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My thesis explores the ecotone of ecocriticism and phenomenology, focusing on the
work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty as an interpretive framework for ecocritical theory. 1
examine the way nonhuman agency is portrayed in literature (Sharon Olds” “The

Underlife,” Octavia Butler’s Dawn, and Ursula K. Le Guin’s “Newton’s Sleep”). Central

to this exploration is the question of the language of the nonhuman world. I draw on
Merleau-Ponty and ecofeminist literary theory to articulate an understanding of nonhuman
language as intercorporeality. Using Merleau-Ponty’s concept of “gestural language,” I
examine how the “mute world™ speaks through the dialectic of interrogation enacted
between human and nonhuman subjects, and inquire into the implications of embodied
knowledge for environmental justice. It is my hope that the conversation between
Merleau-Ponty and these authors will resonate and enrich the reading of each, and

articulate an understanding of human embeddedness in the more-than-human world.
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CHAPTER 1:

INTRODUCTION

Between the exploration and what it will teach me, between my movements
and what I touch, there must exist some relationship by principle, some
kinship [. . .]. This can happen only if my hand [. . .] takes its place
among the things it touches, is in a sense one of them, opens finally upon a
tangible being of which it is also a part.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible.

In this thesis I draw together the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty with
works of environmental literature to explore the question of nonhuman voice and agency
in the context of ecocriticism, a field of literary theory that focuses on all aspects of the
relationship between humans and nature.' In his philosophy, Merleau-Ponty affirmed
human embeddedness in the more-than-human world,? using the resonant term “the
Flesh” to describe both the incarnation of the human subject and the fabric of existence.
His phenomenological investigation of embodied experience undermines mind/body and
subject/object dualisms in favor of a relationship he described as “chiasm” — an
intertwining of our flesh with the flesh of the world, erasing the dichotomy of

human/nature in favor of a common fabric or tissue of existence. Merleau-Ponty also

! Cheryll Glotfelty, “Introduction: Literary Studies in an Age of Environmental Crisis,” Introduction, The
Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, eds. Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (Athens:
The University of Georgia Press, 1996) xviii.



theorized that language is intertwined with and has its roots in the sensual life-world. In
his concept of “gestural language,” Merleau-Ponty places words on a continuum with
bodily gestures and includes the signing systems of nonhuman agents within the realm of
language. Thus, not only does Merleau-Ponty undermine the conceptual dualisms of
mind/ body and human/nature, his work also suggests that through our bodies we are
already in conversation with the more-than-human world that envelopes us. In drawing
together Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical reflections with environmental literature, I hope
to investigate the horizon opened by this dialogic relationship enacted between the
embodied human subject and the more-than-human world, and to articulate an
understanding of nonhuman agency and language made possible by this ontology.

The writers I have chosen for this conversation — Sharon Olds, Octavia Butler,
and Ursula K. Le Guin — blend vivid description with ethical and philosophical reflection
about the human place in the more-than-human world. Through poetry and fiction, their
works pose questions about epistemology, nonhuman agency, embodiment and the
sacred. Each author undermines mind/body dualism and articulates a new ontology, one
in which the nonhuman finds space to emerge as a subject. In these texts, the nonhuman
agent is communicative and has a voice. The alien Oankali of Butler’s Dawn speak in
their own and human languages, and communicate through a literal chiasm of the flesh.
The nonhuman agents of Olds’s “The Underlife” and Le Guin’s “Newton’s Sleep” speak

through movement, and the human characters learn how to listen to them. It is my hope

2 Many thanks to David Abram for this evocative phrase.



that the dialogue between Merleau-Ponty and these authors will resonate with and enrich
the reading of each, offering visions of nonhuman agency and the intercorporeal
conversation between human and nonhuman subjects.’

In this introduction, I provide a brief overview of the fields that have contributed
to and inspired this exploration. This is a work of environmental humanities, combining
the fields of ecocriticism, ecofeminism, and environmental philosophy, as well as insights
from religious studies. Within all of these fields theorists address the Cartesian split
between body and mind, and the necessity of articulating a new ontology that collapses
this primary dualism and the others that derive from it. I integrate the questions of
nonhuman agency and language from these fields with Merleau-Ponty’s work and
insights from the emerging field of eco-phenomenology to suggest an interpretive
framework for ecocriticism. In the context of the nondualistic ontology offered by
Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of the flesh, it is possible to understand intersubjectivity
as intercorporeality, and this conversation between human and nonhuman as the basis for

reimagining the human place in the more-than-human world.

ECOCRITICISM
Ecocriticism is a fairly new field within literary scholarship. The first sessions on

ecocriticism at the Modern Language Association (MLA) were held in 1988, * and in

* I use the terms nonhuman and more-than-human interchangeably, but each term has a different emphasis.
Nonhuman is used to indicate specific agents or individuals, while more-than-human indicates the world in
which humans are embedded (and therefore is inclusive of the human was well).



1992 the Association for the Study of Literature and the Environment (ASLE) was
formed.” The emerging theoretical basis of this new discipline draws on literary theory,
philosophy of science, natural science, environmental ethics and philosophy, deep
ecology, feminist theory and cultural studies. This is an incomplete list, intended to
signify the wide and interdisciplinary nature of the field. Ecocriticism is not limited to
the study of texts that focus on nature.® Rather, it is a critical hermeneutic for
understanding the way in which the human place in the more-than-human world is
articulated within literature, and the ethical implications of this conceptualization.
Ecocriticism has sought to address the environmental crisis in a number of ways, through
raising awareness, promoting conservation, articulating a sense of place in literature,
forming connections between natural science and literary study, and elucidating the limits
of humanism.” In addition to literary analysis, central concerns within ecocriticism

include the question of intrinsic value of nonhuman nature, critiques of anthropocentrism,

* Laurence Coupe, ed., Introduction to Part IV, The Green Studies Reader: From Romanticism to
Ecocriticism (New York: Routledge, 2000) by Coupe, 157.

3 Glotfelty xviii.

¢ Scott Slovic, “Ecocriticism: Containing Multitudes, Practising Doctrine,” The Green Studies Reader:
From Romanticism to Ecocriticism, ed. Laurence Coupe (New York: Routledge, 2000) 160-1.

"T.V. Reed, “Toward an Environmental Justice Ecocriticism,” The Environmental Justice Reader: Politics,
Poetics, and Pedagogy, eds. Joni Adamson, Mei Mei Evans, and Rachel Stein, (Tucson: The University of
Arizona Press, 2002) 148.



criticism of gendered interpretations of the landscape, ® and the concerns of

environmental justice.’

