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Preface

This volume collects revised versions of papers originally presented at a confer-
ence entitled “The Body and Embodiment: Intersections of Imagery, Literature, 
and Science,” held in Göteborg, Sweden on May 7-9, 2004. The conference brought 
together researchers from widely divergent fields including biology and medicine, 
literature and art history, religious studies and philosophy. The editors would like 
to thank the VolkswagenStiftung (Hannover) as well as the Swedish Collegium for 
Advanced Study (SCAS, Uppsala), Göteborg University, and the Swedish Ernst 
Cassirer Society for their generous support of this project. In particular, we wish to 
give special thanks to Bernd Henningsen, Reinhart Meyer-Kalkus, Ola Sigurdson, 
Gunnar Svedberg, and Björn Wittrock for their kind help and encouragement.

The Editors





Introduction

Conceptual links between natural sciences and the study of culture are rare. Such a 
link has emerged in the last decades under the heading of embodiment. The notions 
of “embodied” or “situated” cognition stand for a specific orientation in the study of 
intelligence and affection that has transformed cognitive science in the last two dec-
ades and which we believe has the potential to reorient cultural studies as well. The 
essays collected in this volume demonstrate that the concept of embodiment is 
gradually finding fruitful application in such different fields as history, literature, 
history of science, religious studies, and philosophy as well as in biology and cogni-
tive science. Few researchers are aware of all the ways in which this concept has been 
applied in areas outside their particular fields of research. This collection of essays 
provides examples of how researchers in many fields are utilizing the concept of 
embodiment to deal with particular problems. The essays show that the concept of 
embodiment can link the humanities and the sciences in a productive way, leading 
to further investigations. Independently of their collective significance, the essays 
each stand on their own as contributions in their particular field of study.

Before we introduce the essays individually, a few words about the concept of 
“embodiment” are in order. In the widest sense, “embodiment” can simply mean the 
instantiation or materialization of a kind of process. Regarded in such general terms 
it is an ancient problem in the history of philosophy. Aristotle and Scholastic phi-
losophers dealt with embodiment as the problem of individuation. Aristotle’s doc-
trine of hylomorphism explicated the makeup of all things by appealing to the two 
principles of “matter” and “form.” The form of a thing was a general essence, while 
matter served to provide a “principle of individuation.” A general, essential form 
combined with matter resulted in a particular thing’s unique reality. But it was un-
clear how matter, which itself was considered uniform stuff, could explain individu-
ality. In the late Medieval era philosophers extended the notion of essential forms, 
proposing that a further, unique form (haeccitas) served to make particulars unique. 
But the very idea of an individual form was problematic, since forms were taken to 
be general in nature. The problem received a new formulation in the 17th century 
when Leibniz presented his conception of unique “individual substances” (monads), 
which included even the history of an entity as a concrete reality. The monad, how-
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ever, was a strange conception, actually representing only a point of view or aspect of 
reality, which in all of its elements was predetermined. Moreover, Leibniz claimed 
that there was no interaction between monads, which he called “windowless.”

In the 19th century, materialist philosophers such as Ludwig Büchner regard-
ed even human individuals as nothing but force and matter (Kraft und Stoff). In 
the 20th century philosophy, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who was close to the Exis-
tential movement in France, interpreted the philosophical notion of individuality 
in terms of “the body,” which he considered from a strictly phenomenological, 
descriptive perspective (Merleau-Ponty 1962). Merleau-Ponty’s influence upon 
the discussion of embodiment has been great, but his approach, adhering as it 
does to the “body-subject” took little account of the cultural world in which this 
body-subject exists. Merleau-Ponty in fact claimed to have discovered a “new cog-
ito” (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 296). That is, he refined Descartes’ philosophy of the 
primacy of the first person perspective. In his late work Merleau-Ponty (1969) 
sought to involve the second and third person perspectives in his phenomenology 
of the “flesh” of the world. Merleau-Ponty used the findings of empirical research 
in his work, and he strove to overcome the idealism associated with the phenom-
enology of Husserl, but his work still emphasised the personal over social or scien-
tific outlooks. Today, philosophers are more willing to utilize phenomenology in 
conjunction with scientific research perspectives, as seen, e.g., in the founding in 
2002 of the journal Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences or in the work of 
philosophers who have adopted concepts from embodied cognitive science in or-
der to deal with classical problems in the philosophy of perception and epistemol-
ogy (e.g., Noë 2004). Regarded philosophically, this new way of thinking avoids 
the old dualisms of mind and matter or body and soul by finding conceptual links 
for conscious and unconscious, biological and social processes. This permits re-
searchers to link medicine, psychology, and even artificial intelligence (Gallagher 
2005; Pfeifer and Bongard 2007).

When cognitive science arose after World War II, it was based upon the mod-
el of computation. The analogy between brain activity and computers running 
programs offered a way to scientifically study cognitive processes that was not sub-
ject to the strictures of behavioural psychology. The behaviourist claim that think-
ing was hidden in a kind of “black box” and only could be studied in outward be-
haviour gradually came to be regarded as an impediment to inquiry. Modern 
cognitive psychology arose in reaction to this, from the search for ways to over-
come the alternative between reliance upon introspection and the restriction of 
psychology to external behaviour. Both approaches reflected the same philosophi-
cal dualism, for they both conceived psychological processes either as private, “in-
ternal” events inaccessible to scientific study or as “outward” behaviour, compara-
ble to any other physical process.
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One of the greatest limitations of behaviouristic psychology was its inability to 
deal convincingly with language. In his famous critical review of B. F. Skinner’s 
behaviouristic treatment of language, Noam Chomsky demonstrated that language 
learning and use could not be explained simply by reference to the behaviouristic 
notion of conditioning. Language use required the creative use of innate cognitive 
capacities. But Chomsky’s generative grammar led him to found linguistics upon 
a Cartesian approach to the mind (Chomsky 1965).

Today, cognitive semantics reorients linguistics towards the human organism 
living in a world. For example, Lakoff and Johnson regard metaphors in Metaphors 
we live by (1980) from the joint perspectives of anthropology and linguistics. They 
relate the universal use of body-related metaphors for psychological states, such as 
feeling “up” or “down,” to the fact that language users walk upright. Metaphors, 
they argue, can tell us something about cognition in general. Indeed, the fact that 
the word “metaphor” (meta-pherein) means to “carry over” reflects the particular 
embodied nature of human language users. According to the “embodied cogni-
tion” model, knowledge gains its particular character from the nature of the or-
ganism’s body (Johnson 1987). The point is not simply that something natural – the 
human body as a biological organism – influences the attainment of knowledge, 
but that the specific character of knowledge is a function of the knower’s particular 
embodiment. As Lakoff and Johnson put it, the claim that reason is embodied “is 
not just the innocuous and obvious claim that we need a body to reason; rather it 
is the striking claim that the very structure of reason itself comes from the details 
of our embodiment” (1999, 4).1

Some of the papers in this collection concern historical topics, yet they are in-
tended none the less as contributions to contemporary research. One to the best 
examples of how past research has assumed contemporary relevance is the work of 
the biologist Jakob von Uexküll. Uexküll’s writings met with little resonance among 
biologists when he presented them, and they were long neglected. His basic idea 
was that the particular, unique niche or Umwelt in which an organism exists is rela-
tive to its particular physiological makeup or Bauplan (literally, its “construction 
plan”). Since an organism’s surrounding world is a function of its Bauplan, its 
Umwelt needed to be included in an account of its different functions. This idea is 
regarded today as a breakthrough in the conceptualisation of intelligence (Clark 
1997; Ziemke and Sharkey 2001) because it is applicable to robotics and artificial 
intelligence as well as to biological organisms. The pioneering work of Rodney 
Brooks of MIT on the new situated AI bears many parallels to the work of Uexküll 
from the first half of the last century. One of Uexküll’s examples is the tick, which is 

1.  This insight was already formulated in the 1920s by the theoretical biologist Jakob von 
Üexküll. See Clark (1997, 22–33). 
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not conscious in the sense that it intentionally pursues a goal, but only reacts to the 
signals afforded by what we call butyric acid, pressure, and temperature changes. In 
the new conception of robotics, the “anatomy” of the robot and its interactions with 
its surroundings guide it, not any internal central (Cartesian) model of the world.

Cultural processes can be regarded as the other end of the spectrum of intel-
ligence from the world of the tick or, for that matter, one of Brooks’ small robots. 
Culture has only slowly been taken into consideration in the study of embodied 
cognition. Yet the interaction between cultural and biological processes, including 
neurology, has come under increasing scrutiny among researchers. Medical an-
thropologists have shown that cultural factors actually can influence bodily func-
tions, creating “local biologies” (Lock 2001). The co-relative relationship between 
cultural development and biological evolution has attracted increasing attention 
as well (Deacon 1997; Richardson and Boyd 2005).

The following essays seek to expand the field of inquiry into the relationship 
between biological, affective, cognitive and cultural processes by including cul-
tural topics such as imagery, the effects of reading aloud, rhythm in the arts, and 
the effects of laughter. They reconsider some neglected pioneers too, such as Cas-
sirer and Langer. Although each essay can stand alone, we think that the collection 
as a whole provides additional insights that are, in effect, more than its parts.

The essays
Embodiment may be approached from different perspectives in different disci-
plines. In an effort to order this multiplicity, we have chosen to organise the texts 
in this book under eight different headings. This organisation is not to be taken as 
an exhaustive classification, but as an overview of the different ways in which the 
concept has been taken up by the authors in this volume, who represent different 
disciplines that are normally taken to have little or no points of contact.

I: SYSTEMS
The general aim of this collection is to show how the concept of embodiment pro-
vides a way to link scientific and “humanistic” disciplines. It opens with Terrence 
Deacon and Jeremy Sherman on “The physical origins of purposive systems,” 
which deals with the genesis of intentionality. Since the beginning of the Modern 
Age, philosophers rejected the older Aristotelian view of nature, which accorded 
goal-directedness or teleology to natural things. Instead, physics was regarded in 
the spirit of Hobbes – in strictly mechanical terms. For Descartes, even animals 
were automatons, acting mechanically; only humans acted in terms of ends. This 
meant that biological organisms were an aspect of physical nature. Only humans 
– as thinking substances – “have” a world and are not simply part of it. The study 
of self-organisation processes in nature, as Deacon and Sherman show, can dem-
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onstrate how directed action emerges from processes at the border between life 
and purely physical processes. Deacon and Sherman argue that the individual em-
bodiment of an organism (what the authors call an “autocell”) leads to the hypoth-
esis that teleology emerges from the phenomenon of embodiment. This illustrates 
how the concept of embodiment can provide a link between “nature” and the tele-
ological order found in human “cultural” systems.

The following text, Göran Sonesson’s “The extensions of man revisited: From 
primary to tertiary embodiment,” approaches the problem from a resolutely semi-
otic perspective. Sonesson distinguishes between primary embodiment (the fact 
that we human subjects are embodied beings, and not angels), secondary embodi-
ment (the curious fact that some of the objects we perceive in the world are minds 
for whom we are, in turn, objects) and tertiary embodiment (that some of the 
products of our minds, for example pictures and writing, come to exist independ-
ently of individual minds, by gaining a material dimension). In the process of 
showing how and why primary embodiment is a necessary condition for tertiary 
embodiment, Sonesson also gives an outline of, as he puts it, “the way in which the 
semiotic function, the general faculty of conceiving signs, emerges out of one kind 
of embodiment and constitutes the requirement for attaining another one.”

