acceptable, and thus becorne stilted and
uncomfortable in our very embodied existence. Young’s work shows us a
way to engage in a culturally, historicalty, and socially sensitive phenom-
enological analysis of our embodiment.

Phenomenologies of Pregnancy

Within the lecrures on child psychology and pedagogy that he gave from
1949 to 1952 at the Sorbonne, Maurice Merleau-Ponty discusses the expe-
riential transformation thar oceurs during pregnancy. Heavily influenced
by the psychoanalyst Hélene Deutsch’s two-volume text Zhe Psychology of
Women: A Pychoanalytic Interpretation (1944—45), Merleau-Ponty sees
pregnancy as a time of extreme ambivalence for the mother.? Pregnancy
evokes the pregnant woman’s pre-existing conflicts with her mother, her
husband, her other children, and her situation in 2 sexist society. While the
sources of conflicr are seen lfargely through the psychoanalyric lens of
Deutsch’s psychology of women, Merleau-Ponty also draws some general
existential themes from pregnant embodiment.

In the lecture “The Adult’s View of the Child,” Merleau-Ponty argues
that pregnancy is a “major mystery” thar brings the pregnant woman to
“the order of life,” adding, “During the entirety of her pregnancy, the
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worman s living a major myseery which is neicher the order of mareer nor
the order of the mind, bus, rather, the order of &2 Pregnancy disnupts
the woman's existence as a self-enclosed individual and thus threatens phe-
nomenclagy, which sees the ground of philosophy as a philosophy of che
subject. The “order of Tife” brings her both an expanded experience as weil
as being the sousce of extreme ambivalence due to the loss of the unity of
selthood. The idea of an order of life thar stands in the background of the
subjective perceprual expericnce foreshadows Merleau-Poney's laser work
an Besh, While most feminist embodiment theorists that draw upon preg-
nant experience do not appeal to his Sorbonne lectures in child psycho'l-
ogy, most do draw ateention to the themes of Hesh and intertwining in
Meeleau-Ponty’s late work.

One of the most celebrated discussions regarding Merleau-Ponry and
pregancy comes not from his owa work, but from Luce Irigaray's discus-
sion it The Bthics of Sexvial Difference. Thercin, Ingaray ties hee thoughe on
the history of philosophy to Merleau-Ponty and argues that he fiizi niot
realize the real significance of his phenomenology. His oculocentrism can
be seen to “blind” Medeau-Ponty o “inreruterine life.™* What Merleau-
Ponty refers to as “the order of life” could be understood in Trigaray’s Iafa-
guage as the need for philosophy o go back and reconsider ics roots in
prediscu rsive experience:

My reading and my interpretation of the history of philosophy agree
with Merleau-Ponry: we must go back to a moment of prediscursive
experience, recommence everyching, all the categories by which we
understand things, the world, subject-objece divisions, recommence
eveeything and pause at the “mystery, as familiar as ivis }Ltmx?hinefl,
of a light which, illuminating the sest, remaing at its source in
obscuity™®

Grosz discusses how Trigaray presents us with a model where Merleau-
Ponty ks in debt to femininity and mazernity because the taceile underdines
the visual, Merlean-Ponty's very conceprual foundations are based in “fem-
ininity and matetnity, a debt whose symproms reside in ihe kind of lan-
guage of pregnancy he continually invokes to arviculite the emergence of
thiat torsion within the flesh that constitutes and unites the seer and the
visible.” “Thus It is net just that pregnancy is a subject area thar can and
should be discussed by phenomenology, but that pregnancy is at the heare
of the phenomenelogical project. N .
By focusing upon prediscursive experience, “marernalizing ﬂf:sh, Triga-
ray calls o eur imaginations the sxperience of being in uteco. This common
ground to all our experiences can be seen asa crivical cxpansion upon
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phenamenological themes oudined in Medeau-Ponty. Such a psychoanaly-
sis of vur lived experience broadens phenomenology since it demands thas
we take into account not only a discussion of the historical, cultural, social,
and palitical milieu in which the pregnant woman is situated, but akso 2
developmensal sccotzt of her experience including conflicts that cannot
be expased by tnditional phenomendlogival meshods,