Environmental Justice

Environmental justice is a political movement that grows out of both civil rights
and environmental concerns, focusing on grassroots activism against all forms of
environmental racism.'’ The landscapes that concern environmental justice are
frequently urban, in contrast to the wilderness focus of the traditional environmental
movement. Among the populations impacted by environmental racism are urban people
of color, migrant workers, and Indigenous peoples. The concerns of environmental
justice have served to critique the preoccupation of the mainstream environmental
movement with the landscapes and issues of white, middle-class populations. The field
of ecocriticism, paralleling developments in the environmental movement, is shifting
from a focus on the canon of largely white and male “nature writers” to a more diverse
and challenging set of texts and concerns.'' In this thesis, I seek to contribute to the

growing field of environmental justice ecocriticism through integration of questions of

¥ See Louise H. Westling, The Green Breast of the New World: Landscape, Gender, and American Fiction
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996) and Annette Kolodny, The Lay of the Land: Metaphor as
Experience and History in American Life and Letters (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1975).

 Reed 148-9.

10 Joni Adamson, Mei Mei Evans, and Rachel Stein, eds., Introduction, The Environmental Justice Reader:
Politics, Poetics, and Pedagogy (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 2002) 4.

" Reed 145.



race, class, and gender in my analysis, and through the literary works I have chosen to

bring into conversation.

PHENOMENOLOGY

As the field of ecocriticism expands, there has been a growing interest in the
potential contributions of phenomenology.'* First articulated by Edmund Husserl in the
early 1900s,"” “[p]henomenology takes its starting point in a return to the ‘things’ or
‘matters’ themselves, that is, the world as we experience it.”'* Phenomenology
challenges the dualisms of mind/body and immanent/transcendent experience of reality as
articulated by Descartes and carried through the philosophical traditions of both
intellectualism and empiricism.”” However, Husserl maintained the self as transcendental

ego, separable from the body." In contrast, his student Merleau-Ponty insisted on the

12 Examples of this work include Louise Westling, “Virginia Woolf and the Flesh of the World” New
Literary History 30:4 (1999): 855-875; Leonard M. Scigaj, “Reveling in the Referential Flux: Involution
and Merleau-Ponty’s Flesh of the Visible in Pattian Rogers,” Reading Under the Sign of Nature: New
Essays in Ecocriticism, eds. John Tallmadge and Henry Harrington (Salt Lake City: University of Utah
Press, 2000) 333-349; Laura Doyle ,“The Body Unbound: A Phenomenological Reading of the Political in
A Room of One’s Own,” To the Lighthouse,” Virginia Woolf: Out of Bounds, Selected Papers from the
Tenth Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf, eds. Jessica Berman and Jane Goodman (New York: Pace
University Press, 2001) 129-139; Justine Dymond ,”*The Outside of Its Inside and the Inside of Its
Outside’: Phenomenology in To the Lighthouse,” Virginia Woolf: Out of Bounds, Selected Papers from the
Tenth Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf, eds. Jessica Berman and Jane Goodman (New York: Pace
University Press, 2001) 140-4.

B David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World (New
York: Vintage Books, 1996) 35-6.

" Charles S. Brown and Ted Toadvine, “Eco-Phenomenology: An Introduction,” Eco-Phenomenology:
Back to the Earth Itself. eds. Brown and Toadvine, SUNY Series in Environmental Philosophy and Ethics,
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003) xi.

'S M.C. Dillon, Chapter One: “The Cartesian Origins of Empiricism and Intellectualism,” Merleau-Ponty’s
Ontology, Studies in Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1988) 9-34.

'8 Abram, Spell 45.



embodied mind, making the lived body the subject of experience in his earlier works,
including the Phenomenology of Perception, and developing this into the concept of “the

Flesh” in The Visible and the Invisible."

Merleau-Ponty
In his work Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, M.C. Dillon argues that through the
course of his works The Phenomenology of Perception and The Visible and the Invisible,
Merleau-Ponty advances two linked theses, one epistemological and the other
ontological: “[t]he epistemological thesis of the primacy of perception and its correlate,

% Merleau-Ponty’s work can be

the ontological thesis of the primacy of phenomena.
understood as a critical response to the “Cartesian fallacy,” in which abstraction is
accorded greater ontological authority than perceptual experience.” In contrast, Merleau-
Ponty offers an understanding of thought arising from primordial perceptual experience
and the body intertwined with the world in the “Chiasm” through the element of the
“Flesh,” rejecting the split between mind and body. Merleau-Ponty’s critique of
Cartesian dualism and insights into the embodiment of mind are supported by the work of

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in cognitive linguistics and philosophy.” Dillon writes

that Merleau-Ponty’s later work on the Flesh, as expressed in his final work The Visible

' David Abram, “Merleau-Ponty and the Voice of the Earth,” Environmental Ethics 10 (Summer 1988):
103, 109.

' Dillon 51.
¥ Dillon 50.



and the Invisible, holds the potential to move phenomenology (and all of Western

philosophy) beyond this splitting of reality.”

Flesh

Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of the Flesh and the Chiasm are complex and not fully
articulated, as Merleau-Ponty died while composing The Visible and the Invisible. In this
thesis, I seek to highlight those aspects of his philosophy that seem most significant in the
context of ecocriticism, but this is by no means a complete or final interpretation. The
concepts of Flesh, Chiasm, and related terms are still widely debated among scholars,
and, as David Abram notes, Merleau-Ponty did not apply his emerging philosophy to the
questions of nonhuman agency, subjectivity, or language.

In Chapter 4 of The Visible and the Invisible, “The Intertwining — The Chiasm,”
Merleau-Ponty speaks of the Flesh through a series of negatives. The Flesh is not matter

1.2 Twice he states that the

or spirit and does not fit the categories of material or spiritua
Flesh has no name in philosophy.” It is a new way of thinking, and requires a new way

of speaking. Merleau-Ponty therefore created a vocabulary to attempt to express these

concepts.

% George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and Its Challenge to
Western Thought (New York: Basic Books, 1999) 4-5.

2 Dillon 35 -7.

2 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, Trans. Alphonso Lingis, Ed. Claude Lefort,
Northwestern University Studies in Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1968)138-139.

» Merleau-Ponty, VI 139, 147.



In seeking to understand what Merleau-Ponty means by the flesh, this shift in his
vocabulary is significant. In the pages of “The Intertwining — The Chiasm,” a resonant
cluster of words, images and metaphors emerges. Repeated words include “fabric,”

9 6.