II: IMAGES
Taking the concept of image as a pivotal point, the two texts in this section explore 
some different forms of pictorial embodiment. In “Cognitive semantics and image 
schemas with embodied forces” Peter Gärdenfors makes a case for introducing the 
concept of force into cognitive semantics. Using the notion of image schema as his 
point of departure, Gärdenfors points out that it has been perhaps too tightly con-
nected to perceptions, whereas it can be argued that much of the meaning of words 
connects to the actions that the language users perform. In general, Gärdenfors 
says, the role of forces seems to be underrated within cognitive semantics. Thus, 
the purpose of his paper is to show that if we add force-dimensions to an image 
schema, we “obtain the basic tools for analysing dynamic and functional proper-
ties” giving us a richer understanding of how the meanings of words are grounded 
in our bodily experiences.

In “Feeling embodied in vision: The imagery of self-perception without mir-
rors,” Karl Clausberg approaches the problem of embodiment in and through im-
ages from a quite different angle. He investigates an objectification of self-percep-
tion: self-portraiture in art. In a self-portrait an artist supposedly regards himself 
or herself the way others do, from “outside.” Clausberg contrasts the work of the 
German painter Adolf Menzel, famous for depicting parts of his body, and not just 
his face, with the self-portrait by the Viennese scientist and philosopher Ernst 
Mach that depicts his whole body reclining, from the viewpoint of his left eye. He 
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then introduces a host of other examples from the history of art and science in the 
19th century to show how both actually focus upon the same topic: eye witnessing. 
Clausberg raises the question, How are we to understand the phenomenon of the 
observer in an objective way – no matter whether we are dealing with art or neu-
rological science. Clausberg’s essay also shows that artists and scientists in a given 
period can share the same concerns without realizing it, in this case the embodi-
ment of the “I.” He makes a case for not forgetting the artistic and philosophical 
background to the 20th century debates about vision and scopic regimes.

III: FORM
The concept of form need not to be reduced to formalism. In “The Body of Susan 
K. Langer’s Mind” Cornelia Richter sketches an intriguing intellectual portrait of 
Susan K. Langer. Like Cassirer before her, Langer tried to “expand philosophy be-
yond the borders of pure reason into the field of culture,” and, like Cassirer, she 
searched for the basic principles of cultural expression, Richter claims. But Langer 
differed from Cassirer’s cultural philosophy, Richter thinks, in putting the accent 
on “natural life.” In her reading of Langer’s work, mainly focusing on the late Mind: 
An Essay on Human Feeling, Richter brings out the nuances of her thought, show-
ing how, for Langer, form and content, as well as thought and feeling, are inextri-
cably bound together in our embodied minds.

Sven-Eric Liedman takes up this topic, raising the question: Is content embod-
ied form? Liedman traces the history of the form/content and the form/matter 
relations from early Greek philosophy to Cassirer in order to “highlight some im-
portant strands of thought that placed the origins of the concept of body and em-
bodiment within the overall problem of the relation of matter and form.” In his 
exposé, Liedman shows the central role that these constantly shifting concepts 
have played in Western thought, involving thinkers like Aristotle, Kant, Hegel, 
Marx or Cassirer to engage and re-engage in the problems pertaining to the forms 
of thinking and thinking about form.

IV: RHYTHM
The form-content problem discussed by Liedman is indirectly further explored by 
Angela Steidele, who opens the section “Rhythm” with an article on Gertrude 
Stein, “Reading with the Body.” Steidele prepares her close reading of A Book Con-
cluding With As A Wife Has A Cow: A Love Story (1926) with introductory remarks 
on the history of reading, which may be understood as a gradual loss of the body. 
Once an auditory, physical exercise, reading has long since become a silent, seem-
ingly purely mental affair. In her interpretation of Stein’s short and enigmatic text 
Steidele shows that the modern concept of reading is challenged by Stein. Guided 
by Juan Gris’ four lithographs included in the text, which depict a love story be-
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tween literature and music, Steidele interprets Stein’s text as a musical composition 
that uses abundant rhetorical means based on sound like alliterations, rhymes, 
repetitions, and rhythm not only to adorn the text (like in traditional poetry) but 
also to create semantic meaning. The form and content of this prose become in-
separable like in absolute music. As a musical composition Stein’s text demands a 
new reading. The implied poetics blurs the line between author and reader and 
activates the addressee: the reader is invited to perform the text in a way a singer 
sings a song. Mental processes cease to dominate understanding, the body of the 
reader is asked to take part, understand and even create the text.

Rhythm is also the central subject in Reinhart Meyer-Kalkus’ “Work, Rhythm, 
Dance: Prerequisites for a Kinaesthetics of Media and Arts.” In the tradition of 
Ernst Cassirer he shows how the humanities find new answers to old questions 
when taking natural scientific research into account. Having observed that in the 
temporal arts like film, video, and television we all expect an “audio-visual co-ex-
pressiveness,” Meyer-Kalkus discusses neurophysiological and psychological con-
cepts of multi-sensory perceptions. He asks how the “temporal structuring of sy-
naesthetic perceptions” in the brain can help us to re-think phenomena like meter 
and rhythm. Analysing the rhythm of now vanished forms of labour as well as 
compensating modern phenomena like dance parties and video clips, Meyer-Kal-
kus describes “rhythm as the fundamental phenomenon of arts and media” that 
offers the spectator/listener a synaesthetic or kinaesthetic overall impression. In 
order to understand these processes Meyer-Kalkus suggests the model of “a theo-
retical approach that starts from the temporality of the multisensorial integration 
of our sensory experiences” including the concept of motoric intelligence.

V: THERAPY
Georg Danzer’s contribution “Psychosomatic Medicine and ‘Embodiment’” deals 
with the theory of embodiment as it confronts practicing physicians of psychoso-
matic medicine. Danzer questions the therapeutic value of its leading concepts 
based on psychoanalytical theories. For Sigmund Freud’s and Alfred Adler’s hy-
potheses “cannot be verified for the most part” in clinical tests. Furthermore, in 
the daily therapeutic routine they are most often unhelpful, as patients are unwill-
ing or unable to cooperate within the narrow psychoanalytical framework. While 
psychoanalysis is still based on a body-soul-dualism where the one field affects the 
other, Viktor von Weizsäcker’s concept of “monistic aspect-dualism“ takes every 
moment in the life of a human being “as a material and simultaneously a mental 
and psychical state.” Giving first the case of a patient with a stomach ulcer and then 
Rosalie von Tümmler, Thomas Mann’s heroine in Die Betrogene (1953, The Be-
trayed) as examples, Danzer shows the complexity of the individual “interplay be-
tween biology and biography, between determinism and freedom and between the 
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individual and the environment, all of which express themselves in the body and 
are reflected therein.“

Laughter mocks any attempt to separate the mind from the body. But “What 
Does Laughter Embody?” Brian Poole asks. With Dostoevsky (and against theo-
ries of laughter which focus on verbal expressions) Poole stresses that laughter is 
primarily an expression of emotions which are, however, difficult to name, as the 
physiological act of laughing itself is ambivalent, and its effects are manifold. 
Laughter can liberate and relax as well as hurt and destroy. Contemporary gelotol-
ogy, though, treats laughter as a single phenomenon and exploits its proven benign 
effects on health. Facing a commercialized laughter industry the question becomes 
more and more important, what kind of laughter health care systems and manager 
programs promote. Analysing Provine’s neurological critique of gelotology, Poole 
formulates his own hypothesis, namely “that laughter fulfils a complex of func-
tions that appear differentiated only because (and when) they become linked to 
something else: a basic emotion.” Using Paul Ekman’s research on basic emotions, 
Poole outlines a concept of laughter that acknowledges its physical basis in non-
pyramidal neurological behaviour, and does not forget the social context of this 
highly ambivalent phenomenon. As all theories and gelotological practises of 
laughter lack any notion of the relation between laughter and ethics, Poole ends 
with a perspective on an ethics of humor as outlined by Cassirer and Bakhtin: 
laughter needs to be redefined “in light of its possible ethical function and its al-
truistic message.”

VI: CATHARSIS
Laughter, humor and the comic seem to have an ethical and cathartic function in yet 
another way; they can have, as shown by Cassirer and Bakhtin, a liberating effect 
from authoritarian social and metaphysical orders. Not surprisingly, many Chris-
tian thinkers perceived the comic as dangerous to their conception of the ecclesial 
or divine ordo. However, as shown in Dirk Westerkamp’s philological and philo-
sophical analysis, “Laughter, Catharsis, and the Patristic Conception of Embodied 
Logos,” at least Early Christian thought is not responsible for the “floating gap“ – the 
almost complete absence of comedy and its theory from Late antiquity to Early Ren-
aissance. Employing the tools of mnemohistory and conceptual analysis, West-
erkamp argues that the Early Christian rejection of the comic stems from a specific 
Christian conception of the body and embodiment as incarnation. Whereas the 
Christian Logos is perceived by the Patristic fathers as an embodied tragic Logos – 
Christ’s passion – the comic seems to have no bodily equivalent. On this view, it 
could not serve for a Christian conception of embodiment and catharsis – with se-
vere historical consequences and implications still present in our modern under-
standing of what laughter and the comic does, should or should not embody.
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These consequences are further explored in Ola Sigurdson’s study “The Chris-
tian body as a grotesque body.” As something exuberant, as a potentially subver-
sive madness, the grotesque offers a different view of the world as a social, eccle-
sial, or mystical body. As was the comic, the grotesque was not simply dismissed 
by Christian thought, as one might think. Already in Christian iconography, the 
figure of Christ has often been represented in a grotesque way. In many respects, 
Christianity’s body politic is a body theology: in the Eucharist ritual, in the bodily 
performances and liturgical practises, in the resurrection of the body. By present-
ing a genuine interpretation of how the different Christian notions of the ecclesial, 
liturgic, ascetic, and even erotic body converge in the concept of the grotesque, 
Sigurdson makes clear, however, that Christianity perceives redemption as a lib-
eration not from the body but of the body.

VII: SYMBOLIZATION
Having started with analyses of the relevance of the concept of embodiment in the 
natural sciences, this volume concludes with methodological and anthropological 
perspectives on the humanities and the interrelation between both forms of sci-
ence. The way we in which we undertake biological and physiological research on 
the body cannot be separated from the way we make sense of this knowledge in 
our cultural, political, scientific, and linguistic practises.

Mats Rosengren’s contribution, “Radical imagination and symbolic pregnance 
– a Castoriadis-Cassirer connection,” is an attempt to address two central and in-
terconnected problems in contemporary constructivist epistemology – how is any-
thing new possible and how are we to make sense of sense-making? In his presen-
tation of Cassirer’s notion of symbolic pregnance and Castoriadis’s conceptions of 
radical imagination and creation, Rosengren presents a non-relativistic but never-
theless constructivistic epistemological approach, allowing for the emergence of 
new meanings and ideas. Symbolic pregnance and radical imagination, Rosengren 
concludes, are two of the conceptual tools we need for the urgent work of refigur-
ing the traditional, static and, as it were, metaphysically laden concepts of knowl-
edge, truth, subject, intention, etc., with more flexible and open concepts.

