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Thinking of the Living Body with Jonas and Merleau-Ponty
0. Introduction
We intend to take the emphasis on the living body as the basis for comparing the anti-Cartesianism of two influential ‘Continental’ philosophers: Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Hans Jonas. We chose this emphasis for two reasons.  Firstly, although both Merleau-Ponty and Jonas made important contributions to the overcoming of Cartesianism, there has thus far been little effort made to relate them to one another.  Secondly, the other major act of patricide among twentieth-century philosophers – the criticism of Descartes’ neglect of the socio-historical dimension of thought and judgment – requires the emphasis on the living body to be fully appreciated.  We argue here that while Jonas makes important advances over the Cartesian legacy, his view is limited because of how he understands phenomenology and how he criticizes it (§ 1).  We will then turn to Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological description of pre-personal inter-subjectivity as an enmeshing of bodily intentions as an alternative to the limited phenomenology that Jonas rejects (§2).  We suggest that inter-corporeality offers a way out from Jonas’ impasse and a basis for what we call ‘bio-phenomenology’ (§ 3).
1. The Ontology of Life and the Rejection of Phenomenology 

Hans Jonas’ The Phenomenon of Life (hereafter PL) occupies a distinct place among critiques of Cartesianism by virtue of its attentiveness to an ontological vindication of Lebensphilosophie in order to displace fully the Cartesian dichotomy of res extensa and res cogitans.   The stark, absolute distinction between the quantifiable operations of mechanical matter and the rational operations of self-conscious mind was not merely problematic, but utterly untenable, perhaps even – though it may seem extreme to say so – absurd.  What is necessary, Jonas understood, was to restore to the concept of life its dignity as a fundamental category of reality and of thought.
  He aims at restoring the dignity of this concept through a renewal of ontology as well as through genealogical critique: a narrative of the eclipse of the concept of life with the rise of modern science which culminates in the most extreme nihilism, one that leaves nothing to stand in the way of self-annihilation through technologies of mass destruction.   

In contrast with antiquity, which regarded life as a fundamental concept in terms of which all nature is understood – one may think of the “hylozoism” of the Pre-Socratics – modernity adopts a theory of nature from which the concept of life is conspicuously absent:

The tremendously enlarged universe of modern cosmology is conceived as a field of inanimate masses and forces which operate according to the laws of inertia and of quantitative distribution in space.  This denuded substratum of all reality could only be arrived at through a progressive expurgation of vital features from the physical record and through strict abstention from projecting onto its image our own felt aliveness.  … the lifeless has become the knowable par excellence and is for that reason also considered the true and only foundation of reality … nonlife is the rule, life the puzzling exception in physical existence. (PL 9-10)
While perhaps Jonas exaggerates somewhat, it is hard to overestimate the importance for modern culture of the authority attributed to mechanistic explanations of natural phenomena.  The question is, how is that authority to be contested?   Jonas argues against the mechanistic interpretation of nature in two steps: (i) a description of human embodiment which confounds the disciplinary dichotomy between phenomenology and physics; (ii) a vindication of anthropomorphism through which we are once again entitled to see other natural bodies as bearing signs of life.   
The sharp division of methodological labor between “a phenomenology of consciousness and a physics of extension” (17) must be rejected in light of the more basic fact of the psychophysical unity of the body: “the fact of life, as the psychophysical unity which the organism exhibits, renders the separation illusory.  The actual coincidence of inwardness and outwardness in the body compels the two ways of knowledge to define their relation otherwise than by separate subjects. … precisely our living body constitutes that very self-transcendence in either direction and thereby makes the methodological epochē founder on its rock” (17-18).  Jonas not only criticizes substance dualism but also deflationary metaphysical views which take for granted one pole of the duality: idealisms that eliminate (or reduce) matter to mind, or materialisms that eliminate (or reduce) mind to matter.  Neither “physics” nor “phenomenology” offers an adequate methodological basis for a substantial theory of the organism.  By contrast, we must begin by recognizing how the organism is in truth a psychophysical unity because it is sensed as such.
As is well-recognized, Descartes himself admits that “I am not in my body as a pilot is in his ship” (AT VII 81) But why, if I and my body are distinct substances, am I not in my body as a pilot is in his ship?  The Cartesian answer seems to be that while I know through pure intellection that nothing essential to the intellect depends on anything corporeal, I do not sense (i.e. feel) that distinction.  Only the absolute guarantee of a veracious deity licenses the inference from logical conceivability to metaphysical possibility. Insofar as I sense, I sense myself qua psychophysical union. (Put otherwise, if I felt myself to be what I know myself to be, I would feel myself to be something like a ghost that has taken possession of a zombie!) Jonas’ resolutely post-Cartesian metaphysics must begin with just what Descartes denies – the affirmation of the reality of what is sensed and not only what is known. 
What is real qua sensed is “the intensive-extensive body in which the self exists, at once for itself (intensive) and in the midst of the world (extensive)” (PL 23).  With this move Jonas restores teleological structure to the lived body, from which Descartes exiled it.
   But it is one thing to argue for a teleological structure to the human body as the psychophysical unity; it is quite another to argue that all living things share in the same kind of teleology.  Yet one of the most distinctive aspects of Jonas’ understanding of modernity is his deep commitment to grounding ethics in a post-dualistic, post-mechanistic ontology of life. The development of that ontology means opposing mechanism root and branch.
  But how does Jonas argue in favor of a teleological ontology? 
In an appendix, “Note on Anthropomorphism,” Jonas begins by suggesting that substance dualism should be rejected because it is inconsistent with modern science: “the doctrine of evolution, now inseparable from modern monism, obliterates any vestige of the dividing line on which the whole argument of contrasting ‘nature’ and ‘man’ rests” (PL 37).  What, then, of substance monism? As Jonas sees it, we must
either to take the presence of purposive inwardness in one part of the physical order, viz., in man, as a valid testimony to the nature of that wider reality that lets it emerge, and to accept what it reveals in itself as part of the general evidence; or to extend the prerogatives of mechanical matter to the very heart of the seemingly heterogeneous class of phenomena and oust teleology even from ‘the nature of man’ … -- that is, to alienate man from himself and deny genuineness to the self-experience of life. (PL 37)

It is here that difficulties arise for Jonas’ view.  “Anthropomorphism” is typically the accusation made against those who attribute purposiveness to non-human organisms (or to sub- or super-organismal biological units, e.g. cells, ecosystems) based on an argument from analogy: xs are essentially p; ys are like xs; therefore ys are essentially p.   Jonas’ reasoning here is structurally that of the other-minds-by-analogy argument.  We are justified in attributing an unobservable consciousness to another person on the grounds that we have direct introspective access to our consciousness, that the other person’s outward, bodily behavior resembles our own, and so we attribute to the other person a consciousness like our own as an explanatory posit.  So too, on Jonas’ account, it is the felt unity of interiority and life in ourselves that justifies our attributing, by way of analogy, interiority to living things other than ourselves.  
It might seem strange that a student of Husserl and of Heidegger would turn to the argument from analogy, since this reconstruction of our encounter with others is vulnerable to phenomenologically-grounded objections.  The strangeness is dissolved by appreciating that Jonas in fact rejects phenomenology as he understands it.   Consider, for example, how Jonas describes our apprehension of living things.  Jonas distinguishes between three different ways in which something can be apprehended as a unified multiplicity and remarks that unlike the first two, living things are an “ontological surprise”.  They are a “surprise” because they are “unities of a manifold, not in virtue of a synthesizing perception whose object they happen to be, nor by the mere concurrence of the forces that bind their parts together, but in virtue of themselves, for the sake of themselves, and continually sustained by themselves” (PL 79).  Thus, living things are neither ideal objects for a transcendental unity of apperception, nor material accretions held together by forces extrinsic to them.  The “ontological surprise” that is life is thus neither merely something that exists for a subject nor something that merely exists as physical things do as conceived of within the modern (Cartesian) tradition.   Rather, living things are those that exist-for-themselves; they have no place within the modern scientific division between ‘phenomenology of consciousness or physics of extension’.  