“element,” “touch,” “tangible,” “tissue,” “thickness,” and “depth.”* The flesh is “a sort
of incarnate principle.”® In this description, Merleau-Ponty employs synaesthetic terms
for the flesh, emphasizing both touch and sight, and uses bodily metaphors, particularly
those of connective tissue. In the context of this new vocabulary, the flesh emerges as
“an ‘element’ of Being” out of which we emerge and in which we are immersed, and
through which we are connected to and inseparable from the more-than-human world.”
As Abram describes it: “both the perceiving being and the perceived being are of the
same stuff, that the perceiver and the perceived are interdependent and in some sense
even reversible aspects of a common animate element, or Flesh, that is at once both
sensible and sensitive.”

Merleau-Ponty draws on the language of sacramental theology to express his
understanding of the flesh. Words such as “flesh,” “body,” “communion,” and
“incarnation” invoke the Eucharist — the ritual in Catholic practice where the sacred and
ordinary meet in the embodied act of eating bread and wine that is at the same time the

body of Christ. This analogy was made explicit in The Phenomenology of Perception, in

which he compares perception to the Eucharistic ritual:

* Merleau-Ponty, Chapter 4 “The Intertwining — The Chiasm,” VI, 130-155.
» Merleau-Ponty, VI 139.
 Merleau-Ponty, VI 139.
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[jlust as the sacrament not only symbolizes, in sensible species, an

operation of Grace, but is also the real presence of God, which it causes to

occupy a fragment of space and communicates to those who eat of the

consecrated bread, provided that they are inwardly prepared, in the same

way the sensible has not only a motor and vital significance, but is nothing

other than a certain way of being in the world suggested to us from some

point in space, and seized and acted upon by our body, provided that it is

capable of doing so, so that sensation is literally a form of communion.*
This language suggests an understanding of the sacred by extending the language of
sacrament from the ritual of the Eucharist to all aspects of embodied existence. There is
no separation for him between the sacred and profane, between matter and spirit.

Merleau-Ponty’s nondualistic ontology permeates his concept of the flesh. The
human subject is not matter inhabited by an incorporeal soul, but rather, our subjectivity
or sentience is contiguous with the flesh of the world, and that flesh includes both visible
and invisible dimensions. We are flesh that it self-sensing, but our ability to perceive and
to think is dependent upon, rather than independent from, our bodily existence. Our
capacity for thought is not something that ontologically separates us from the world, * but
rather, draws us back into the world through the chiasm: “every thought known to us
occurs to a flesh. Once again, the flesh we are speaking of is not matter. It is the coiling
] 9330

over of the visible upon the seeing body, of the tangible upon the touching body [. . .

In the chiasm, our sentient flesh folds back upon the flesh of the world in the act of

77 Abram, Spell 67. Emphasis in original.

* Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1962) 212.

¥ Dillon 106; Abram, Spell 47-9, and Chapter 3: “The Flesh of Language” Spell 73-92.
% Merleau-Ponty, VI 146.
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perception. For Merleau-Ponty, our bodies arise from and are embedded in the flesh of
the world, and this chiasmic relationship is the origin of thought, language, and the
possibility of intersubjectivity.” As David Abram explains: “[. . .] this silent or wordless
dance [is] always already going on — this improvised duet between my animal body and

3132

the fluid, breathing landscape that it inhabits.

Chiasm and Intercorporeality

In affirming the body as the site of knowledge, and the inseparability of body and
world as flesh, Merleau-Ponty does not collapse the world into the self or vice versa. The
chiasm is a “crisscrossing” in which the human body-subject that is not identical to the
world folds back on it and is able to perceive it.* It is by virtue of the difference or
separation of the body that experience and perception are possible. While the body is the
means of entry into the relationship of perception, the thickness of the body also
separates the human subject from the world: “at the same time that we are separated from
them by all the thickness of the look and of the body [. . .] it is not an obstacle between

them, it is their means of communication.” Ted Toadvine critiques the use of the

metaphor of “kinship-with-nature” and warns against collapsing the nonhuman world into

3 Abram, Spell 44, 47.
2 Abram, Spell 53.
¥ Merleau-Ponty, VI 133.

* Douglas Low, Merleau-Ponty’s Last Vision: A Proposal for the Completion of The Visible and the
Invisible, Northwestern University Studies in Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy (IL:
Northwestern University Press, 2000) 34.

% Merleau-Ponty, VI 135.
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the human through the concept of kinship into a monism.” The communication or
communion enabled through the flesh should not be interpreted as identification, but
rather experience that is made possible by difference.”

As flesh that is sentient and self-sensing we are able to enter into the flesh of the
world through our bodies and thus into a relationship of intersubjectivity. Dillon argues
that “intercorporeality” is a more accurate term, “because the problem of other minds is
really a problem of other animate organisms: at the most basic levels, human communion
is a communion of flesh and not a relation between isolated subjects.”™ Merleau-Ponty
writes that just as one hand touches another and feels itself touched and is both subject
and object,” this reversibility is possible between the human subject and the things of the
world by virtue of their joining through the flesh:

Why would not the synergy exist among different organisms, if it is

possible within each? Their landscapes interweave [. . .] this is possible as

soon as we no longer make belongingness to one same ‘consciousness’ the

primordial definition of sensibility, and as soon as we rather understand it

as the return of the visible upon itself, a carnal adherence of the sentient to

the sensed and of the sensed to the sentient. [. . .] which, laterally, makes

the organs of my body communicate and founds transitivity from one
body to another.”

% Ted Toadvine, “The Primacy of Desire and its Ecological Consequences,” Eco-Phenomenology: Back to
the Earth Itself, eds. Charles S. Brown and Ted Toadvine, SUNY Series in Environmental Philosophy and
Ethics, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003) 139-40, 149.

T Low 34.
* Dillon 122.

* Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, Theories of Representation and
Difference (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994) 101.