John Michael Krois’ essay “Philosophical Anthropology and the Embodied 
Cognition Paradigm: On the Convergence of Two Research Programs” shows how 
Ernst Cassirer’s philosophical anthropology, like Langer’s, gave new emphasis to 
the symbolic expression of feeling and its role in the development of culture. Cas-
sirer sought to integrate different research perspectives in his anthropological 
theory, including cultural anthropology and the neurological study of language 
pathology (aphasia). From a contemporary perspective, Cassirer’s reception of Ja-
kob von Uexküll’s theoretical biology is of particular interest. Cassirer’s claim that 
the symbolic worlds of human culture emerge from and interact with the biologi-
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cal Umwelt (in Uexküll’s sense) has since received empirical confirmation from 
many sides. The rediscovery of embodiment in contemporary cognitive science 
and other fields has taken up what Cassirer and other representatives of philo-
sophical anthropology initiated.
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Systems





The physical origins of purposive systems

Terrence Deacon and Jeremy Sherman

TELOS – (from  the Greek τελος): projected end, purpose, goal, achievement, 
realization. As in teleology, entelechy, …

1 Telos: A lost cause?

It is almost a core doctrine of organismal biology and cognitive science that any use 
of concepts that implicitly or explicitly evoke telos for explanatory purposes has 
imported illegitimate terms and fallacious causal assumptions into the science. The 
seeming teleology of organisms’ systems – their information, function, adaptation, 
and goal directed behaviour – is presumed to be entirely reducible to nothing but 
mechanism. Emboldened by biologists’ success at unpacking such molecular com-
plexes to show their components, leading philosophers of biology grown strident 
in their admonition: “The evidence is in. All purpose is reducible to mere mecha-
nism. It is time to ‘get over’ our attachment to ‘folk’ concepts of purposive action.”

Scholars of the humanities and social sciences are reluctant to do so. Indeed 
their work depends so heavily upon concepts based on teleological relationships 
that they are in no position to give it up without giving up everything. If Newton 
and Einstein represent the central dogma of physics, and Darwinism represents 
the central dogma of biology, then Aristotle’s ‘final cause’ (that for the sake of 
which something occurs) is the tacit central dogma in the humanities and social 
sciences. Purpose is their common currency, the coin of their realm. So rather 
than dismantling their empires of purpose, many modern scholars within these 
fields have assumed a converse stance: arguing that meaning and significance are 
unanalysable givens that can neither be reduced to material processes nor ground-
ed to them, except by arbitrary cultural habit of thought. But if all meaning is 
culturally constructed and irreducible, the concepts of function and causality in 
biology can hardly be culture independent. So in Aristotelean terms, the cultural 
battle lines have been sharply drawn between ‘efficient causality’ and ‘final causal-
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ity’ with each side claiming that the other’s core metaphysical assumptions are 
founded on illusions.

Of course there is a small problem. Biology itself has not abandoned the use of 
telelogical accounts, even if it claims to have done so. Adaptive function – the cen-
tral explanandum of evolutionary theory – is inevitably described in teleological 
terms. An adaptation is a trait that fits an organism to its environment. This fit is 
assumed to be reflected in the organism’s increased likelihood of survival and re-
productive success over time, which is to say into the future. We recognise adap-
tive function retrospectively. We call a trait adaptive if it facilitates persistence of 
the organism and its progeny into the future. But this means that part of the crite-
rion for ascribing function to any trait is an extrapolation forward in time – based 
on the recognition of its past and current utility in resisting the forces of thermo-
dynamic degradation. In this way, the very definition of adaptive function is im-
plicitly end-directed or teleological.

“Not so,” many philosophers of biology would argue, “Adaptation is teleo-nom-
ic – purposive in appearance only – not teleological.” Traits are deemed adaptive 
only as a product of human interpretation. In fact, what we call adaptations are 
merely the persistence of configurations that happen to pass through the filter of 
natural selection. By analogy, consider a thermostat responding to a change in 
room temperature by turning on a furnace. It could be described as having tem-
perature maintenance as its goal, but in reality it is just a mechanism. Temperature 
control is our goal. It is merely behaving as if it had a goal. This, they would argue, 
is the sense in which the operation of biological mechanisms merely resembles 
purposiveness.

Questions pertaining to telos or final causality take many forms, including an in-
terest in the nature of consciousness, the origins of genetic information, the legitimacy 
of semiotic interpretations of cellular signaling processes, or debates over the meaning 
of biological function. Ultimately biological debates concerning these phenomena ap-
peal to the processes of evolution to explain their organisation and to explain away the 
‘appearance’ of purpose. Hardened by centuries of battling against ideologically in-
spired uses of teleological explanations to account for biological phenomena, biologist 
since Darwin have resisted these diversions by relying on the logic of natural selection 
theory to provide non-teleological accounts for adaptive functions. The question is 
whether a non-teleological origin necessarily implies a non-teleological consequence. 
Though many have tacitly assumed so, there are reasons to be more cautious about this 
extrapolation. Can the teleological framing of adaptive function be completely and 
adequately replaced by an account that neither explicitly nor implicitly imports teleo-
logical concepts into the analysis?

All biological treatments of adaptive function rely upon a Darwinian algo-
rithm captured succinctly in Don Campbell’s phrase ‘blind variation with selective 
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retention’. There are several variants of this central dogma that attempt to para-
phrase the essence of this selection logic in such a way that it may be applied as a 
general causal principle. This logic has often been termed “universal Darwinism” 
though its precise requirements are still hotly debated. One of the first non-ge-
netic issues to force a precise delineation of the difference between universal Dar-
winian and non-Darwinian processes in general was the debate over the nature of 
the immune response. Thus so-called instruction theories proposed that antigens 
served as templates from which matching immuno-globulins were formed, while 
selection theories proposed that the presence of antigens merely activated (initi-
ated differential reproduction of) a small subset of preformed variant immuno-
globulin forms. The discovery that indeed the immune response was principally a 
selection process played an important role in solidifying a place for Darwinian 
logic outside evolutionary biology per se. The discovery of the centrality of DNA 
sequences to biological inheritance has also played an important role in the devel-
opment of universal Darwinism by suggesting that it can be reduced to mere dif-
ferential copying of patterns. Exemplars of this reduction of Darwinian processes 
include Richard Dawkins’ notion of “replicator selection” (Dawkins 1976) and 
Dan Dennett’s extension (Dennett 1995) of this to encompass all of cognition and 
social communication, but it is also implicit in the rapidly growing field of artifi-
cial life, which involves competition leading to selective preservation/copying of 
variant algorithms.

Regardless of their particular forms however, all of these approaches depend 
on the assumption that apparently teleological processes can be understood as 
products of this blind variation with selective retention process, and nothing more. 
If biology can contribute anything to philosophy’s understanding of the role of 
teleology, it will do so by way of Darwin, and biology’s universally accepted as-
sumption of the centrality of Darwin’s simple universal algorithm.

The question philosophers must ask of biology in order to understand teleol-
ogy is whether blind variation with selective retention, or its elaboration in terms 
of replicators, is a broad and solid enough foundation upon which to build a the-
ory of the origins of telos. In this paper we argue that it is not, and offer a re-analy-
sis of the logic of natural selection that makes better sense of telos. It is not an al-
ternative to Darwinism, but a more thoroughly fleshed-out understanding of what 
Darwinism implicitly entails, made more compelling by showing how natural se-
lection can arise in the first place.

Even as the philosophical campaign against telos gains strength by association 
with biology’s central dogma, biologists have been patiently filling in the exquisite 
detail of evolutionary processes. Without intending to, they are generating insights 
that can reinvigorate the debate over telos by deepening our understanding of what 
is entailed by natural selection processes.
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In this essay, we argue that the current conception of biological causality based 
on mechanistic Darwinian assumptions is incompletely specified even for very 
simple biological systems and that this can be traced to a conception of the natural 
selection process that tacitly assumes, but systematically ignores, essential rela-
tionships and requirements of this process. Rather than critiquing existing ac-
counts, however, we will provide an emergentist, constructivist alternative. This 
paper will outline a biological approach to adaptive function that taps into new 
insights about the organic processes recruited by natural selection. These findings 
will be used to argue that adaptations involve irreducibly teleological features and 
yet emerge from evolutionary and self-organisational processes that are them-
selves non-teleological. The intention is to provide a model of the emergence of 
teleological dynamics in a simple system, and thus to show, in principle, that emer-
gentist accounts of higher-order teleological phenomena like conscious intention-
al action are likewise not incompatible with Darwinian theory. We hope philoso-
phers wrestling with the problem of teleology, and the implications of scientific 
study of processes purported to be teleological, will find these potential refine-
ments to our understanding of biological telos to be a useful clarification.

2 Method

From early Roman times, it was thought that some if not all life arose from inani-
mate matter by way of spontaneous generation. Evidence to support the theory of 
spontaneous generation was seen in the way maggots would emerge spontaneously 
from rotting beef. In 1668, in one of the world’s first controlled experiments, Fran-
cisco Redi, challenged the theory of spontaneous generation by demonstrating that 
maggots did not emerge from meat when put under glass. Belief that life emerged 
spontaneously from non-life, nevertheless died hard. Support for spontaneous gen-
eration persisted for nearly 200 years, until 1889, when Louis Pasteur, using steri-
lized rotting meat in a flask with an s-shaped neck, demonstrated that maggots do 
not grow spontaneously, even when exposed to micro-organism-free air.

The constructive emergent approach we suggest likewise puts our experiment 
under glass, free from the contamination of the purposiveness we are trying to 
explain. It begins with familiar chemical and thermodynamic processes that are 
well explained using only the laws of physics and chemistry, and with molecules 
that are not special to life. The logic of this approach does not reverse-engineer 
from purposive systems to purposeless parts and precursors, but rather constructs 
toward them. We believe that reasoning backwards from purportedly purposive 
processes to find purposeless constituent processes risks both tacitly introducing 
teleological concepts into the analysis in cryptic form, or else assuming what one 
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sets out to find. We must be vigilant to protect against both tendencies, if we hope 
to show that it is possible for non-purposive processes to give rise to truly purpo-
sive processes.

Forward-engineering is not itself a sufficient constraint on pre-formationist 
tendencies, either. Perhaps the most powerful metaphor of our time is the computer. 
Constructed in order to augment our management and storage of information, 
these machines are often appealed to as exemplifying teleological processes and re-
lationships of all sorts, even including the processes constituting human minds. But 
of course, computers are machines designed with respect to human purposes and 
the exemplars of their physical states and changes are nothing more than that except 
for human interpreters or human tasks to which they are applied. And the same can 
be said of other engineered devices we sometimes describe in teleological terms, 
such as feedback-controlled devices, like thermostats and guidance systems. Though 
we tend to think of them as having intrinsic functional organisation, and have found 
corresponding regulatory mechanisms at work in physiological processes, these as-
sessments are also intrinsically contaminated with teleological features derived from 
the teleological context of their construction. What we need are examples that are 
not put together for something, but rather spontaneous phenomena, whose teleo-
logical organisation is not superimposed, but spontaneously achieved.