In Irigaray and in other feminist adoptions of Merlews-Ponty's philoso-
phy, we find a comnon theme that inherent within Merdeau-Pontys work
the seeds of 2 more nuanced philosophy of experience exist. He failed to
ser ot did not live long enough to fulfill the promise of his own ideas. Irigaray
addresses Merleau-Ponty's refuszl to see how flesh is situared in “a mater-
nal, maternalizing flesh, reproduction, subsistence thers of the amniotic,
placental rissue, which enveloped subject and things prior to birth, or of
wenderness and the milien thar consticuted the atmosphere of the nursling,
the Infane, still of the adule™ Thus, we retuen to the subject not as an
embodied being living with other such belngs, but as puze of 2 continaum
of exiserce thar s behind the categories of subject, perception, visibilicy,
and fnvisibiliey.

We find hers the first revision 1o 2 traditional accoune of the subject, A
phenomenslogy of pregrancy exposes how che historical fact of our prena-
tal life is philosaphically sigaificant. Quz life in utero is not autenomous
or discrete. This is not merely a histarical face, but such primary experience
reeains also primary in adule life. “Thus, any account of the human subject
wottld have ro reconsider its designation of human life as an independent
manad.

When we tum to the pregnant worman's experience, we find additional
critiques of the raditional conception of the subject. Iris Marion Young's
pitve “Pregnant Embodiment” departs “from the pregnant subject’s view-
poine.™ Thereir she finds a splicin her subjectiviey: her inner movemnents
belong to another being, her bodily boundaries shife duting the manifold
transformations. What this splivting causes is a distuption in the transpar-
ent unity of the self. From this description, Young returns to the theory of
Merleau-Ponty in the Phenomenslogy af Perception, where Medeau-Ponty
admittedly provides us with an embeodied, rcher than a dualist, visien,
however as Young points o, this embodied self is still o unified self
Young stresses how pregnancy disrupts the “integrity of my body” because
“In pregnancy I do not have a firm sense of where tny body ends and the
world begins.” When her pregnant belly bumps up against her legs, Young
is aware of this body and is awure it is mot all hers anymare, She argues
against Merleau-Ponty’s suggestions that such objectification of one’s body
is segavive, Instead, she argues that in such a moment it is not that her
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body has become an object, bur she is rather “conscious of the physicalicy
of my body not as an object, bast a3 the marerial weight thae T am in
movement,”™

Young appeals w0 the wark of Kristeva, Lacan, and Dereida as berwer
madels o explain che splic subjecr. Importandy, Young's accoune, while in
parss consistent with such deconstructive and psychoanalydc sccounts of
a splir subject, is derived not from 2 rejection of phenomenology as being
able to accepe a splic subject, bt from a phenomenological deseriprion it
self. Instead of seeing phenomenclogy as inherently vied o 2 model of the
subject as self-enclosed, selfconscions, and unified, as muny postseruceur
alist and psychoanalytic theorists are likely to do, Youag finds within preg-
nan: experience a subject who is not just z subjece. She writes that the
pregnant woman is both “soutce and participant in a creative process.”*®
Young's work thus draws her to the “order of life” in Merleau-Ponty's
terms, or in [rigaray’s our “prediscursive experience.” Rosalyn Diaprose
atgues that Young's work shows that “pregnancy, to return to the bady in
question, lnvolves profound changes to bodily capacities, shape and tex-
ture wirh asendant shifes in che awareness of the body. Yet, 35 Young ar-
gues, pregnancy can be bester understeod as an expansion in the borders
of the self than a cellapse of its scructure.™ This is similar to the idea in
Merleau-Poney that the “order of 1ife” is not something opposed o the self,
as the body as object {or Kérper) is, but instead the place in which the self’
finds itself locaved.

Other phenomenologies of pregnancy have rended to minimize the lao-
guage of splitting seeing it as roo reductive and negative, in favor of a posi-
tive view of the collapse of the boundaries of self and oeher as well as self
and world. For inscance, Gail Weiss writes of her own pregnancy as an
experience that is defined not by ambivalence but rather by expansion:
“Fluidity and expansiveness, rather than the myths of wholeness snd do-
sure (which I don'’t befieve 2ny of us, male of fernale, ever truly experience}
were the tangible signs of this newly discovered bodily integricy.™ Like-
wise, in ber discussion of her pregnancy, Carol Bigwood argues that
Merlcau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body recovers a “noncultural, nos-
linguistic body.™ She calls for a “world-carch-home” as the site of this
nonpersonal body.