“ Merleau-Ponty, VI 142-3.
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It seems to me that Merleau-Ponty’s concept of intersubjectivity as the communion
between bodies rather than sharing in human consciousness offers a way to enter into
conversation with nonhuman agents. In their work Eco-Phenomenology, Ted Toadvine
and Charles S. Brown write: “[p]henomenology is set apart from other theoretical
methods by its unique capacity for bringing to expression, rather than silencing, our
relationship with nature and the experience of value rooted in this relation.”"
Phenomenology can contribute to a theoretical grounding for ecocriticism through its
careful attention to lived experience, grounding of knowledge in embodiment, and
bringing to expression the discourse that exists between our bodies and the other bodies
that inhabit the more-than-human world. The interweaving of the fields of ecocriticism
and eco-phenomenology has the potential to enrich and amplify both, and to provide an
entry into a dialogic conversation with the more-than-human world. In Chapter 2, I will
elaborate on the language of the nonhuman agent through Merleau-Ponty’s concept of
“gestural language,” and his extension of the idea of language as that which , as Elizabeth

1942

Grosz writes, “gives voice to the world.

ECOFEMINISM

The field of ecocriticism and Merleau-Ponty share a theoretical orientation away

from reification and dualism toward an embracing of human embeddedness, or

“ Brown and Toadvine xii.

“ Grosz 102.
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incarnation, in the more-than-human world. Merleau-Ponty and the field of ecofeminism
also share this critique of dualism deriving from Western philosophical, theological and
scientific models. An area of feminist theory that has given particular attention to the
linked conceptualization and oppression of women and nature, ecofeminism has extended
its concerns to include all forms of oppression. This field has in turn influenced the
critical orientation of ecocriticism, creating a subfield of ecofeminist literary theory that
draws on both ecocriticism and ecofeminism to articulate its critiques of Western views
of nature and to suggest new possibilities for negotiating the place of humanity in the
more-than-human world. The critiques of ecofeminism link to and expand Merleau-
Ponty’s contributions through its connection of dualism to issues of justice.

In her work The Death of Nature, Carolyn Merchant combines ecofeminist
analysis with historical research to explore the roots of the modern Western view of
nature. Merchant argues that during the scientific and industrial revolutions of the early
modern period the Western worldview shifted from conceptualizing nature as a living
organism to that of nature as a machine. The increasing domination and exploitation of
nature was sanctioned through this metaphoric shift, as well as through the association of
nature with the female.*” Humanity was increasingly distanced from nature, forming

what Val Plumwood identifies as a series of “interrelated and mutually reinforcing”

9 ¢ ” &

dualisms, including “culture/nature,” “male/female,” “subject/object,” and “self/other.”*

# Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scientific Revolution (New York:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1980); see in particular Chapter 7, “Dominion over Nature” 164-191.

* Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, Feminism for Today (New York: Routledge, 1993)
42-3.
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According to this viewpoint, the systematic domination and subordination of nature and
women is thus enabled and supported by a conceptual framework that divides the world
into oppositional dualisms.*

Significantly, it is during this time that René Descartes articulated his
understanding of mind/body dualism that influenced both the intellectualist and
empiricist schools of philosophical thought.* In his analysis of Merleau-Ponty’s
ontology, Dillon writes that the mind/body split is deeply embedded in Western
philosophy and culture, tracing back to before Plato.”” It is this dualism that Merleau-
Ponty seeks to undermine in his epistemology and ontology of the Flesh.* Thus, both
ecofeminism (and the related field within ecocriticism, ecofeminist literary theory) and
Merleau-Ponty identify conceptual dualism and in particular, the mind/body split, as a
fundamental problem in Western culture, and seek to offer alternative ways of
understanding human embodiment and the relationship between humanity and the more-
than-human world.

Ecofeminism also makes the important contribution of linking this hierarchical

conceptual framework to the oppression of those human populations who are identified

% Rosemary Putnam Tong, Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive Introduction (Colorado: Westview
Press, 1998) 246. Also see Val Plumwood, Chapter 2 “Dualism: the Logic of Colonization,” Feminism and
the Mastery of Nature 41-68.

“ Dillon, Chapter 1 “The Cartesian Origins of Intellectualism and Empiricism,” Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology
9-34; Merchant 202-5.

7 Dillon 34.
* Dillon 153-6.
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with nature in the complex of oppositional dualisms.” People of color, Indigenous
populations, and rural and urban working communities have been similarly exploited and
oppressed through this system of hierarchical dualism:

[t]he category of nature is a field of multiple exclusion and control, not

only of non-humans, but of various groups of humans and aspects of

human life which are cast as nature. Thus racism, colonialism and sexism

have drawn their conceptual strength from casting sexual, racial and ethnic

difference as closer to the animal and the body construed as a sphere of

inferiority, as a lesser form of humanity lacking the full measure of
rationality or culture.”
The analyses of ecocriticism and ecofeminism therefore include not only issues of
nonhuman nature and gender, but also of race and class oppression as it is expressed
through landscapes of power. In this way, ecofeminist literary theory offers links to the
concerns of environmental justice.

Ecofeminism’s analysis of the linkages between devaluation of the body, the
female, and people of color illuminates an important consequence of Merleau-Ponty’s
work. Merleau-Ponty affirmed the body as the site of knowledge and as inseparable from
the mind or spirit. He specifically argued against the mind/body split of Cartesianism
and critiqued the schools of intellectualism and empiricism on this basis in both The
Phenomenology of Perception and The Visible and the Invisible. His radically

nondualistic ontology and correlated affirmation of embodied knowledge has, therefore,

the potential to undermine the series of conceptual dualisms identified by Plumwood and

* Tong 246.

0 Plumwood, Feminism 4.
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other ecofeminists, and thus has implications for environmental justice. Philosopher
Elizabeth Grosz notes that “Merleau-Ponty has always seen his work in opposition to and
as an attempt to destabilize the structure of binary oppositions dominating so much of
Western thought.””" This destabilization of binaries and articulation of nondualist
ontology underlies the literary analysis in this thesis. In Chapter 4, “Transgression,” |
seek to develop the connection between nondualist ontology and environmental justice in

my discussion of Octavia Butler’s work, Dawn.

Ecofeminist Literary Theory
Ecofeminist literary theory builds on this critique of the interconnection of
oppressions in its analysis of texts, with a particular interest in language. Patrick Murphy
has posed the important question of how we can listen to and integrate the voice of the
non-human into our texts:

just as the self enters into language and the use of parole, so too does the
“other” enter into language and have the potential, as does any entity, to
become a “speaking subject,” although centripetal structures and cultural
forces hinder such a realization. The implications of this “other” as
speaking subject need to be conceptualized as including more than humans
[...]. The pivotal questions here will be the degree to which language is
recognized as one type of sign system, the degree to which volition is
assumed as a prerequisite for becoming a speaking subject, and the degree
to which the other speaking subjects who do not use the parole of human
beings can “speak” in a sign system that can be understood by humans.™

! Grosz 93.