This shifts our question away from the cognitive-, life- or social sciences. It 
suggests an approach that has more in common with research into the origin of 
life. Indeed, emergentists have something in common with the proponents of 
spontaneous generation. The proof that spontaneous generation does not normal-
ly occur, but that life always arises from life, is analogous to the view that teleolog-
ical phenomena only arise from prior teleology. By an interesting irony, however, 
evolution ultimately demands that, at least in a minimal sense, spontaneous gen-
eration is possible. At least initially, life was generated spontaneously. At pain of 
vicious regress this must also be true of telos. 

Surrounded by teeming life, that is so supple, ubiquitous, and imperceptably 
miniscule as to require extreme care to avoid contamination, spontaneous genera-
tionists again and again fooled themselves. We are in a similar predicament with 
respect to telos. Preformation works. Life does come from life and agents like our-
selves can produce things that embody our teleological attributes. Most teleologi-
cal causality in culture and life arises in this usual like-producing-like manner. To 
prove that this isn’t all, and that inherited teleological organization is not ulti-
mately ungrounded, we must trace it back to its own kind of spontaneous genera-
tion, like the origin of life. Indeed, the spontaneous origin of life from non-life is 
in many ways the physical equivalent of the origins of telos. Living beings involve 
selves, functions, adaptations, and the passing of information through time, in-
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deed, the development and elaboration of information, so to gain a better under-
standing of the one question is to gain perspective on the other.

Scientific theories of the origin-of-life also often rely on the reverse engineering 
heuristic. Since the demise of spontaneous generation theories, biologists have rec-
ognised that life entails replication, and that living functions are ultimately to be 
understood with respect to their contributions to reproduction. So, in an effort to 
plumb the origins of life, it is natural to seek something like a proto-replicator, a first 
self-copier. Also, it is apparent that all life is dependent on work, the capturing and 
constraining of the flow of energy to perform specific material transformations. 

Like a Carnot engine, living metabolisms perform work-cycles. So, it is also 
natural to seek out something like a proto-work-cycle, a first simplest organic en-
gine. And finally, all life is contained in cells that define inside and outside, self and 
other. The reverse-engineering approach suggests to many researchers pursuing 
the mystery of the origins of life that by simply combining such essential functions 
of living organisms in a single container they will explain what life is. As with the 
computer analogy of mental processes, however, we may also be tacitly sneaking 
what we want to explain into the demonstration. We argue that life has more to do 
with a special kind of indecomposable interdependence that all of its component 
processes share, than with their mere combination. Not coincidentally, there is a 
kind of indecomposability, and thus irreducibility, that also characterizes all tele-
ological phenomena.

We know a good deal about the evolution of purposive behaviour where evo-
lution by natural selection is operative. Here we join forces with the Darwinists in 
arguing that purposeful creatures are shaped over time by the process of adapta-
tion. We will concentrate here on the origin of the most basic examples of adaptive 
relationships, or functions, as they are coextensive with what might best be de-
scribed as proto-life processes. Surprisingly, systems exhibiting these properties 
can be far simpler than anything we would recognise as alive today, but all share 
this basic characteristic of indecomposability. Explaining this property, and how it 
can arise spontaneously, is the first step toward explaining the nature and origins 
of teleological processes. This enterprise is, however, distinct from researching the 
origin-of-life in one important way. We are not seeking an answer to how life arose 
on planet earth, but rather something far more generic: how a purposive molecu-
lar system might arise de novo in the absence of prior life. Framing this problem 
in simple molecular terms is the equivalent of testing spontaneous generation in a 
sterile environment. There is little chance of contaminating the analysis with pre-
formed teleology. All of what we describe is basic chemistry and all of the mecha-
nisms involved are well understood. Even so, we will be able to identify aspects of 
this system that have teleological features, such as information, representation, 
function, adaptation, and even self.
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3 Minding the theoretical gaps

Before presenting this model, we must identify more specifically the gaps in biolo-
gy’s central dogma. Blind variation with selective retention depicts a trial and error 
process but remains largely agnostic about what judges trials, or how the varia-
tions and complex forms subject to selection are generated. That is, Darwinian 
theory, depicted in Campbell’s simplified form treats these defining features as 
black-boxes on the assumption that their constitution can be explained in simple 
terms. One common challenge to Darwinism that is extrapolated from this ab-
stract simplification has echoed throughout history: the claim that the Darwinian 
(actually Spencerian) algorithm – “survival of the fittest (among many blindly 
generated variants)” – is tautological. Replacing “fittest” with its assessment in 
terms of preservation it would appear as though the algorithm is “survival of the 
survivors.” To say that traits that fit survive, and that the measure of fitness is sur-
vivability – and nothing more – does indeed seem circular. This is a fallacious 
critique due to mistaking the fact of fittedness a method for assessing it indirectly, 
but it points to something important that is assumed but bracketed from consid-
eration. If we can we say nothing more about what selection selects for than that it 
selects for things that in retrospect proved to have been selected then the central 
dogma of biology depicts the equivalent of a moonscape strewn with slightly dif-
ferent photocopy machines producing copies at varying rates with no one or noth-
ing to read them.

Among the critical factors not mentioned in ‘blind variation with selective reten-
tion’ is the assumption that what was selectively retained varied in a way that en-
hanced its persistence. This only slightly improves the analogy with copiers produc-
ing copies of blueprints for copy machines that produced them. It still leaves open the 
question ‘How do the copies inform the production of their copy machines?’ Leaving 
this “how” unspecified leaves an important black box unopened. Ultimately it hides 
the equivalent of a gremlin that can interpret the blue prints, figure out how to do the 
construction work and get the raw materials and energy necessary to build a copier. 
More importantly, it also completely obscures the selection criteria, because what 
matters for selection are these very tasks this gremlin performs.

So the details hiding in these black boxes are far from trivial. We can and in-
deed must say more about the processes they presume to be unproblematic. The 
differential production of copies is selectively dependent on specific energetic and 
material needs and by correspondences of patterns of activity and structural com-
patibilities with their context. So first, evolution is a process that selectively retains 
structural and functional relationships that create local protection against the 
ever-present tendency toward thermodynamic dissipation. Second, as the term ‘fit’ 
implies, there is a correspondence relationship that is essential to the logic of selec-



	 Terence Deacon and Jeremy Sherman

tion; something form-dependent about the organism-environment relationship. 
We recognise this form criterion most readily in cases of convergent evolution, 
from the tendency of diatoms to assume the form of polyhedrons to the streamlin-
ing of fish and dolphins. The tendency for a variety of organisms to evolve com-
mon forms is not solely explained as a function of heritage, but also as a function 
of the way that shape configuration is constrained by geometry. And third, there is 
the construction process itself, and the challenge of generating complex structures 
and relationships without outside help, so to speak. The differential effectiveness of 
the means for construction is a significant part of what determines reproductive 
success. Selection is thus governed both by thermodynamic constraints and what 
can be called morphodynamic constraints and biases.

Selection is, in effect, the ‘demand-side’ of evolution – what the environment 
demands of organisms in order to survive and reproduce. Structural and function-
al variations are, correspondingly, the supply side; the products tested, and thus 
passed or rejected, by a given environment. These variations are, according to a 
minimalistic Darwinian perspective, generated willy-nilly irrespective of these se-
lection criteria. But are they generated without bias or constraint of any kind? This 
is not necessary and indeed not even possible. But it turns out that such biases as 
are involved may be highly relevant aspects of the supply side of the equation. 

Failure to deal with this issue has led to exaggerated notions of the role of ac-
cident in evolution. One perennial conceptual problem introduced as a result of 
ignoring the constraints on the supply side is unintentionally caricatured in Kurt 
Goldschmidt’s ‘hopeful monster’ theory, Goldschmidt argued (on the analogy of 
fortuitous novel inventions of technology) that chance mutations might in rare 
cases lead to lucky accidents that produce major functional innovations that out-
perform all competitors. Of course, were such accidental evolutionary “inven-
tions” to occur (and not render their bearers unable to mate with their conspecif-
ics) it might indeed be a boon for the lineage. But consider what it assumes.

The theory calls our attention to the problem it attempts to solve. Given the 
interdependence within and among living things and their environment there are 
vastly more ways for a mutation to go wrong than right. Far more monsters would 
be hopeless, than hopeful; a point embraced vigorously by both gradualist Dar-
winians and intelligent design critics. While critics of Darwinism are highly moti-
vated to posit a grand teleological mechanism for how creatures as complex as a 
person might arise (putting all aspects of the problem into a grand supernatural 
black box), there is nonetheless something telling in their challenge. “Blind varia-
tion” characterizes what the variations lack (i.e., generation with respect to their 
predicted functional consequences) but says nothing about what they might ad-
ditionally require or be able to take advantage of. This tendency to attribute all the 
creative form-generating features of evolution to unstructured accident is what 
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leaves critics of Darwinism so incredulous. They are convinced that there must be 
more to evolution’s supply side than simple undirected mutation, and so often look 
for it in some cryptic teleological mechanism – whether divine designer or Lamarc-
kian inheritance. But biological accident doesn’t occur in a vacuum. We must al-
ways inevitably specify what varies, and what varies is inevitably a process that 
generates forms. For there to be a substrate structure that can assume variant 
forms there must be a construction process that produces these physical forms and 
maintains them within certain constraints. Where do the construction processes 
come from in the first place, if we cannot assume life all the way back? Asking this 
question is the first step.

4 The model

4.1 The thermodynamic universe

To set the stage to talk about the emergence of purposiveness from non-purpo-
siveness we must first have a clear operative definition of emergence. For many 
researchers, as we have seen, emergence connotes unexpected shifts. These might 
be imagined as transitions that jump discontinuous gaps. In contrast, in order not 
to allow cracks into which cryptic teleology can enter, we must begin with an op-
erative definition that doesn’t assume such gaps, but will allow us to see how radi-
cal reorganisations may nevertheless arise. We merely adopt the one feature that 
all emergence theories share: a focus on phenomena that are the net effect of the 
interactions among parts of a system that exhibit a significant shift in the behav-
iour of the whole.

By this quite generic definition, the simplest kind of emergence is not that 
found in the behaviour of living systems, nor even in the transition to life, but 
rather in the behaviour of physical thermodynamic systems. Hot and cold regions 
of liquid when combined become uniformly warm through the difference-cance-
ling interactions of the constituent molecules colliding and transferring their en-
ergies from one to another. Faster moving molecules (from hotter regions) ex-
change energies and places with slower ones and visa versa. The motions of 
individual molecules are altered by interaction with nearby molecules, and these 
effects ramify throughout, circling back again and again in countless billions of 
indirect ways, eventually distributing their differences of momenta more and more 
randomly, like the repeated shuffling of a deck of cards. A collection of interacting 
molecules (e.g. a container of water) has no integration of parts, no ‘for the whole’ 
contribution of one molecule to the rest, but still there are global properties that 
emerge as these interactions produce a kind of regression toward the mean. What 
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coherence emerges from such effects are features like surface tension. Like the 
averaging of molecular movements producing temperature, surface tension is not 
a property of individual molecules or even of a few in interaction, it is a system-
wide effect of a very large averaging process. Surface tension is a product of what 
are called Van der Waal’s forces – a weak energetic attraction between like mole-
cules that keeps the space between them at a minimum – it’s what makes the mol-
ecules of a liquid cohere. The momentum of individual molecules is altered by the 
presence of nearby molecules that are in close interaction with each other, causing 
greater coherence between them than between them and molecules of air less 
tightly coupled into this dance of energy exchange.