Bigwood, like many feminist theorists influenced by Merlexu-Ponty,
disagrees with Judith Busler's charsctetization in Gender Trouble of bodies
as culturdd signs. With such a view, we reinforee the nodon tha we are
alienared from nature, snd that culture stands prior w, over, or against
nature. Bigwood acknowledges that Burler is right to “argue that there is
no ‘pure’ body or untouched natue prior to culrure,” But Bigwood criti-
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cizes Butler for making the opposite mustake, ror asseruay smanc s
“pure” culture that would always be present. “The female experience of
preguancy, childbirth, and breast-feeding pesspicaciously shows up a fe-
male bodily wisdom and fleshly openness that intertwines with a mother's
personal and culsurs] life” Turning our artention woward our everyday
experience, we find the “noupersonal perceprual existence that underlics
and interewines with our personal cultural and incellectual lives

Dur second revision of traditional accounts of the human subject is that
a phenomenclogy of pregnancy from the pregnant woman's experience
indicates dhat the human subject is nor necessarily penderless or unified,
Insread, we find 2 subject that is either characterized as “split,” as in Young,
of as conginous with a larges continuum of life, 2s in Bigwood and Weiss.

As summatized briefiy before, these descriptions appear 1o develop the
idea dhar a characterization of the human subject a5 autonomous, autono-
mous, rational, genderless, unified, and discrete is not philosophically suf
ficient. Instead our experience s prounded upon = continuous, indeterminare,
prediscussive experience that subtends all individual cxperience. Many see
the work in feminist embodiment theory on pregnant phenomenology as
fulfitling Medeau-Porty’s Iate promise of “fesh” and “wild being.” In ex-
plaining the importance of these ideas, Grosz writes that we can find in
Merdeau-Ponty “s ‘wild being,' and unculrivared or raw sensibility™ and this
is found in prediscursive experience “before the oveday of reflection, before
the imposition of metacxperiential organizavion and ivs codificarion by
reason.H

Yet, it scems thar Irigaray’s prediscutsive life, Young's split subject, Weiss's
expansiveness, Bigwood's nonpersonal, and Merleau-Poncy's order of life
are all desceiptions that could be universally true for all human experience,
Thus we tetutn to the three questions we broughe up in the incroduction.
Whae is rhe refevance of these accounts for our philosophy? Do they revise
a general account of the human subject, but leave in place the centrslity an
existential phenomenology? Do they call upon as w replace our phenom-
enology with ansther kind of analysis of experience?

The Subject Rejected

Eovery if we stare with a move sensitive intcrpretation of the manifold ways
ins which our embodiment is consticuted by social, political, and historical
forces, we still seem 1o be providing a general theory thar would apply 1o
all human experiesce and thus appear to be rerurning again to a generic
account. Thus, geader becomes a kind of additional concern that we add
onte our previous philosophical conceprions, such as the idea char the way
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w overcome dualism s to add the body o vur preexisting qualificarions of
what a subjece is. 1f this is the contribution of gender-sensitive scholarship
w phenomenalogy, it is not a dlight one. After all, providing complete phe-
nomenclogical accounts of gendered experience ks no small rask. However,
it appears clearly that the desire of feminist phenomenologists and phe-
notmenclogies of pregnancy is to Indicare che specificity of experience
against the rendency of generic phenomenalogists account to absoch all
criticisms as merely suggestions of additional areas for phenomenclogy o
explore (but the idea remains that such crisicisens do not chreacen che phe-
nomenclogical project’s universalizing wndencies).

While the face thar one common experience is being In utero, preg-
nancy is a particuladdy difficult experience 1o absorb inw a universalizing
aczouttt, since the experience is foreclosed for men and not 2 part of every
womanss life. Oksala argues that pregnhancy gives us “a need to rethink
such Fundamental phenomenological guestions as the possibility of a
purely eidetic phenomenology and the Limits of egological sense-
constitution.”® The provocarive idea of an “oeder of life” was obviously not
revealed 10 Merleau-Ponty through his own pregnant embodiment. When
discussing the condition of women, Beauvoir wrote that “the most sympa-
theric of men never fully comprehend woman's concrere situation. Can
a person who has never been pregnant understand the concrete realicy of
pregnant embodiment?