32 Patrick D. Murphy, ** Ground, Pivot, Motion: Ecofeminist Theory, Dialogics, and Literary Practice,”
Hypatia 6.1 (Spring 1991): 151. Emphasis in original.
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In this passage, Murphy challenges many assumptions based in Western anthropocentric
thinking, including the privileging of human language over other forms of
communication, and the prerequisite of sentience and volition in granting the possibility
of agency. The dialogical, communicative relationship proposed by Murphy has ethical
implications. It opens the possibility for the inclusion not only of the rights of nonhuman
nature in human decision making — a type of thinking that can be critiqued as extentionist
— but calls for the more radical move to listen and respond to the voice of nonhuman
nature. Within extentionism, humans assign value to the nonhuman by virtue of its
similarity to the human,” and this ethical construct therefore retains an anthropogenic, if
not anthropocentric, basis for ethical decision making.™ In contrast, listening to the voice
of the nonhuman, and recognizing its agency and subjectivity, enables a transformation of
the relationship between humans and nature to one of conversation, and thus provides a
new basis for ethical thinking and decision making.

Listening to the voice of the nonhuman also holds the potential to transform the
human sense of self and humanity’s place in the world. Val Plumwood calls this a
“decentering” of the human subject.” This transformation of the human sense of self and
place in the world is shown in each of the works of literature discussed in this thesis.

These authors do not turn to nature as a nostalgic escape from culture, but rather

% Val Plumwood, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason, Environmental Philosophies
(New York: Routledge, 2002) 167.

% Plumwood, Environmental Culture, 169; Cary Wolfe, Introduction, Zoontologies: The Question of the
Animal (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003) xi-xit. (Wolfe uses the language of
“humanism” rather than “anthropocentrism”).

% Plumwood, Environmental Culture 169,
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interrogate the chiasms of self/other, nature/culture, and matter/spirit to critique Western
anthropocentrism and articulate a nondualistic ontology. Their portraits of human-
nonhuman interaction and mutual transformation exemplify what Val Plumwood calls a
“dialogical interspecies ethics.”* In this analysis, I have turned to the phenomenology of
Merleau-Ponty as a theoretical basis for the articulation of human/nature intertwining,
nonhuman subjectivity and language, and the undermining of hierarchical dualisms

through the articulation of a nondualistic ontology.

NONHUMAN AGENCY

While Merleau-Ponty affirmed the intertwining of the body and the flesh of the
world, he did not specifically advance a thesis of nonhuman agency.” However, in the
metamorphosis of Merleau-Ponty’s terminology from “lived-body™ in The
Phenomenology of Perception to “Flesh,” in The Visible and the Invisible, David Abram
believes that “if we follow closely Merleau-Ponty’s final writings we will begin to
suspect that there are other sentient entities in the biosphere — indeed, that each species,
by virtue of its own carnal structure has its own unique sentience or ‘chiasm’ with the
flesh of the world.”® Abram acknowledges that although this movement to include the
embodied subjectivity of animals was not accomplished in Merleau-Ponty’s final work

(which was interrupted by his death), fragments of the working notes refer to the need to

%6 Plumwood, Chapter 8: “Towards a Dialogical Interspecies Ethics” 167-195.

T Westling, “Insurpassable Richness of Being,” Association for the Study of Literature and the
Environment — UK, Bretton Hall, Leeds University (September 2002) 15.

8 Abram, “Voice” 112. Emphasis in original.
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move beyond humanism, and to refuse ontological distinctions between God, humanity,
and the animal world.” Abram speculates that Merleau-Ponty, as a “‘committed
humanist,” needed more time to work through the implications of his own thought."0

Merleau-Ponty’s work gestures toward the possibility of nonhuman subjectivity.
In articulating the thesis of intersubjectivity/intercorporeality and the body’s ongoing
conversation with the perceptual world, Merleau-Ponty uses the active voice.”
According to Abram, Merleau-Ponty’s epistemology implicitly recognizes the world as
animate through its understanding of perception as an ongoing reciprocity with the more-
than-human world.”” Further, Abram extends Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of flesh and
chiasm as a framework for the subjectivity of the more-than-human world:

[e]ach of us, in relation to the other, is both subject and object, sensible

and sentient. Why, then, might this not also be the case in relation to

another, nonhuman entity [. . .] why might not this “reversibility” of

subject and object extend to every entity that I experience? Once I

acknowledge that my own sentience, or subjectivity, does not preclude my

visible, tactile, objective existence for others, I find myself forced to

acknowledge that any visible, tangible form that meets my gaze may also

be an experiencing subject, sensitive and responsive to the beings around

it, and to me.*

Abram argues therefore that extending Merleau-Ponty’s work to include nonhuman

agency is consonant with his thinking as revealed in The Visible and the Invisible and his

5 Abram, “Voice™ 113.

% Abram, “Voice” 112-114.

5" Abram, Spell 55-6.

62 Abram, Spell 56.

% Abram, Spell 67. Emphasis in original.
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working notes.” It is not possible to defend what Merleau-Ponty did not say. However,
in the context of the emerging fields of ecocriticism and eco-phenomenology, Merleau-
Ponty’s work holds the potential, as Abram argues, to extend our concept of subjectivity
to all other inhabitants of the world by redefining the location of subjectivity from the
transcendent intellect to the flesh.”® Like Plumwood and Wolfe, Abram notes that this
movement will require a decentering of the human subject through the acknowledgement
that our carnal existence means that we exist as objects for others, both human and
nonhuman. In bringing Merleau-Ponty into conversation with authors who depict this
kind of post-humanist decentering of the human subject, I hope to open a space to listen

to the voice of the nonhuman world.

The Question of Voice
The question of the voice of the nonhuman world is a nascent one in the
humanities. In Chapter 2, I outline the silencing of nature that occurred during the advent
of modern science and mechanist philosophy. Carolyn Merchant’s classic study, The
Death of Nature, describes in detail this shift in the social and cultural construction of
nature, and the capitalist and exploitative projects the new ideology of a deanimistic,
objectified world served. In The Spell of the Sensuous, David Abram observes that being

deaf to the voice of nature is specifically a Western cultural phenomenon.” Due to

# Abram, “Voice” 113.
% Abram, Spell 45-7.
% Abram, Spell 24-29.
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historical and ideological forces, the nonhuman world has been assumed within much of
Western thought to be without subjectivity, agency, or voice. What the work of
Merchant, Abram and others suggests is that the assumption that nature is without voice
is a social and cultural construction.