These effects flow from the logic of the second law of thermodynamics, which 
although based on the billiard-ball-like interactions of molecules, is itself quite 
different in character than any molecular properties, because it is intrinsically dis-
tributional and statistical. It is a rule about probable and improbable patterns and 
how they are likely to follow each other in time. Although this rule is not so spe-
cific or absolute as are Newtonian laws of motion, it is all but guaranteed, in the 
same way that shuffling a deck of cards hundreds of thousands of times is still 
hugely unlikely to ever arrive at an arrangement where each of the suits is sepa-
rated and numerically ordered. The organising effect exemplified by system prop-
erties like surface tension occurs because the statistics of the ramifying and recir-
culating exchanges of energy eventually pits every difference of movement against 
every other, leading toward thorough mutual cancellation of local regularities. So 
before life and before purpose, we can apply the concept of emergence in a mini-
mal sense to highly robust system-level tendencies. It is important to note how-
ever that these system-level tendencies are not the product of new forces but rath-
er the population effect of the same forces. There is a strong tendency to conflate 
emergence with holism which presumes that the whole is not just greater than the 
sum of its parts but determines how they interact. That is not an apt description of 
this thermodynamic emergence or indeed any emergence, as we will use the term. 
The whole is not more than or different from its parts even though system level 
properties have a new kind of causal efficacy irreducible to the causal efficacy of 
individual constituents.

4.2 Random collisions and geometric biases

In this universe without purpose, molecules interact thermodynamically, collid-
ing, rebounding, sometimes sticking, sometimes bonding by entangling their 
component electrons so that they become a larger single whole. But it is not just 
their direction and momentum that matters. Shape matters. All of what makes 
chemistry different than billiard-ball interaction is a consequence of shape effects 
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at some level and how this biases what is likely and unlikely to occur over and 
above the relentless evening out of the energetic shuffling process. At collision 
velocities and angles inappropriate to create stronger, electron exchanging cova-
lent and ionic bonds, molecules usually just rebound. But because molecules in a 
solution nevertheless exhibit Van der Waals stickiness (a little bit like the stickiness 
that can hold a statically charged balloon to the wall) in some orientations their 
mutual stickiness can overcome the momentum that would otherwise cause them 
to bounce apart. The strength of this attraction, called hydrogen bonding, is com-
paratively weak and does not often reach the level to keep molecules together for 
long amid the constant jostling with neighbors. The strength of this stickiness and 
thus the duration of time molecules tend to stay attached is a function of the quan-
tity of conforming surface-area between them (thus vary large molecules with lots 
of surface area in contact can actually be very tightly bonded this way, e.g. the two 
strands of a DNA molecule). The closer the fit between the shapes in contact be-
tween two molecules, the longer and more tightly they will stick in exactly that 
orientation.

On the one hand, this differential stickiness is purposeless, devoid of all tele-
ological character. It is just a consequence of the chance distributions of shapes 
and bonding predispositions in a collection of molecules. Overall, the stickiness is 
random, and mutually canceling, with little effect on the march toward chemical 
equilibrium. On the other hand, the contribution of shape that makes some mol-
ecules more likely to stick to each other, and more likely to be oriented in certain 
ways when they do, makes the whole process non-random in other ways.

Thermodynamic processes drive systems toward equilibrium, in all attributes, 
and yet there is a very low but non-negligible potential for modest local reactions 
to bias molecular interactions away from an all-things-being-equal equilibrium. 
The effects of molecular shape are some of the most important of these biases. One 
major mechanism underlying this potential is catalysis, a result of shape-mediated 
molecular stickiness that affects rates of chemical reaction (i.e., formation of ionic 
and covalent bonds, changing the structures of molecules). Catalysis occurs when 
one or more molecules mediate and potentiate specific reactions of other mole-
cules, but where the biasing molecules do not get permanently altered in the proc-
ess. Much of the chemistry of the cell depends on catalysis to bias chemical reac-
tion probabilities. 

Most organic catalysts are proteins that increase the possibility that certain 
chemical reactions will occur by biasing the proximity and orientations of certain 
molecules in ways that are favourable to a given chemical reaction between them. 
This is the result of the way that the shape of the catalytic molecule temporarily 
captures other molecules with complementary shapes briefly holding them in a 
specific orientation. This may favour the captured molecule cleaving at a specific 
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weakened point, or bringing two molecules into proximity with each other in ori-
entations favourable to their forming a bond and fusing. The unaffected catalysts 
molecules retain their shape and therefore retain the ability to cause still other 
molecules to break apart or come together.

Catalysts have no intrinsic purpose. Their biasing affect is merely a result of 
chance shape correspondences. But shape-biases significantly contribute to skewing 
the thermodynamics of a molecular system away from billiard-ball randomness. A 
random distribution of molecules that happens to have strong catalysts present 
would spontaneously exhibit a system-wide behaviour, a trend toward the increased 
transformation of certain molecules to certain other molecular forms. This system-
wide behaviour is the cumulative effect of these subtle biases. This kind of statistical 
bias effect is dependent upon the relentless shuffling of thermodynamic interac-
tions. But it is not just thermodynamics. This is why chemistry must take more into 
account than physics. The relationships between the shapes of the molecules, though 
still subject to shuffling effects, now can produce a biased sorting of molecular types 
that combines the evening out effect with shape bias effects. Thermodynamics still 
has the upper hand, eventually, since the shape effects ultimately cancel and balance 
each other as well, and the biased results get distributed.

5 From thermodynamics to morphodynamics

There are, however, special cases where the form effects don’t end up canceling, 
but instead compound to become even more prominent than the thermodynamic 
shuffling effect. This happens in the special case when there is continuous thermo-
dynamic instability, so that within a part of a system things never get a chance to 
even out. These are non-equilibrium conditions, and in these cases the biasing ef-
fect of shape can come to predominate. With new energy or materials continually 
entering and replenishing an original uneven distribution, interactions within this 
non-equilibrium context must result in equal and constant compensating proc-
esses. In such conditions energy is exported as quickly as it arrives and substances 
interact at rates proportional to the inflow of raw materials. A different kind of 
evening out thus occurs: between input and output. Under these circumstances, 
mutually counteracting biases will still cancel but complementary biasing effects 
will accumulate and reinforce one another with respect to their combined effect of 
regularizing this flow.

As with the whole-system emergent tendencies associated with thermodynam-
ics described above, there are no new forces – nothing ‘more than the sum of the 
parts’ and yet the population effect of interactions among molecules of different 
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shapes generates new stochastic tendencies which themselves become a new kind 
of causal efficacy irreducible to the causal efficacy of individual components.

5.1 Autocatalysis: a morphodynamic chain reaction

Catalysis causes a bias, but a very modest one in the determination of which mol-
ecules form. Catalysts are self-limiting for two reasons. One is that they tend to 
run out of raw materials. As they transform molecules, they deplete the population 
of molecules to transform, at which point catalyzed reactions cease until the drift 
into the path of more molecules to transform. Nor do catalyzed reactions happen 
in only one direction. They rely on thermodynamic biases to determine this asym-
metry. This means that on average catalysis tends to be mutually-canceling except 
for thermodynamic bias, but not always.

In a solution of many diverse kinds of molecules capable of catalytic effects 
chances are fair that two or more catalysts will be mutually reinforcing in their 
biases. For example, one catalyst might transform raw ingredients into a molecule 
that can itself act as a catalyst. To risk a purpose-laden metaphor, this would be the 
equivalent of a production line that produces production line equipment. Though 
rare, it is also possible for a catalytic circle to form. To take an oversimplified ex-
ample, imagine a catalyst A that catalyzes certain molecules, bonding them to-
gether in such a way that they become a second catalyst B. Imagine then that cata-
lyst B catalyzes certain other molecules bonding them together in such a way that 
they become catalyst A. In this condition, known as ‘auto-catalysis’, (Prigogine & 
Stengers 1984; Kauffman 1993) the reciprocally reinforcing relationship between 
catalysts produces a kind of runaway effect. Starting with one of two catalytic mol-
ecules and abundant raw materials for both catalysts, the amounts of A and B 
would double with each catalytic cycle. This produces an accelerating effect be-
cause each cycle produces more catalysts producing more cycles for as long as 
there are molecules available to be catalyzed. But molecules to catalyze will be 
depleted very rapidly, so although autocatalytic cycles diverge from initial propor-
tions quite rapidly this is typically a very short-lived trend. 

Autocatalytic sets of molecules are coherent sets in theory only. Unlike the 
metaphoric factory production line there is no dedicated linkage between the pro-
ducers. Just as any single catalyst drifts about interacting with molecules by chance, 
so too each of the catalysts in a catalytic set drift without affinity except by chance 
encounter. So although autocatalytic chain reactions have a kind of causal efficacy, 
shifting a chemical soup out of equilibrium, they are merely independent mole-
cules with serendipitous synergistic consequences. Though each autocatalytic set 
is to our teleological way of thinking ‘in competition’ with other to acquire sub-
strates and reproduce more of its kind, this has no holistic effect on the synergy or 
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on the interdependency of catalysts. There is nothing like a whole, nothing like 
offspring, nothing like a lineage.

5.2 A morphodynamic source of coherence

Molecular self-assembly is another class of molecular interactions that, like cata-
lysts in an autocatalytic set, produces a runaway production of similar forms be-
cause of shape fitting interactions. Self-assembly is a self-reinforcing pattern of mo-
lecular binding similar to crystalization. In the same way that a catalyst and substrate 
molecule bind in a specific orientation, a single type of molecule can bind with 
other like molecules forming an ordered structure, like sticky building blocks spon-
taneously forming a wall. These structures could take various forms, depending on 
the symmetry of the molecule. Many molecules that bind into complexes produce 
clump or crystal-like structures, but some form regular hollow shapes like tubes or 
polyhedrons. The protein shells that encapsulate many viruses are well-known ex-
amples of self-assembled molecular containers of these sorts. Self-assembly occurs 
spontaneously because molecules that are shaped so that they hydrogen bond with 
neighbors to form regular arrays are at a lower energy state than when freely float-
ing. And as such structures grow, the number of facets in which new molecules can 
fit increases as well. If enough regular fitting molecules are around in the local vi-
cinity, self-assembly will be highly likely. If such structures are hollow they will in-
evitably form around and enclose other molecules as though in a molecular cap-
sule. This can lead to an interesting phenomenon.

It is possible that catalysts or by-products of an autocatalytic cycle could also 
be susceptible to self-assembling into a hollow structure. In this special circum-
stance self-assembling molecules would spontaneously form shells in proximity to 
molecules of the autocatalytic set of which they were by-products. In so doing, 
there is a good chance that the shell might enclose some or all of the molecules 
comprising the autocatalytic set. In this case the interdependent autocatalytic mol-
ecules would remain  in close proximity: a requirement for autocatalysis, which is 
otherwise comparatively improbable.

We will call such self-enclosed autocatalytic sets, ‘autocells’ (Deacon, 2006). 
The name refers to the cell-like encasement of an autocatalytic set. We should be 
careful to point out that they are not cells in the usual sense, yet they have interest-
ing life-like properties that we will now discuss.