Many experiences are difficult, if not impossible, to convey to others
who have not shared in them. Experiencing the death of a loved one, fiying
an airplane, hallucinating, having religious conversion, and fighting a
chronic illness appear to demand having had the experience to be muly
understood. A sufficient numbes of parallels te commion experience do not
seetn available to draw a sketch of what hallucination is “like” to someone
who has not had one. Pregnancy might be a kind of limit-experience thar
refuzes the subjecr, embodizd or sot, a5 a universal concept with which ro
explore our human condition.

The idea of = limit-experience is wken from Michel Poucauls. His dis-
cussion of limit experience is oftets tied to his own personal stories of tak-
ing acid in the Mohave and engaging in sadomasochism. En James Miller’s
eontroversial biography of Foucanly, he explores how centtal such experi-
ences were to understanding the development of Foucauh’s thoughe
Foucaule discussed fimit expetiences as contrasted with phenomenology,
noting that phenomenology tried to “peganize perception” and “grasp rhe
significanice of daily expericnce in order 1o reaffirm the Fundamesal chae-
acter of the subject.” Instead of this limbed, unimaginarive, Cartesian sp-
proach, Foucaule celebraces the philosophics of Nietzsche, Bataille, and

292 = Talia Welsh

Blanchor, whe “try through experience to teach that point of life which
lies as clase as possible to the impossibility of living, which lies at the limic
or exceeme” {5 so dolng, we can see a path to ““tearing’ the subject from
iself jo such 2 way char it is no jonger the subject as such, or that it is
comgplerely ‘other” chan ixself so that it may arrive ar its annihilation, is
dissociarion. "

In Foucauly, the idea of limit-experience is one that is “internal” insofar
a3 it Is an experience a subject has that includes che taste, i not realicy, of
the subject’s ows: dissolurion, The splitting that Young speaks abour, or che
expansiveness n Weiss, or Irigaray’s maternalizing flesh could be seen as
pointing toward a dissolution of the self-other distinction and hence could
be a limit-experience for the preghant woman, While it is true chat cthe
metaphor of death and apnihilation is present in Foucauly, Baraifle, 2nd
Blanchoe's discussions of limit-expericnce, rather thar birth and creation,
limit-experience caprures the idea of pregnancy being both 2 rootedly lived
experience, something accessible only through a consideration of that ex-
peticnce, bu yet somerhing that defies the traditional knowledge thar expe-
rience is something “owned” or “had”™ by a subject “about” or *directed to-
ward” an object. Thus, a limit-experience can be viewed as very much a lived
“experience” but not the experience of traditional phenomenclogy.

If we are w reject the subject as the center of our phenamendlogical
inquirics, it seems difficult to know what the place of a descriptive philese-
phy such as phenomenology now is. As a philosopher, I can meaningfully
aprure the sense of Descartes in his dressing gown or Husserl considering
trees and bieds in che garden.* But Bataille’s discussion of raking eroticism
16 Its ends in sadomasachistic practices is less approachable. Ore is the
standard armchaiz philosophy and the vther transgressive, but it is more
critical pot thar one is more or less socially acceprable, but that armchaic
philosophy is sccesibie, Leaving aside the imporrant critiques of the phe-
nomenological cradizion’s oculocentrism, most persons can consider che key
lessons in a stasic phenomenology. While it is feasible 1o consider the cel-
tbration of intense, forbidden, and transgressive behaviors ia Batailie and
Foucault as kind of « pop psychology of living lif to its fullest, the linie-
experiences push the boundaries of access to philosophy and are not just
narratives of radical behavior. They are indications of whar cannot be open
o all and indications of the limits of traditional phenomenclagical
ncpuiry.

Unlike an argument that peesencs us with a theory of why we should
sejecs che falza of the rnity of the subject, a limit-experience provides us with
a concrete testof those limies, It communicares withour sbstrace intellectual
theary, It is possible thar the conteor of any experience is always-already

The Order of Life & 293



http:thought.28

fost 1n the abstract philosophizing experience. The idea thas pregoancy is
2 limiv-experience might belp to highlighs the potential relevance of an
experience that canaot be cirenmscribed by 2 rraditional phenomenologi-
cal inquiry, but chat appeats in its heart deeply wedded ra lived-experience.
As such, we can see the idea of pregnancy as a limit-experience as continu-
ous with the spiric, If not the execation, of 2 Merdeau-Pontian inspired
embadiment theory and harmoaious with the challenging descriprions of
split-subject, earth-world-home, marersal flosh, and an expanded self out-
lined in phenomenclogies of pregnancy.