In this thesis I bring together some of the many theorists who are seeking a way to
listen and respond to the voice of the nonhuman world, in opposition to those
constructions of knowledge that assume nature is inert. Within this work, the concept of
voice is metaphorical, gesturing to a new way of understanding and interacting with the
nonhuman world as agent and subject. Donna Haraway’s post-structuralist interrogation
of the construction of scientific knowledge in her essay “Situated Knowledges” calls for a
rethinking of the categories of subject and object in scientific research, an
acknowledgement of the agency of objects (specifically, the nonhuman and the human
body), and a reconstruction of knowledge as conversation.”” The metaphor of knowledge
as conversation suggests a destabilizing of the construction of the human subject and the
animal object in favor of understanding the creation of knowledge as an encounter
between subjects.”

Cary Wolfe notes that “[a] veritable explosion of work in areas such as cognitive
ethology and field ecology has called into question our ability to use the old saws of

anthropocentrism (language, tool use, the inheritance of cultural behaviors, and so on) to

 Donna Haraway, Chapter 9 “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege
of Partial Perspective,” Simians, Cyborgs and Women: the Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge,
1991) 183-201.

% Haraway, Simians197-8.
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separate ourselves once and for all from animals [. . .].”” This movement of post-
humanist theory is just emerging, and the concept of the “voice” of the nonhuman world
is similarly nascent and undefined, as it involves a transformation in our assumptions
about the nonhuman and a reconstruction of our knowledge practices. In her proposal for
a communicative interspecies ethics, Val Plumwood argues that we need to extend our
understanding of communication beyond “the narrow sense of ‘rational’ verbal or
symbolic discourse.”” Plumwood instead suggests that within a dialogical methodology,
all others (human and nonhuman) need to be assumed to be “potentially
communicative.””'

The metaphor of the “voice” of the nonhuman world is emergent in the field of
environmental literature as well. Literary texts have begun to portray the nonhuman as
agent, and ecocritical theorists to call for a recognition and inclusion of the nonhuman
voice into literary texts. Within this endeavor authors who tell these stories are also
theorists. In the three literary texts discussed in this thesis, human characters seek to
listen to the voice of the nonhuman and to enter into conversation, but do not claim
knowledge of the nonhuman’s subjectivity. Like the speaker in Sharon Olds’s “The
Underlife,” Butler’s Lilith, and the colonists of Spes in Le Guin’s “Newton’s Sleep,” we

are just at the beginning of this conversation, and we do not even know the language we

need to speak or how to hear this voice: this is an opening to a new way of thinking about

“ Wolfe xi.
™ Plumwood, Environmental Culture 189.

' Plumwood, Environmental Culture 190.
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the nonhuman. In this project, I hope to offer Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy in
conversation with these literary texts as one way of elucidating the voice of the

nonhuman.

OVERVIEW

In this thesis I weave together three related strands of Merleau-Ponty’s thought:
flesh, gestural language, and intercorporeality. Ecocriticism seeks to elucidate the
relationship between humans and nature, and Merleau-Ponty’s focus on human
incarnation in the world offers a rich understanding of the linkages, rather than dualisms,
betweén human and nature, mind and body, and human and animal.

In Chapter 2, I outline Merleau-Ponty’s concept of gestural language, and its
potential contributions to ecocriticism. Gestural language is embodied and makes
possible a dialogic conversation with nonhuman agents, undermining the exclusive
claims of humanity to language. Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy also offers a different
ground for ethical reflection through the possibility of interspecies dialogue suggested by
our kinship through the flesh and through the carnal phenomena of gestural language.
This chiasmic relationship makes possible the project of listening, responding to, and
being transformed by the nonhuman world. I use gestural language as an interpretive
framework to understand how the ‘voice’ of the nonhuman is depicted in each work of
environmental literature as called for by a series of ecocritical theorists and others in the
environmental humanities. These movements of listening, responding, and

transformation are depicted in Olds’s “The Underlife” (Chapter 3), which exemplifies
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and extends the relationship of chiasm and intersubjectivity between the human and
more-than-human worlds as described by Merleau-Ponty.

Chapters 4 and 5 also depict this movement of response and transformation, and
give insight into potential resistances to this process. In these chapters I explore the
connections between Merleau-Ponty’s undermining of mind/body dualism and the
implications of this for issues of environmental justice. In conversation with Octavia
Butler’s Dawn, 1 seek to show that the nondualistic ontology articulated by Merleau-
Ponty not only undermines the dualism of mind and body, but also between human and
nonhuman, and the conceptual structures that support the oppression of people of color
through their association with a devalued or even demonized nature. Butler’s novel also
amplifies Merleau-Ponty’s thinking through its complication of the chiasmic embrace
between self and world, blurring the boundaries between species in ways that some of her
human characters find menacing. Ursula K. Le Guin’s story of utopia, environmental
racism and the construction of scientific knowledge complete this exploration, and
illuminates the complexity of the human/nature intertwining suggested by Merleau-

Ponty.
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CHAPTER 2:

VOICE

We shall have to follow more closely this transition from the mute world to the
speaking world.

Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible.

At the center of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy is the living body in the life-world,
flesh in the Flesh of the world.”” Merleau-Ponty offers an understanding of thought
arising from primordial perceptual experience and the body intertwined with the world in
the Chiasm through the element of the Flesh: “[t]ruth does not ‘inhabit’ only ‘the inner
man,” or more accurately, there is no inner man, man is in the world, and only in the
world does he know himself.”” According to Merleau-Ponty, all of our knowledge is
derived from and dependent upon the world: “[a]ll knowledge takes its place within the

™ Merleau-Ponty rejected the fundamental dualism of

horizons opened up by perception.
mind and body arising from the Cartesian tradition of Western philosophy, and extended
his theory of embodiment to include the body of language, affirming the origins of

language in the sensual life-world “[i]t is the error of the semantic philosophies to close

™ Low 24.
3 Merleau-Ponty, Preface, POP xi.
" Merleau-Ponty, POP 207.
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up language as if it spoke only of itself: language lives only from silence; everything we
cast to the others has germinated in this great mute land which we never leave.””
Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of language breaks from deconstructionist theories that
argue that signifier is arbitrarily related to what is signified, and remove both from all
reference beyond themselves to the world.” Just as Merleau-Ponty offers a philosophy
that moves beyond the dualisms of mind and body, he offers a non-dualistic
understanding of language. This is an intriguing theory of language for the discipline of
ecocriticism, which is centrally concerned with the relationship between the human and
more-than-human worlds as expressed in language and literature. This understanding of
language as carnal, gestural, and embedded in the life-world offers the possibility of
entering into conversation with the more-than-human world through intercorporeal
engagement.