Jonas then remarks that the “ontological surprise” requires that we depart from a strictly phenomenological approach: “[t]his active self-integration of life alone gives the substance to the term ‘individual’: it alone yields the ontological concept of an individual as against a merely phenomenological one” (ibid.).   Why does Jonas draw this contrast between what is “ontological” and what is “merely phenomenological”?  The answer lies in Jonas’ understanding of phenomenology.  While Jonas acknowledges the importance of phenomenology, he also regards it as quite limited.  In his autobiographical reflection, Jonas defines phenomenology as “a program of self-examination of consciousness as the site of the appearance of all things possibly present to thought”, that is, consciousness without “the adventitious nature of all factual and individual elements” (Jonas 1996, 43).
   Given this understanding of phenomenology, it is hardly surprising that Jonas criticizes it on the following grounds:

On the other hand, I had my doubts about the adequacy of his [Husserl’s] theory, especially about its restrictive emphasis on pure consciousness.  What about the existence of our body, I asked myself.  Can we reduce it as well to a “datum of consciousness” without robbing the datum to be described of its real import – namely, that what is at stake is the existence or non-existence of the subject itself? (ibid.)

Jonas then mentions the ethical themes that characterize so much of his thought, such as what counts as a just distribution of the material conditions of human life, and how we should “act so that the effects of one’s action are compatible with the permanence of genuine human life” (Jonas 1985, 11).
While we appreciate Jonas’ ethical commitment, we also wish to criticize Jonas’ assumption that phenomenology, for all its strengths, cannot do justice to embodiment or to intersubjectivity.  It is too “Platonizing,” as Jonas puts it; it cannot help us take seriously what it is to be a body, limited by bodily needs and prompted by bodily urges.  A philosophy of life therefore must be ontological; it cannot remain confined to strict phenomenology.  Yet in rejecting phenomenology, on the grounds that phenomenology can be no more than a science of pure consciousness, Jonas has no choice but to appeal to the argument from analogy for establishing his claims about the reality of minds other than our own.  The question we wish to take up, then, concerns Merleau-Ponty, who is typically read as offering a phenomenology of embodiment and of intersubjectivity.  How does Merleau-Ponty transform phenomenology such that a phenomenology of embodiment and intersubjectivity becomes possible?   And how are our relations with the living bodies of others disclosed from the perspective of transformed phenomenology?
2. The Phenomenology of Inter-corporeal Existence
In Phenomenology of Perception (hereafter PP) Merleau-Ponty, like Jonas, develops a post-Cartesian philosophy through a dialogue with Husserl and Heidegger, and like them, he transforms the Cartesian “quest for certainty” into an elucidation of the fundamental structures of our situated grip on the world.   In Merleau-Ponty this elucidation requires understanding how our situated grip on the world has, as its necessary condition of possibility, our bodily presence in the world.   Our bodily presence necessarily involves our bodily relations with others, or “inter-corporeality”.  
Merleau-Ponty’s divergence from strictly Husserlian phenomenology turns on how he elaborates on embodiment as a transcendental condition of intelligibility as revealed through a transformed phenomenological epochē.  Here we acknowledge our debt to Carman (1999) and Smith (2005) for indicating how the epochē is transformed by Merleau-Ponty into a method for disclosing our bodily-grounded being in and with the world. Thus, Carman writes, “For Merleau-Ponty . . . getting out from under the cloud of the mind-body problem demands that we come to recognize the body, even purely descriptively, as the place where consciousness and reality in fact come to occupy the very same conceptual space” (209) and that, unlike for Husserl, “[t]he body, Merleau-Ponty insists, is not a thing I identify myself with only by recognizing it as the bearer of my sensations; it is a permanent primordial horizon of all my experience” (214).   Similarly, Smith argues that “être au monde is incompatible with a certain transcendental idealist and internalist reading of the epochē," not with the epochē itself” (561) and that a suitably transformed epochē “reveals a fundamental, non-cognitive and pre-reflective subject-world relation that is opaque. . . . ambiguous and indeterminate” (562). The transformation of the epochē works in tandem with a transformation in the understanding of the being of the phenomenologist herself – the cogito is not a transcendentally ideal ego, but rather just what it means to be a living body.   On this basis Merleau-Ponty can develop a phenomenologically rigorous description of our lived embodiment with others that by-passes the argument from analogy.   
Indeed, Merleau-Ponty notices that something has gone wrong when we even try to argue analogically: “The other consciousness can be deduced only if the emotional expressions of others are compared and identified with mine, and precise correlations recognized between my physical behavior and my ‘psychic events’.  Now the perception of others is anterior to, and the condition of, such observations, the observations do not constitute the perception” (PP 410).  If we neglect perception, then we have only observation; if that were so, then the argument from analogy can be at least seriously entertained.  But a phenomenology of perception calls into question the very position from which the argument from analogy is presented for consideration, because it re-orients us towards attending to the intermeshing of our bodily intentions.  
To attend to bodily intentionality anterior to observation and analogy, Merleau-Ponty considers what it is like to play with a baby, and concludes that “[i]t perceives its intentions in its body, and my body with its own, and hence my intentions in its own body” (ibid.).  The baby does not have a sophisticated epistemological theory that entitles it to believe that we have minds.  Rather, its own embodied presence in the world gives it a perceptual certainty of the existence of beings that, like itself, project intentions into the shared world.   The bodily intentions of others mesh with our own in an “internal relation which causes the other to appear as the completion of the system” (PP 410).  This is not quite full-blown intersubjectivity because we are not considering relationships, such as I-You or I-We, which are available for reflective endorsement or revision. Rather, we are confronted here with a stratum of human existence that grounds intersubjectivity and makes it possible:
But if I find in myself, through reflection, along with the perceiving subject, a pre-personal subject given to myself, and if my perceptions are centered outside me as sources of initiative and judgment, if the perceived world remains in a state of neutrality, being neither verified as an object nor recognized as a dream, then it is not the case that everything that appears in the world is arrayed before me, and so the behavior of others can have its place there. (PP 411)