Limjt-experiences can function as way in which to consider an experi-
ence that tests the boundaries of our subject-centered philosephy. Bur ar
the same time, unlike a descriptive phenemenology of perceprion, a limir-
expetience seems to require & kind of initation that can appear impos-
sible to enter. We can consider Descartess writing desk quite cleady and
follow the fine of his argumene cheough his deseriprion. But we cannot
follow Foucaults Mojave Deserc experience in che same fashion, Golng the
desert and taking acid will not necessarily provide us with Foucaslts in-
sights whercas reflecting upon whether of not we are dreaming dees provide
us with Descartes’s. If we adept this idea that pregnancy is & kind of limvit-
expurience that indicares the limits of a general phenomenclogical ap-
proach, it might appear that we have lost phenomenalogy, a claim to which
Foucaule presents a sympathetic defense. Would we then be left with ruths
accessible only ro pregnant women? O is the point that pregnant experi-
ence simiply destroys the subjece, embodied of not, as the place from which
phenomenalogy should depare?

The Subjoct Revised

The idea that pregnancy wmighe call apon us to reject the subject and irs
centralicy in phenomenology allows phenomenclogists ro think outside
sone of vur wadivional language and possibly w Incorporate mory of the
variety of experience in our descriptions. However, the idea of « limir-
experience outside of the subject paradoxically creates a greater isolation of
experience within the subject instead of freeing our distussion from subject-
cenered philosophies. Feminist thoughe about revising che idea of the
subject in consideting gendered-experience is far more fruitful chan jert-
soning the project of phenomenology in its entirery. We should be careful
o not throw the baby out with the bathwater.

If limit-experiences are not accessible wo a phenomenological analysis,
they aperate without possibility of quesdoning, withour the possibilicy of
analysis, and withour the possibility of suggesting political change. I
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cannor access the other’s Hmir-experience if she refuses any validity 1o any
of my tentative axeeenpts at understanding, “The more she rejects the idea of
her experience being sccessible through any kind of phenomenology, the
more tightly she restrices it 1o herself. But ¢ven within herself, she is also
exchuded from knowing her experience. It operates like a peculiar kind of
imernal God whese mysteries are in principle unkaswn w the very person
engaged in a limit-experience and cerminly foreclosed 1o any “cutsiders.”

Given this mysterious vetl, it seems impossible to consider such experiences
as revealing things as concrete and immediate as our social and political

world, our personal histories, or our cultural norms, While pregrant em-
hadiment pushes the limits of traditional phenomenological linguape, this
tension does ot reguire us to adopt an even more inaccessible language char
furthet separares us from concrere engagement with our lived experience.

We find 1 richer language in phenomenologies of pregaancy themselves
that call upon us to revise, racher than reject, our theories of the subject.
Weiss points cur char the expansivencss she feels in pregnancy is a senge of
“Anidiry and expansiveness” rathee than “wholeness and closure.”* She also
patenthetically comments that she does not believe that any of us, make or
fernale, experience wholeness and closure. Thus perhaps the truth of preg-
nancy is 4 deeper, all-toa-human truth that is obscured by our linguistic
and historical tendency 1o consider human experience at buse a subjective,
unified, wifenclosed sphere,

The revised subjece fits well wirhin the embodiment tradiion. The myths
of wholeness and closure could stem from an pverinvestment in the separ-
steness or at Jease che primacy of a disembuodied mind. Bur once dualism
is Jefe behind us, axention to our everyday experience will reven] thar we
are unable to extricate our “mind” as something distinet from the fiving
baody. Tusing toward our embodied existence, we find a basle experience
thar is much mote continuous with the rest of the workd and the rest of
other buuman beings. We can revise a craditional concepion of the human
subject as being defined theough mental characteristics—autonomous,
sational, genderless, unificd, and discrete—and explore a subjecy defined
through its existential, embodied, 2nd all-coo-human experience,