There has been far more written about Merleau-Ponty and language than can be
included in this discussion. My exploration of Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of the
embodiment of language is specifically focused on the project of listening to and entering
into conversation with the more-than-human world as a potential contribution to
ecocritical theory. Ibegin with Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of gestural language as a
signing system that includes both human and nonhuman languages from the chapter “The
Body as Expression, and Speech” in The Phenomenology ()fPerc.eption (1962). 1then

explore his concept of the chiasm of the body of language and the voice of the mute

S Merleau-Ponty, VI 126.
6 Low 17-8, 26.
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world as elaborated in The Visible and the Invisible (1964). I do not attempt to trace the
evolution of Merleau-Ponty’s dialogue with and singular interpretation of Ferdinand de
Saussure’s linguistic theory through The Prose of the World and Signs.” While Merleau-
Ponty chose not to complete The Prose of the World, elements of this work were
integrated into The Visible and the Invisible, which remained unfinished as well.” Thus,
unfortunatelyr, Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of language remains in an unresolved form.
In spite of its unfinished state, Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of language as gestural and
intertwined with the more-than-human world opens a way to elucidate the voice of the
nonhuman. I therefore seek to follow the paths of Merleau-Ponty’s thought and to reflect
on its significance as a means of constructing a dialogue with the nonhuman world for the

discipline of ecocriticism.

SILENCE
In his essay “Nature and Silence” in The Ecocriticism Reader, Christopher Manes
called for a post-humanist criticism that would be capable of understanding the world as a
speaking subject: “we must contemplate not only learning of a new ethics, but a new
language free from the directionalities of humanism, a language that incorporates a

2979

decentered, postmodern, post-humanist perspective.”” Manes explicitly connects this

" See James Schmidt, Maurice Merleau-Ponty: Between Phenomenology and Structuralism, Contemporary
Social Theory, (London: Macmillan Publishers Ltd., 1985).

7 Low 3-4.

™ Christopher Manes, “Nature and Silence,” The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, eds.
Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1996) 17.
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silencing of nature to social practices. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s analysis of power,
reason, and the privileging of certain types of speech, Manes articulates the linkages
between the silencing of nature in Western culture and the exploitation of the nonhuman
world.”

Manes attributes this silencing of nature to the advent of literacy and more
particularly to the Christian tradition of exegesis. Moving from an anagogical reading of
the biblical text to an anagogical reading of the natural world, Christianity enclosed the
more-than-human world within the metaphor of ‘the book of nature.” In this
hermeneutical framework, the things of nature are reduced to “/ittera — signs that served
as an occasion for discovering the deeper realms of meaning underlying the forms of the
physical world,”™ thus occasioning a split between surface and underlying reality,
privileging transcendent interpretation over immanent experience. Rather than an
animate world of agents and subjects, the world became interpreted as the passive icon of
a transcendent God. Manes also links this trend to the Renaissance notion of the Great
Chain of Being that placed humanity as the highest of earth’s life forms, ontologically
distinct from other creatures.* In spite of post-Darwinian scientific and evolutionary
theory that understands humanity as merely another species, this privileging of human

language and reason has continued into the present. This prejudicial thinking is evident

% Manes 16-17.
* Manes 19. Emphasis in original.

82 Manes 20-21.
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in strands of environmental ethics as well*’ — for example, in the demand of sentience as a
prerequisite for moral consideration.™

In light of this history and the ongoing silencing of nature, Manes calls for the
articulation of a new language that is capable of entering into dialogue with the
nonhuman world. Manes regards Indigenous cultures, Deep Ecology, and the Western
contemplative tradition as possible models for this discourse.” This call for dialogue is
issued repeatedly through the environmental humanities. As noted in Chapter 1,
ecofeminist literary theorist Patrick Murphy also calls for this recognition of the
nonhuman as speaking subject, and for learning the parole of the nonhuman.* Karla
Armbruster echoes this call in her essay “Speaking for Nature.” Like Manes, she
highlights the inadequacy of those discourses that seek to speak for nature while failing to
find a language to speak with nature, thus displaying the assumption that nature is
incapable of speaking for itself.” According to Armbruster, this failure is evident in
areas from literary theory to environmental ethics and advocacy to Western science.

Donna Haraway critiques the discourses of Western science on these grounds as
well. Calling for an understanding of knowledge as “conversation,” Haraway argues that

scientific research and knowledge must allow room for the agency of ‘objects’, including

8 Manes 21-24.

* Gary Varner, “Sentientism,” A Companion to Environmental Philosophy, ed. Dale Jamieson, Blackwell
Companions to Philosophy, (MA: Blackwell Publishers, Ltd., 2001) 192-203.

8 Manes 24-6.
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“the agency of the world in knowledge” if it is to be “faithful” in its account of the
world.® Haraway does not limit her critiques to the practice of Western science. While
calling for a new practice that moves beyond the subject/object dualism of conventional
scientific knowledge, she also censures those strands of ecofeminism that have rejected
Western scientific knowledge.”” Although she recognizes the socially constructed nature
of all knowledge, Haraway argues that Western science still provides an important
knowledge of the nonhuman world, as long as Western scientific knowledge is not
confused with absolute knowledge: “[f]leminists have stakes in a successor science
project that offers a more adequate, richer, better account of a world, in order to live in it
well and in critical, reflexive relation to our own as well as others’ practices of
domination [. . .].”" Thus Western scientific knowledge can play a vital role in learning
to speak with the nonhuman world, provided that we are willing to recognize the agency
of objects in research.

As noted in Chapter 1, in the field of environmental philosophy both David
Abram and Val Plumwood call for a recognition of nonhuman agency and a new
understanding of what might constitute the voice of the nonhuman. Both philosophers
suggest that this recognition of nonhuman agency and the possibility of dialogical
conversation will require a new formulation of environmental ethics. All of these

theorists thus call for a new language (or languages) that will enable us to speak with the

% Haraway, Simians197-9.
¥ Haraway, Simians 186.

* Haraway, Simians 187.



32

nonhuman world. Since this possibility has not been acknowledged within the
anthropocentrism of Western thought, we need to learn how to speak in this parole.
Although Manes, Armbruster, and Abram each celebrate the knowledges of Indigenous
cultures (and Haraway turns to the figure of Coyote to articulate her understanding of the
agency of the nonhuman world), attempts by non-Indigenous theorists to adopt this way
of knowing as a model can stray into the dangerous territory of cultural appropriation and
primitivist nostalgia.