That is, since it is not the case that my fundamental existential situation is one of an isolated consciousness set over and against a fully determined world, but rather the perceived world in which I find myself is open and vague in ineliminable ways, then nothing stands in the way of finding others as my co-inhabitants whose intentions propagate though the world as mine do.  The point to be insisted upon is that the existence of others is an aspect of the immediate perceptual certainty disclosed by a rigorous phenomenology of bodily experience. No inference, not even an argument from analogy, is necessary. 
Of particular importance is the indeterminacy of perceptual life: “[i]n reality, the other is not shut up inside my perception of the world, because this perspective itself has no definite limits, because it slips spontaneously into the other's, and because both are brought together in the one single world in which we all participate as anonymous subjects of perception” (PP 411).  Thus, while Merleau-Ponty aims at describing the certainty at the most fundamental layer of lived experience, he also brings to light the indeterminacy and vagueness found at that layer.  It is for this reason that Merleau-Ponty stresses the absence of definite limits and the ‘anonymity’ of perceptual life.  
 Our experience of ourselves as embodied subjects is reciprocally bound up with the experience of others as embodied others; a rigorous description of our perceptual encounters with each other necessarily expresses our acknowledgement of the existence of the other.  In that sense the inter-subjective acknowledgement of the ‘mind’ of the other is grounded in the inter-corporeality of bodily intentions:

It is precisely my body which perceives the body of another, and discovers in that other body a miraculous prolongation of my own intentions, a familiar way of dealing with the world.  Henceforth, as the parts of my body together comprise a system, so my body and the other's are one whole, two sides of one and the same phenomenon, and the anonymous existence of which my body is the ever-renewed trace henceforth inhabits both bodies simultaneously.  All of which makes another living being, but not yet another man.  But this alien life, like mine with which it is in communication, is an open life. (PP 412)
Since Merleau-Ponty by-passes the argument from analogy in the case of our encounter with the human person, the way is now clear to using Merleau-Ponty to establish a phenomenological framework for thinking about intercorporeality which can be extended – though not, perhaps, entirely unproblematically – to describing the intercorporeality of our lives with non-humans.   For now there is no reason for maintaining that the anonymous existence of the life of the pre-personal embodied subject is fundamentally different in kind from what we share with animals.   No doubt there are crucial differences between our encounters with non-human animals and with other humans, but what there certainly is not, is any difference between them with respect to that “alien life” that is in incessant communication with one’s own “open life.”    
3.  Conclusion
A phenomenological description of intercorporeality shows that we do not occupy a position from which the existence of other animals as fundamentally minded beings can be regarded as an objective assertion, the truth-value of which depends on the preponderance of evidence and argument.   Rather, our lived existence in the world necessarily involves the intertwining of our bodily intentions and those of the others with whom we find ourselves to be sharing the world.  Our involvement with them at the most fundamental level of human existence calls into question the intelligibility of the objective stance.  Yet it is only from within that stance that we are drawn into advancing arguments against skepticism, whether about other human minds or about animal minds. 

In this regard we can now better appreciate the anti-Cartesianisms of Jonas and Merleau-Ponty.  Descartes, as is well-appreciated, inaugurates the ‘Quest for Certainty’ that leads him, in turn, to argue that our sensory intake from the world cannot serve as an epistemological foundation for our scientific theories.  But this assessment of our sensory intake already presumes that we ought to evaluate the perceptual world in terms of how faithfully it approximates what Bernard Williams calls ‘the absolute conception of the world’   Against Descartes, neither Jonas nor Merleau-Ponty argue that the life of our perceptual and motor activity is fully entitled to a claim on certainty.  Their move, in short, is a radial recasting of what the very notion of “certainty” requires.  “Certainty” is now understood in terms of our most fundamental grip on the world as beings that are fundamentally in the world, and the most honest description of that grip necessarily brings out its openness and indeterminacy.  
The key difference, then, between Jonas and Merleau-Ponty concerns not just the limits of phenomenology but the relationship between certainty and knowledge.  In regarding phenomenology as the description of the data of pure consciousness – effectively identifying the whole of phenomenology with Logical Investigations and Ideas I – Jonas then must present an argument – an argument from analogy – for the reality of mindedness in life as such.  That is, this claim must be understood as a piece of knowledge, albeit ontological knowledge.   By contrast, Merleau-Ponty’s much broader and richer conception of phenomenology allows him to disclose our life with others as intrinsic to our existential certainty.   Thus, whereas Jonas’ ontological knowledge leaves intact the logical space for skeptical challenge, Merleau-Ponty shows how that challenge itself is only possible from a position that rests upon the ground of phenomenological certainty.  In doing so, Merleau-Ponty begins to explore what Jonas thought was not even possible: a phenomenological description of the livingness of life, or bio-phenomenology, that finds as much certainty in our life with other animals as there is in our life with other humans – and that that is all the certainty that there is, or that we need, in order to ground an ethical responsiveness to “the outcry of mute things” (Jonas 1996, 198-202).  
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� But in putting the point this way we do not wish to downplay Jonas’s use of Heidegger’s reworking of ontological categories as the existential modalities of Dasein.


� It may be pointed out that while Descartes famously – or infamously – dismisses all notions of final causes from physics, his concept of the mind is quite close to being an Aristotelian substance; see Carriero (2009, 235).  





� Jonas notes that while materialism gives its unconditional blessing to mechanism, mechanism is not threatened by either dualism or idealism – they merely limit its purview. For example, neither Berkeley nor Leibniz directly challenge mechanistic physics; they challenge the materialistic metaphysics that serves as a foundation to mechanism, but not the science of mechanics itself.





� In “Philosophy at the End of the Century: Retrospect and Prospect”, originally delivered in 1992.  Reprinted in Jonas 1996.
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