Mericau-Ponty writes that viewing any expertence as a combination of
a machinelike physical body and a soullike mind is thoroughly discred-
ieed by bath our philosophy and science. The argument char substance
dualism ks wrong Is hardly novel or racely appreciared. Most philosophers
willing 1o consider the refevance of phenomenology wouid almost surely
agree thae the mind and body are notr vwo metaphysically distinet sub-
stances. But beyond noting their necessary connection, Merleau-Poney's
embodiment theary poires out that what moving beyond dualism means
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is returning fo txisience and not seeing the body 25 added onto che mental,
“The union of soul and body is not an amalgamation berwesn two mutu-
ally exrernal rernts, subjece and object, brought about by arbirrary decree.
It is enacred ar every instant in the movernent of existence.”® If the point
of overcoming dualism was merely to suggest thay we need 1o sy the mind
and bady are connected, we would need to go no farther than Descartes,
since he noted the complexity of their connection in the sixth Meditation.
The idea nof embodiment theory is nor just to add “having a body” onm cur
st of essenscial characteristics of the human subjecy, but to suggest that
embodiment is prior 1 all of the other characteristics. It is nor an addition
bus a revision of the philosophical zccount of the hisman subject. Preg-
nancy i a clear manner in which to bring this truzh to the farefront by
noting that phenomenologies of pregnancy indicate the primacy of em-
bodiment over a self-cnclosed mental experience and 210 remind us that
aur first experiences are ones of inseparablensss from our mothers in ueero.

Yet, while the ides of revising the concepr of the subject oward a more
cmbodied, inchsive ane fits well within the tadition cutlined by Medeau-
Poncy in the Phenomenclogy of Perception, & sesms to not quire captuce the
uniqueness of pregrant embodiment. After ail, it appears thar we eould
come to this conclusion of interconnectedness via 2 wide atray of axperi-
ences. We can ask along with Oksala if from such a perspective feminist
phenomenologies of pregnancy and birth just “add some missing descrip-
tians of embodiment to the phenomenclogical project” but they fail
“change the core of it in any essential way,? Thus, they fuil to live up to the
challenges of feminist philosephy to the tadition.

Fisher writes that ferainist phenomenclogy searches to go beyond the
“generic human experience.” “To the extent that the objective Is to provide
an account of essences or essential seructures, phenomenclogy teads 1o the
generic description, treating experience genertcally, as pertaining to 4 ge-
neric human individual.”® Fisher goes on to poine out thar this is often
taken as problematic by feminists who want to engage with difference,
inequaliry, and oppression. When pregnancy’s specificity is semoved and
one draws out general phenomenological conclusions about our connec-
tion to the worki and others, then it seems we have returned to a generic
phenomenology simply through a different source.

“Thus, thinkers such as Elizabeth Grosz and Rosalyn Diaprose employ
embodiment theory not 2s 2 *natural” place cutside of the contingencies
of social, histarkcal, political, znd cultural forces, but a5 a site wherein we
can sze how female subordination plays out in female fzad male} embodi-
ment. Sensitive to such concerns, (ksala cautions us against the dangers
of a cercabn brand of Merleau-Pontian erbodiment theory in feminist
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theory, what she calls the “corporeal reading,” because It reduces phenom-
enology down 1 a kind of essentialism. Jt threatens “to push us buck into
defending a foun of corporeal essentialism thar porentially precludes po-
Htical changes in the situation of women.” In the corporeal resding, the
focus on the body remaves it from a more complex soctal-poliical under-
standing of gender—-“che fact that the focus on the body is simply wo
Iimited a framework to supporr a philesophical understanding of gender.™
Wi can ask ¥ such discussions of a continunm of life tevealed by examin-
ing pregnancy or all of our prenatal life fals into a type of corporeal reading
whete we do explore the embodied conditian more fully and certainly
mete geadered experiences, but now they pass sver important social, cul-
waral, and historical differences and fall inre an almost romantic, “narural-
ist” reading of the human subject.