5.3 Autocell functions

Surprisingly, autocells are sufficiently complex molecular systems to illustrate how 
purposive processes can emerge spontaneously from self-organising processes. 
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The key feature is not any single type of process so much as the synergistic relation-
ship between processes that reciprocally support one another’s persistence. But this 
does not depend on the continuous persistence of self-organising processes, or any 
chemical reaction, only the potential of their persistence. Thus, paradoxically, one 
of the characteristics of autocells is that they are self-stopping. When a shell is 
complete, enclosing auto-catalytic molecules, it limits catalysts access to substrate 
molecules. Enclosure causes catalytic processes to run down more rapidly than if 
free floating, ceasing altogether shortly after closure. Nonetheless, enclosure also 
keeps catalytic molecules from diffusing away from one another; maintaining 
close proximity to one another despite their chemical inactivity. So enclosure by 
self-assembly temporarily stops its chemical activity, but also limits molecular dis-
sipation that would permanently undermine autocatalytic capacity.

Enclosure is inevitably a temporary condition. Molecular shells are buffeted 
about, as are individual molecules. As a result, they will occasionally break, spilling 
their contents, allowing their previously sequestered catalysts to again come in con-
tact with the external milieu. If an autocell shell contains a full complement of 
catalysts from the autocatalytic set, and breaks in the presence of catalyzable mol-
ecules, the autocatalytic cycle can begin again, producing more catalysts, more shell 
molecules and again reconstituting a new shell closing around whatever molecules 
happen to be present. Moreover, new autocells formed from the break-up of a “par-
ent” autocell, will form in the same way as their parent, and so maintain continuity 
of structural characteristics over an extended number of “generations”. In this way, 
the addition of the shell produced as a byproduct of the autocatalysis creates the 
minimal condition for sustainable autocatalysis. By alternating between an en-
closed dormant form and an open catalytic form the overall configuration will be 
capable of both self-repair and self-replication, even though components come and 
go. An autocell is effectively a two-stroke engine,that alternates between two recip-
rocal states – active and passive – to achieve a best-of-both-worlds configuration.

It is this systemic interdependence, or synergy, and not any component mol-
ecules or chemical reactions that is the defining property of an autocell. In this 
way, autocellularity is not decomposable to any of its component molecules or re-
actions, even though they are necessary components. This special complementa-
rity that exists between the two kinds of self-organising processes in an autocell 
licenses calling these processes “functions.” They are appropriately described as 
functions, precisely because of the way in which they indirectly aid their own per-
sistence irrespective of specific material components. For example, we can now say 
that by virtue of self-assembly, an autocatalytic set functions to generate its own 
protection against disruption; the shell protects the process that produces it. Auto-
catalytic sets by themselves do not endure because they deplete resources and ul-
timately dissipate. For this reason, we would not use the term ‘function’ to describe 
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the reciprocal relationships between catalysts in the set. In contrast, within an au-
tocell these same relationships can be described as functional, precisely because 
they don’t merely increase the probability of similar reactions (as do free-drifting 
catalysts of an autocatalytic set), but also play a role in insuring that the potential 
to do so also is more likely to persist as well. Autocellular synergy thus illuminates 
a critical defining feature of that form of telos we describe as function.

There is nothing about an autocell that is “greater than the sum of its parts,” 
and yet there is nonetheless a new kind of causal efficacy exhibited by autocells 
that is irreducible to the precursor causal processes, except in this particular con-
figuration. More precisely, although autocells are analysable into component mol-
ecules and chemical reactions, autocellularity and the special properties of self-
reconstitution and self-replication that it creates, cannot be “reduced” to these 
alone. Although reaction energy, molecular interactions, and the thermodynamic 
and morphodynamic processes that result are necessary conditions for the pro-
duction of autocells, once formed, autocells take on a ‘life of their own’ as causal 
loci of a special type. Only where these conditions converge to produce the unique-
ly synergistic topology of causes that defines an autocell are these higher-order 
properties exhibited. This gives autocells a form of objective individuality that is 
quite concrete and distinctive.

5.4 The birth of evolvable teleo-dynamics

The autocell example shows us that a configuration of complementary self-organ-
ising processes – one metabolic in the sense of transforming molecules from one 
form to another, and the other maintaining collective integrity through the forma-
tion of a virus-like shell – makes possible a prototypical self-reconstituting system 
that has distinctive individuality and simple selfhood. Though the autocell lacks 
many necessary features for life, it is an individual precisely because it is the source 
of causal efficacy for maintaining this identity and integrity. Autocells may even be 
capable of a primitive form of evolution. Let us imagine how autocell evolution 
might arise.

Shell-molecules breaking apart and coming together will tend to form multi-
ple shells as easily as forming one alone. Multiple shells forming in and around 
molecules of an autocatalytic set will also inevitably capture other molecules in 
this vicinity, some of which may be slightly varied versions of autocatalytic mole-
cules. This will result in variation of autocells. Many shells will contain incomplete 
complements of the necessary set for reinitiating autocatalysis when opened. Many 
shells will open in solutions devoid of catalyzable molecules and their components 
will merely dissipate. But where a full set of catalysts is enclosed there is the poten-
tial for the vague equivalent of multiple ‘offspring’. Breaking open by happenstance 
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in the presence of catalyzable molecules, the contents of one autocell could initiate 
the formation of several autocells, each with different random combinations of 
contained molecules.

Because of their periodic openness to the surroundings, given enough time and 
enough persistence the autocatalytic set characterizing an autocell could come to 
interact with elements not in the original set. Some such interactions would under-
mine catalytic productivity. For example, new molecules entering the mixture might 
degrade other catalytic contributors, or merely interfere with catalysis or self-assem-
bly. In such cases autocatalysis would significantly slow and decrease the effective-
ness of the process of re-enclosure. Autocells thus handicapped would replicate 
slower and fail to reconstitute more often than others, thus leaving little “progeny”.

It is also possible, however, that new catalytic relationships could accumulate 
without undermining the original autocatalytic set’s productivity. For example, al-
ternative catalysts might be encapsulated that are even more effective than an 
original catalyst, or that provide an additional complementary catalytic route to 
autocatalysis, increasing the probability of cycle maintenance. This might increase 
catalytic versatility, making the more complex autocatalytic set productive even in 
environments that lacked the raw ingredients transformable by the original cata-
lytic elements. We can even imagine a handing off of function from the original to 
an alternative autocatalytic element or subset, acquired in this way, thus producing 
an alternative variant form of autocell.

Any of these transformations would amount to the equivalent of speciation of 
autocell lineages.1 In effect, two species of autocell – the one with the original and 
the one with an alternative autocatalytic member – would be in competition with 
each other for resources. There would be differential replication rates, differential 
stability, and thus differential lineage propagation due to the difference between 
their two alternative ways of carrying out the corresponding catalytic function. 
Though it is a leap from autocell evolution to the evolvability in life, this simple 
model provides a plausible hypothesis for the minimal conditions for evolvability.

1.  Biologists are coming to recognise how much of life’s innovation comes about not just throu-
gh random variation in genes but through homeosis, the chance duplication of components. Di-
vergent modification of redundant components (typically, duplicated genes) can increase both 
versatility and specialization over the course of subsequent evolution, by virtue of the way it pre-
disposes the evolution of complementary function. Hemoglobin provides a classic example: Mul-
tiple duplications of the ancestral globin gene evolved divergent complementary functions. 
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6 From evolvability to purpose

This model system is highly idealised and speculative, yet it is sufficiently plausible 
to illuminate the link between mere chemistry and chemistry with a function. To 
the extent that living, evolving organisms exhibit functions, not merely chemical 
reactions, we see glimmerings of end-directedness in what they do. We describe 
even simple organisms as exhibiting adaptations or functions with respect to 
something like their own good. They encounter favourable or unfavourable envi-
ronments and have needs or appetites for some of what they find there, and they 
compete to maintain themselves and their lineage. We recognise in organisms, 
then, the most basic analogues of what in our mental experience we describe as 
intention, significance, desire, and purpose. For this reason, we should distinguish 
the special causal features of such systems with yet a further category of dynamics: 
teleodynamics, or tendencies to change with respect to target states, potentialities, 
represented possibilities, and so on.

But are such processes as we see in autocell self-reconstitution and replication 
really anything like purposive activities? Most biologists would resist this assess-
ment. Instead, biological function and goal-directedness are treated as purely 
mechanistic, only giving the appearance of purposive design. Natural selection has 
become the court of last appeal to provide explanations for functional organisa-
tion and “good design” in living organisms. An appeal to natural selection requires 
no antecedent teleology to account for the presence of apparently teleological rela-
tionships and so life’s apparently goal-oriented features appear to be attributable to 
mere remembered accident. Although the autocell example does not contradict 
the abstract logic of this account, and indeed could be described as a mechanism 
arising by accident, it does suggest that there are features of its organisation that 
are necessarily non-arbitrary and that its “mechanism” is not adequately described 
in merely chemical terms. The implication is rather that a full account of the nec-
essary and sufficient conditions for natural selection does not explain away teleol-
ogy, but instead when all its preconditions are spelled out, it explains teleology.

The ideal caricature of a purely purposeless evolutionary explanation for a 
purposeless but teleonomic biological process is something like a biological ther-
mostat whose parts have fallen together into working order by amazing accident, 
and which is subsequently favoured to be reproduced by virtue of the advantages 
it confers. Mere mechanism created by mere accident. In principle, this is unim-
peachable logic. It violates no laws of physics and chemistry and can even be dem-
onstrated by molecular, cellular, and computer experiment to be a viable mecha-
nism, assuming the action of processes of reproduction and selection. Indeed, the 
hypothetical autocell we have described assumes this logic as well. The point we 
wish to make, however, is that there is more than differentially preserved accident 
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involved when we try to cash out all the supportive details. The other supportive 
conditions typically glossed over by evolutionary theorists have to do with issues 
of material, energetic, and formal requirements of reproduction. These are irrele-
vant to issues of antecedent teleology, and in this regard are entirely consistent 
with strict Darwinism. The consequence of including them, however, is not that it 
introduces antecedent purpose, but rather that it shows how the consequences of 
natural selection can produce teleology, not merely teleonomy. The appeal to natu-
ral selection for a non-teleological explanation for systems with teleological prop-
erties is entirely justified, but the assumption that what it produces cannot there-
fore have real teleological properties is not.

The question is: What is it about the necessary and sufficient conditions for 
generating natural selection that is the basis for the end-directedness, functions, 
information, representations, and individual selves that make it possible? The 
process of natural selection, once initiated, seems capable of shaping up simple 
forms of end-directedness into ever more complex and convoluted forms. It has 
this capacity because of its post facto causality in which consequences determine 
what persists. But this selection-by-outcome dynamic itself requires explanation. 
Understanding how could it have been initiated de novo is in this sense perhaps 
one of the most important clues to the mystery of telos. Whether or not life began 
on earth as an autocell-like process, autocells show how natural selection, with its 
tendency to build ever-more-complicated end-directed systems, can arise from 
mere chemistry. The autocell model provides us with an opportunity to ask how 
thermodynamic and morphodynamic processes are related to teleodynamic – i.e. 
end-directed – processes. If we can show even the simplest form of teleological – 
not teleonomic – dynamics in autocells, the doors will be open for starting to make 
sense of more complex forms as well.