In seeking a language for discourse with the nonhuman world, it seems to me that
the place we need to look is the nonhuman world itself. It is the nonhuman world that
may be able to teach us how to enter into conversation. According to Merleau-Ponty,
since we are flesh in the Flesh of the world, our bodies allow us entry into understanding
of the world: “[b]etween the exploration and what it will teach me, between my
movements and what I touch, there must exist some relationship by principle, some
kinship [. . .]. This can happen only if my hand [. . .] takes its place among the things it
touches, is in a sense one of them, opens finally upon a tangible being of which it is also
a part.””" This will require both an epistemological and ontological”® humility from the
human subject. We must take our place among the things of the world in order to move
out of our self-imposed isolation and into dialogical conversation. The phenomenology
of Merleau-Ponty provides one parole — the parole of embodied perception — for this

conversation. Moving into conversation with the nonhuman world thus opens the

! Merleau-Ponty, VI 133.
2 Manes 25.



possibility for a new basis from which to formulate an environmental ethics — one that

grows out of the experience of and dialogue with the more-than-human world.”

” 6

The repeated use of words and phrases like “silence” “voice” “knowledge as

RAEETY

conversation” “speaking with” seem to indicate a convergence in these different
disciplines — phenomenology, ecocriticism, feminist epistemology of science,

ecofeminism — toward language as a metaphor for nonhuman agency and subjectivity,

and our groping toward dialogue with and knowledge of the more-than-human world.

33

Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of gestural language and intercorporeal communication offer a

way to expand our understanding of language so as to include other signing systems,
other paroles, within our concept of languages — and to begin to respond to, rather than

silence, these voices.

EXPRESSION
In Chapter 6 “The Body as Expression, and Speech” of his early work, The
Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty introduces the concept of gestural

language:

it is not clear why my understanding of gestures should for the most part
be confined to human ones. I do not ‘understand’ the sexual pantomime
of the dog, still less of the cockchafer or the praying mantis. I do not even
understand the expression of the emotions in primitive people or in circles
too unlike the ones in which I move. [. . .] The communication or
comprehension of gestures comes about through the reciprocity of my
intentions and the gestures of others, of my gestures and intentions

% Abram, Spell 69; Armbruster, “Speaking for Nature” 432.
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discernible in the conduct of other people. It is as if the other person’s

intention inhabited my body and mine his. [. . .] The gesture presents itself

to me as a question, bringing certain perceptible bits of the world to my

notice, and inviting my concurrence in them. [. . .] It is through my body

that I understand other people, just as it is through my body that I perceive

‘things.”™
In this passage, several important themes in Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of language
emerge: language is embodied; meaning is revealed in the process of communication; and
the world is communicative. Finally, in this excerpt, Merleau-Ponty explicitly extends
his understanding of gestural language to include the signing systems of the animal
world.

In the project of learning to listen to the voice of the nonhuman world, Merleau-
Ponty’s understanding of gestural language is illuminating. Gestural language is obscure
if it is from another culture — the culture of another species, or the culture of a human
population that is different from our own. Learning how to understand another’s
language is only revealed in process “through the reciprocity of my intentions and the
gestures of others.” As we seek to learn how to speak with the nonhuman world, we will
learn through engagement, through what Haraway calls the process of knowledge as a
conversation.”

According to Merleau-Ponty, gestural language is not the sole property of

humans. Instead, a human language, expressed in a unified gestalt through the body and

through words, is one language is a world that communicates “[t]his disclosure of an

% Merleau-Ponty, POP 184-6.

? Haraway, Simians 198-9.
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immanent or incipient significance in the living body extends, as we shall see, to the
whole sensible world, and our gaze, prompted by the experience of our own body, will
disclose on all other ‘objects’ the miracle of expression.”” Our understanding of the
languages of other beings is based on our own bodily experience, and recognition of
others’ languages challenges the construction of the nonhuman world as object.
Similarly, the human body is no longer an object, but a subject of experience. We learn
through the experience of our bodies embedded in the world how to listen to and
understand the gestural, embodied language of the world. When we seek to learn how to
enter into dialogue with the nonhuman world, our guide is our flesh embedded in the
flesh of the world.

With characteristic lucidity, David Abram summarizes Merleau-Ponty’s
understanding of the embodiment of language in Chapter 3 “The Flesh of Language” in
his work The Spell of the Sensuous.” Abram notes that gestural language is carnal,

% Abram identifies

fundamentally communicative, and rooted in the sensual lifeworld.
two important elements of this concept. Language, in Merleau-Ponty’s understanding,
cannot be understood apart from its lived dimension, that of speech (Merleau-Ponty

adopts Saussure’s term la parole to designate this lived and active form of language™);

and linguistic meaning is not arbitrarily related to words.'™ This latter contention

% Merleau-Ponty, POP 197.

7 Abram, Chapter 3,"“The Flesh of Language,” Spell 73-92.
* Abram, Spell 74-5.

* Merleau-Ponty, VI 118.

1% Abram, Spell 74-5.
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distinguishes Merleau-Ponty from the majority of contemporary (deconstructionist)

literary theorists'”'

and mainstream interpretations of Saussure. Most contemporary
theory understands the relationship of signs/signifiers (words) to signified (concepts) as
arbitrary. Signifiers are understood to derive their meaning not from the world, but
through a negative relationship to other signifiers.

Merleau-Ponty, unsurprisingly, refuses this dualism of speech and language,
meaning and words, signifier and signified. In The Phenomenology of Perception, the
link between language and meaning, and between language and the body, is explicit.

Speech is “one of the possible uses of my body;”'”* it is not “the envelope and clothing of
P y y P g

33103

thought”™ any more than the body is the clothing of the soul. Speech is the body of

thought in the world.'*

THE VOICES OF SILENCE

This understanding was even more fully articulated in The Visible and the
Invisible. In this work, language is understood as the metamorphosis of meaning from
the invisible into the body of language. In The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty
enters into an extended comparison between the body and language. Language structures

meaning just as the body structures perception. Language is not univocal, but is always

't Abram, Spell 77.
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fluid and in process.'” Douglas Low describes this movement from embodied perception
to speech as a series of three chiasms. The first is the chiasm between the body and the
world, which is the primordial source of meaning. The second chiasm is between
language and the speaker.'® Perception, bodily gesture, and words are meaningful
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