Ferminist phenomenclogy provides usa way w acknowledge the relevance
of cxperience in polirical discussions, but the question has been raised if it
is sufficient to full address the social, political, cultural, and linguistic
convext. Does 2 focus on embodiment encourage a fack of setious engage-
ment with these issues! There are two possible aspecrs to this concern. One
is to suggest that withour phenomenology, one cannor diggnose the ways
in which women'’s bodies have become constituted, Without an appeai to
how gender and powes relations draw around idesfogies of gender shape
our experience. we cannot propetly understand our embodimene. The other
aspect is to suggesc that withour phenomenology, we canaot cure gender
imbalances.

In Valatile Badies, Elizabeth Grosz explores this tension, An exhaustive
explotation of embediment would, ar lezst irx part if not in full, reveal po-
litical, eulrural, and social tensions. It is impossible to discuss female
smbodiment withour considering how women’s bodies are modified, disci-
plined, celebrated, and blamed. As a wealth of iteratare including famousty
Susan Bordo's Unbearable Weight, has documented, in the West. contem-
porary women’s bodies are objectified and conrolled through 2 micropo-
licing of size. Grosz also explores the nation that not only are discassions
of bodies inevitably discussions of power, politics, and knowledges, so too
is the phenomenclogical project of working from experience. “Bugic I
clear that experience cannot be taken as an unproblematic given, a position
through whick one can judge kaowledges, for experience is of course im-
plicated in 2nd produced by vatious knowledges and social pracrices” But
Grosz continues to polar ow that a phenomenotogy of expetience ks needed
to provide the painr of departure For chatlenging any given knowledge or
instieution: “Nevertheless, T would convend that withous some zcknowl-
edgement of the formative role of experience in the establishmene of
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We can see a famous and clear example of how we can explore embodi-
ement witheur ignoring the social, political, caltural world by reading Iris
Marton Young's “Throwing Like 2 Gid” in conjunction with "Thrawing
Like a Gid Twenty Years Later.” Feminist embaodiment theory is not
doomed 1o be essentialist and incapable of discussing the way in which
social and pofitical changes affect experience. Young's “Throwing Like a
Gidd™ demanstrates thar a phenomenolagical exploration of gendered erm-
badiment is not necessarily essentialise, if by essentialise one meany condi-
tioned by biologically given differences. Indeed, the picce would not be
sensible without undesstanding the larger cultural world and how & shapes
and molds female embediment.

Young’s ktter piece, “Throwing Likea Girl: Twenty Years Larer,” provides
examples of how social progress has positively changed female embodi-
ment. Young notes that much has changed in her bodily comporumenz and
that of her daughter, boen two years after *Throwing Like A Girl” frst
appeared. *It seems to me that she and her friends move and carry cheme
sehres with much more openness, more reach, mote active confidence, than
many of my generacion did.” The hesitation of Young In chrowing a ball
versus her danghrer’s active enjoyment of sports Hlaserares that a phenome
enology of embadiment is by so means static. Young cormments that her
original plece might see wotaen as oo oppressed, wo objectified, as “in-
hibited, hesitanr, constrained, gazed at, and positioned.” Young accepts
thae her depiction in *Throwing Like a Girl” emphasized the ways in
which wotnen are restricied and judged according to a universal masculine
standard, and she writes thar one mighs “also look for specificaly valuable
aspects of women’s experience.” Ir would be these valuable aspeces of worn-
en’s experience that could provide che political grounds vo reject limiting
structures. While Young does acknowledge thar the exploration of wom-
en's experience mighe aid pur political goals, she alse emphasizes that “a
prioeary feminist task must continue 1o be exposing and ceiticizing the vio-
Ience, overwark, zad sexual exploftasion that many women suffer as
women."™ This brings o light that we cannot approach our existence from
a disernbodicd, nosphenomenclogical approach where one looks as budies
and bow they are treated from the outside, understanding embodiment is
requized to right certain wrongs.

Many have argued that the focus on emboediment in a more Merleau-
Pontian phenomenalogy berrer lives up to the promise of phenomenclogy
s a descriptive philossphy. Thus, the argument thar one needs ro account
for class, bistary, gender, and tace is not a policical principle that isimposed
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trom without on. phenomenology, but that 3 careful phenomenological
discussion shows that pheaomenology is ideally disposed toward & more
historical, and poligically progressive, analysis. The preceding discussion
has illustrated chat a feminise embodiment theory is artuned o differences
in phenpmenclogical descriprions and seeks to avoid condensing embodied
experience into 2 naturalist, nonpolitical mold.
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