So in what ways can we say that an autocell exhibits teleodynamic properties?
First: they are probably the simplest system of which we can say they are indi-

viduals. They are not just physically bounded and discrete – most solid physical 
objects have this property – they have a kind of identity and integrity, a self-same-
ness across time that is actively maintained. This is because their internal organisa-
tion produces a spontaneous self-repair disposition that is also implicitly a self-
memory. Perturb them structurally and they initiate chemical processes to build 
and replace missing parts until they again reach a stable closure state. Though 
many other partially closed physical systems that have reached a low-energy, 
ground state (e.g. a crystal lattice) will tend to resettle into similar stable condi-
tions after being disturbed, there is something more than this happening with au-
tocells. Autocells can be said to initiate new chemical reactions specifically struc-
tured to return the system to an end-state of quiet readiness to respond to 
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disruption. In other words, they are systems specifically defined by this active main-
tenance of self-similarity. They have something like an identity to maintain.

Second: this systemic identity-maintenance becomes the basis for something 
like memory. Identity maintenance provides an organisational reference frame 
with respect to the rest of the environment that allows a lineage of such systems to 
accumulate more and more elaborate self-maintenance tricks. Not only does this 
increasingly stabilize identity with respect to more and more aspects of the world, 
but in so doing these changes also become part of the identity that is being sus-
tained. The “self ” perspective becomes both more and more integrated with the 
surrounding world and at the same time more differentiated from it. Thus, the 
“self ” itself becomes more complex. Evolution, like statistical sampling, requires 
that the same domain gets sampled by the same method over and over again, in 
order to identify and amplify what subtle biases and regularities may be lurking 
within the roiling variety may be hiding there. Without this sameness of sampling 
to compare against, all differences are equal and indistinguishable. But the self-
sameness of the members of an autocell lineage allows systematic differences to 
accumulate with respect to it. This is the source of the power to remember acci-
dents of identity-difference (e.g. mutations) that make a difference for identity-
maintenance with respect to specific environmental differences. Past identity-en-
vironment relationships are reconstructed into each new identity and in this way 
memory accumulates and self grows in complexity, in relation to the world, and in 
its self-integration.

Third: we can see that this evolutionary process generates new information 
and new “aboutness” with respect to the relationship between self-identity and the 
outside world. Adaptations, defined according to their contribution to the mainte-
nance of self-identity are necessarily links between this self and some specific fea-
tures of the environment that might be of detriment or benefit to self-maintenance. 
Not only are adaptations, accumulated by the process of natural selection, new 
components of self, they are components of self with respect to these potential ex-
ternal features. As self grows in evolution, so does its embodiment of those aspects 
of the world around it most likely to be relevant to self-maintenance. Every differ-
ence in environment that can make a significant difference in self-maintenance 
can become information internalized and passed on as part of self.

Fourth, while the component processes of autocellularity can be completely 
accounted for in physical and chemical terms, these emergent features of func-
tionality – identity, memory, and aboutness – are not decomposable into simpler 
physical or chemical properties. They only exist at a systemic level. But they are not 
merely aggregate features (like surface tension). They arise from the special recip-
rocal topology of the self-organising processes that constitutes an autocell. This 
self-referential causal logic is what gives rise to these properties, not any specific 
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dynamical details or specific types of molecules.2 It is what is responsible for the 
curious system-level inversion of thermodynamic tendencies – the tendency for 
increasing system orderliness and complexity, and for decreasing local entropy – 
even while micro-level thermodynamic tendencies are unaltered, and indeed glo-
bal increase in entropy is necessary for the process.

Autocells can thus be described as self-maintaining individuals; synergistic 
systems with adaptive functional organisation. In autocell dynamics we can see the 
beginning of what can be called ‘constitutive absence’ – that feature of the struc-
tures or processes of organisms that is the basis for ascribing their functionality. 
For example, we recognise constitutive absence in the relationship of hemoglobin 
to oxygen, the fitting of grasping hands to tree branches, the transparency of the 
lens of the eye to the absorbance energies of visible light, and so forth. Each of 
these molecular, structural, or material features is ‘functional’ to the extent that it 
exists with respect to something else, and is shaped and conditioned with respect 
to how this something else affects the persistence of the system characteristics of 
which this adaptation is a part. This notion helps make the link between function 
and higher order forms of telos because it is also a defining feature of such teleo-
logical relationships as representation, purpose, desire, value, and so on. This uni-
fying property is thus fundamental to intentionality in both philosophical senses 
of the term, both the intention as purpose (being for something that is absent 
within) and intention as reference (being about something that is absent within). 
A clear demonstration of how this property can emerge de novo in a remarkably 
simple molecular system, should then offer a model for how to think about the 
emergence and the efficacy of teleological processes in higher-order systems.

So although it is pointless to ask whether autocells “care” whether they or their 
progeny persist, “desire” certain materials from their environment, or act with re-
spect to a “purpose” we can at least recognize that a distinctive and not merely 
physical or chemical attribute to all these end-directed dispositions does charac-
terize something as simple as an autocell. These are more complex, more convo-
luted, higher-order extrapolations of the emergent functional properties that can 
be discerned in autocells. and will require considerable additional evolutionary 
and dynamical explanation. It would be repeating the same fallacies we have been 
critiquing to try to reduce these higher order forms of mentalistic telos to the tel-
eodynamics exhibited by autocell functions. But the implication of this minimalist 
demonstration is that such higher-order forms of teleodynamic processes may 

2.  The generic description of autocellularity suggests that there may be innumerable ways 
that autocell relationships might be constituted. In fact, there is no reason that this reciprocal 
self-organising logic could not be instantiated in material and energetic media other than indi-
vidual molecules, because it is the topology that matters.
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also be capable of evolving, and thereby emerging from lower-order processes in 
an analogous fashion. Thus, although pleasure and pain, desires and fears, beliefs 
and doubts, and purposeful actions initiated with respect to representations of 
plausible outcomes are not reducible to biological function – any more than auto-
cell identity-maintenance is reducible to thermodynamics – they may be seen as 
evolvable from of this simplest form of teleodynamics. Just as autocell function is 
emergent from, but not decomposable to chemistry, these higher order forms of 
telos could analogously emerge with their own irreducible features from such low-
er-order teleodynamic processes as autocells exhibit.

It may still seem implausible that evolution could generate the kinds of purpo-
sive capacities that we humans exhibit, and there is something to this skepticism 
– because the numbers of levels of self-organising and evolutionary processes that 
mediate between cellular level organisation and the activities of an entire brain 
endowed with the distributed processing power of symbolic communication is 
vast indeed. This analysis doesn’t offer a simplification of this complexity, but rath-
er a road map into it. The complexity is not reduced. In as much as we can recog-
nise the necessity of this nested pattern of indirect causality behind all evolution-
ary dynamics, we will gain access to a deeper Darwinism that goes beyond genetic 
accidents, hopeful monsters, and molecular copiers, and which makes the emer-
gent efficacy of human purposiveness far more plausible. It provides us with at 
least one unambiguous example of how end-directedness – teleodynamics – can 
come into being spontaneously, and so provides a plausibility demonstration 
where none previously existed.

There is, nonetheless, much work to be done to trace these many levels of dy-
namics in detail to see if this logic can untangle the paradox of human intentional 
causality. This sense of emergence – the feeling of something coming out of noth-
ing – is the very core of that ineffable “feeling of what happens” that we identify 
with a human self. To see its distant fossil-like outlines in the physical processes of 
autocells is not a demonstration that teleodynamic causality is illusory, or that all 
higher forms are reducible to something as simple as an autocell, but rather it 
demonstrates in skeletal fashion the general modus operandi by which non-tele-
ological processes begin to acquire teleological character. And it shows this trans-
formation in its simplest and most stripped down form. As this same convoluted 
causal organisation is recapitulated at ever higher upon higher levels of nested 
organisation – with teleodynamic processes emergent from lower-order teleody-
namic processes – the causal distancing from immediate thermodynamic predict-
ability grows by orders of magnitude. It is this vast amplification of indirect causal-
ity that ultimately generates the radical de-constraint of causal connectedness we 
humans experience as end-directed intentional purposive action. Thus, natural 
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selection logic, in its fully fleshed out form, can be looked to not for the elimina-
tion of telos, but for its origins.

References

Campbell, D. T. (1960). Blind variation and selective retention in creative thought as in other 
knowledge processes. Psychological Review, 67, 380–400.

Dawkins, R. (1976). The Selfish Gene. New York: Oxford University Press.
Deacon, T. (2006) Reciprocal linkage between self-organizing processes is sufficient for self-re-

production and evolvability. Biological Theory 1(2): 1-14.
Dennett, D. (1995). Darwin’s Dangerous Idea. New York: Simon and Schuster.
Eigen, M. & R. W. Oswatitsch (1992). Steps Towards Life: A Perspective on Evolution. New York: 

Oxford University Press.
Kauffmann, S. A. (1993). The Origins of Order: Self-Organization and Selection in Evolution. New 

York: Oxford University Press.
Prigogine, I. & I. Stengers (1984). Order Out of Chaos. New York: Bantam Books.





The extensions of man revisited

From primary to tertiary embodiment

Göran Sonesson

Contemporary references to the notion of embodiment seems to have very little to 
do with what I would like to call the classical discussion of embodiment, which 
occupied the philosophers at the turn of the 19th century. First of all, the contem-
porary views only concern what I will here term primary embodiment: the fact of 
the subject realising that he (unlike the angels, as Scheler puts it) has a body and, 
beyond that, that this body is so to speak the condition of access to the experience 
of the world. The mystery to observers of our day is rather than we also have a 
mind – which to many of them is so mysterious that they prefer to deny it or, what 
amounts to the same, describe references to the mind as being just a convenient 
mode of speaking. The classical discussion of embodiment also involved what I 
will here name secondary embodiment, which is ignored in the contemporary dis-
cussion, but which formally constitutes the model for it: for it concerns the curious 
fact that some of the objects of the outside world which I perceive are also minds 
for whom I am in the same way an object. Finally, classical embodiment theorists 
were very much preoccupied with what will here be dubbed tertiary embodiment: 
that some products of the mind may come to exist independently of individual 
minds, but only by gaining a material dimension, by becoming, in the words of 
Charles Sanders Peirce, “brute facts,” or, in Hegelian and Marxian terminology, by 
being “reified.”

It is no accident, as we will see, that these embodiment types are distributed as 
the personal pronouns: they concern Ego, Alter, and Alius. Since I am involved 
with semiotics, tertiary embodiment will be my particular concern here. Indeed, 
primary embodiment will be considered in relation to the tertiary one, but sec-
ondary embodiment will be ignored for the purpose of this paper.
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1 The body, old and new

The best way to explain the difference between the classical conception of em-
bodiment and the uses to which the term has been put more recently (which, to 
my mind, are either fuzzy or redundant) is no doubt to take our point of departure 
in phenomenological philosophy. In the philosophical tradition, embodiment 
emerges as a problem out of the assumptions of the philosophy of consciousness, 
which aims to reconstruct the world as given to a (arbitrary or generic) subject. In 
this sense, embodiment gives rise to two separate strands in the particular version 
of the philosophy of consciousness, inaugurated by Edmund Husserl, known as 
phenomenology: in relation to the physical body of the subject itself and/or his or 
her counterpart in perceptual space, the generic other (that is, primary and sec-
ondary embodiment, respectively); and in relation to signs and other overarching 
structures which, like the physical body, appear in the mind, without being of the 
mind, and often seem to require some kind of physical substratum in order to exist 
(our tertiary embodiment).

The justification for a philosophy of consciousness is of course that, in the or-
dinary common sense world, which Husserl later was to baptise the Lifeworld, 
everything there is is accessible to us through consciousness; but the paradox is 
that, at the same time, the body, our own, as well as that of the other, does not seem 
to be a mere figment of consciousness. To reverse the common saying stemming 
from the biological and psychological tradition of the last century, the body is not 
a mere epiphenomenon of consciousness. Indeed, this transcendence of our phys-
ical being to the Lifeworld is itself part of the Lifeworld: as Max Scheler nicely put 
it, we know that we are no angels (that is, no free-floating sprits without bodies).

The second strand is quite different: genuine semiotic structures such as math-
ematics, logic, and even language appear to transcend consciousness much in the 
mode of a Hegelian absolute spirit: they are, in Husserlean terms, “idealised” in 
order to be detached from their dependence on individual subjects – which is why 
they may harbour what Deacon (2003) has recently called “semiotic constraints,” 
whose origin is independent of both nature and nurture. And yet, as Husserl 
(1962a, 365–386) recognised in his study of the origin of geometry, for the ideali-
sation to be complete, its products have to be embodied in some kind of nota-
tional system, because only in that way can they gain a stable, public existence in a 
domain completely separate from their instantiations in the practical situations of 
the Lifeworld. More recently, thinkers from quite different traditions, such as Ivins, 
Innis, Goody, and Donald, have regained this insight in some form or other (cf. 
Sonesson 1989, 30ff).

The task of phenomenology, as Husserl saw it, was of course to explain the 
possibility of human beings having knowledge of the world: as a philosophical 
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endeavour, phenomenology is about the way the world of our experience is consti-
tuted for us. But every finding in phenomenological philosophy, Husserl claims, 
has a parallel in phenomenological psychology, which thus could be considered a 
tradition within psychological science (cf. Husserl 1962b; Gurwitsch 1974). It is 
often forgotten that Husserl himself not only inspired but also was inspired by the 
Gestalt psychologists. Close followers of Husserl such as, most notably, Aron Gur-
witsch (1957; 1966), were as much involved with phenomenological psychology as 
with philosophy and discussed the findings not only of the psychology of percep-
tion but of contemporary contributors to neurobiology such as Gelb and Gold-
stein. Also the early Merleau-Ponty (who may not quite deserve the hero status 
given to him by Varela, Thompson & Rosch 1991) was, in this respect, an exponent 
of phenomenological psychology, although he probably never used the term.

Those who today are concerned with embodiment appear to come from the 
diametrically opposite camp. Gerald Edelman (1992), for instance, talks about 
embodiment in a very loose way. However, he clearly does not discover the body 
from the horizon of consciousness, but quite the opposite. To him, therefore, the 
body is not a meaning, not an experience given to the mind. He obviously means 
to imply that the mind cannot be divorced from the body. In a sense, this is hardly 
controversial: unlike those hypothetical angels, humans can only boast a mind as 
long as they have a body. But, if this is true in the order of existence, it is not neces-
sarily so from the point of view of investigation. After all, Franz Brentano did not 
use a scalpel, much less an EEG or an MEG, to discover the property of intention-
ality (in the sense of directedness), which Edelman recognises as an irreducible 
characteristic of consciousness; nor did William James find any of those “Jamesian 
properties” of consciousness repeatedly mentioned by Edelman in such a way.

Indeed, far from being “a deliberately non-scientific set of reflections on con-
sciousness and existence” (Edelman 1992, 159), phenomenology started out from 
the fact of intentionality and attempted to probe ever deeper into its ramifications, 
in order to rediscover and amplify (in particular in the work of Gurwitsch) those 
very Jamesian properties of consciousness mentioned by Edelman. Husserl and 
Gurwitsch may have been wrong to think of phenomenology as a discipline apart 
from biology and psychology (and for my part, at least, phenomenological psy-
chology is quite enough), but the relative disconnection of phenomenological re-
flections, like those of Brentano and James, from biological knowledge has no 
doubt borne rich intellectual fruit (more so, I believe, that the elucubrations char-
acteristic of “phenomenology of the post-Husserlean varieties” epitomised by 
Johnson 1987,xxxvi). If “a biologically based theory of mind” can in some respects 
“invigorate” phenomenology, the opposite is certainly just as true.

But first, of course, we have to be looking at the same body, from the same 
perspective. Interestingly, like Merlin Donald (1991) in a recent book, Edelman 
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(1992; & Tonini 2000) claims that consciousness as such cannot be a spurious oc-
currence, because that would not have made evolutionary sense. That is, con-
sciousness is not an epiphenomenon. But we have seen that, to classical embodi-
ment theory, the problem is to show that the body is not an epiphenomenon.

The paradox arises because, in the two cases, the point of view is entirely dif-
ferent. Phenomenology, like the science of semiotics, takes as its point of depar-
ture the way things make sense to us, that is, how they mean. In this, very broad 
sense, phenomenology accomplishes a semiotical reduction:1 things are consid-
ered only from the point of view of their having meaning to us (where “we” might 
be people of a particular culture or subgroup, or humankind in general). From a 
phenomenological point of view, there is, in a sense, no way of overcoming the 
divide between the body and the mind formulated by Descartes, for Descartes did 
not invent it: it is intrinsic to that phenomenon which, in Descartes own words, is 
the most widely distributed one in the world: common sense.2

Common sense is not notorious for being right: but if we ask ourselves how 
the body (and the rest of the world) makes sense to us, then common sense is our 
very subject matter. Even so, common sense gives rise to an apparent contradic-
tion: my body is necessarily experienced through my consciousness, but in my 
consciousness it is experienced as being outside of it.3 All post-Cartesian media-
tions, from those of Husserl to those of Merleau-Ponty, have been concerned to 
account for this paradox. To do so, it is necessary to accomplish a painstaking 
analysis (of which there can by no better example than the posthumous papers of 
Husserl himself, together with the – also largely posthumous – works of Peirce4) of 
all those structures of the mind which are normally at the margin of conscious-
ness. Since this is a question of discovering the way in which that which has a 
meaning means, there is no other way of achieving it, even if it is an extremely fal-
lible enterprise.

1.  Elsewhere (Sonesson 1989: 26ff), I have opposed, in this sense, the qualitative reduction to 
the more familiar quantitative one, characteristic of the traditional natural sciences. There are 
similarities, but also differences, to the series of “reductions” distinguished by Husserl: the phe-
nomenological and eidetic reductions, notably.
2.  In terms familiar to contemporary embodiment theorists, the body/mind division is one of 
the most ubiquitous metaphors resulting from our most generally harboured “image schemes.”
3.  Strictly speaking, this is not the problem of our own body, nor of the other, but the more 
general one of the external world, as pointed out by Gurwitsch (1979: 26f): but it is quite suffi-
cient for us to note that it also applies to the body.
4.  But, contrary to those of Husserl, Peirce’s investigations tend to manifest too much of what 
the Enlightenment philosophers called “l’esprit du système,” i.e., the tendency to put anything 
discovered into the same categorical framework.
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So we are concerned, then, in the first place, with the figure of the body as it ap-
pears on the horizon of consciousness. Once we have described this figure – better 
than James, Husserl, and so on –, we may try to explain it, delving ever deeper into 
the margins of consciousness. We can of course try to search for explanations outside 
of consciousness, but we must be aware that this is a complete change of direction.

Contemporary theories of embodiment do not appear to pose the question of 
meaning. Varela, Thompson & Rosch (1991) start out from the phenomenology of 
Merleau-Ponty, but, after the first few pages, it is not really clear how the issues they 
discuss relate to the phenomenological problem of the body. Lakoff & Johnson 
(1999, 102) distinguish three different levels of embodiment, which they refer to as 
“the neural level, phenomenological conscious experience and the cognitive un-
conscious,” but, judging from all what is said later on, the intentional depth of their 
notion of phenomenology appears to be extremely shallow. In the end, we have to 
return to Edelman to be assured that consciousness is not an epiphenomenon.

Our problem, however, is to show that the body is not an epiphenomenon – 
and that primary embodiment, understood in this way, may serve as a stepping-
stone for the interpretation of secondary and tertiary embodiment. Even if what 
has been written about embodiment in contemporary literature seems to me to be 
of little help in this endeavour, other present-day thinkers coming out of the tradi-
tion of biology and cognitive science, such as Merlin Donald and Terry Deacon, 
may offer important insights, when their contributions are critically assimilated – 
very critically, as we will see. They form part of a tendency in cognitive science, 
which I have elsewhere (Sonesson 2003a) termed the “semiotic turn”: the discov-
ery of the importance of signs (or the semiotic function) and meanings to human 
evolutionary history.

2 From the portable memory to the independent record

Let us therefore start out from the contemporary socio-cultural Lifeworld inhab-
ited by all kinds of signs and meanings, and ask ourselves how, from this point, we 
may get back to earlier layers of meaning accounting for the possibility of this 
world which, in many respects, is so different from that of other animals – the 
world of straightforward semiotic phenomena such as language, gesture, and pic-
tures.5 Is has been suggested by Merlin Donald (1991; 2001) that, both phyloge-

5.  Much of the present discussion is based on my work within the project “Language, gesture, 
and picture from the point of view of semiotic development,” which is a collaborative effort 
between the department of semiotics, the department of linguistics, and the department of co-
gnitive science at the University of Lund.
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netically and ontogenetically, there are several discontinuities in the development 
which leads from non-human animals to human beings, all involving the acquire-
ment of a distinct kind of memory, considered as a strategy for representing facts. 
Without necessarily taking every details of Donald’s scheme at face value, I am 
going to make use of it here, because it accounts for a lot of facts, while also per-
mitting a productive integration with semiotic theory. Indeed, as we shall see, both 
the Prague school and the Tartu school of semiotics have often conceived of mean-
ing in terms of memory.

According to Donald’s conception, many mammals, who otherwise live in the 
immediate present, are already capable of episodic memory, which amounts to the 
representation of events in terms of their moment and place of occurrence. The 
first transition, which antedates language and remains intact at its loss (and which 
Donald identifies with homo erectus and wants to reserve for human beings alone) 
brings about mimetic memory, which corresponds to such abilities as tool use, 
miming, imitation, co-ordinated hunting, a complex social structure and simple 
rituals. This stage thus in parts seems to correspond to what I have elsewhere (Son-
esson 1992a,b and below) called the attainment of the semiotic function (though 
Donald only notes this obliquely, in talking about the use of intentional systems of 
communication and the distinction of the referent). Yet, it should be noted already 
at this point that while all abilities subsumed in this stage seem to depend on 
iconic relations (perceptions of similarity), only some of them are signs, because 
they do not involve any asymmetric relation between an expression and the con-
tent for which it stands.6

Only the second transition brings about language (which, Donald muses, may 
at first have been gestual) with its semantic memory, that is, a repertory of units 
which can be combined. This kind of memory permits the creation of narratives, 
that is, mythologies, and thus a completely new way of representing reality. Inter-
estingly, however, Donald does not think development stops there, although there 
are no more biological differences between human beings and other animals to 
take account of. However, the third transition obviously would not have been pos-
sible without the attainment of the three earlier stages. What Donald calls theo-
retical culture supposes the existence of external memory, that is, devices permit-
ting the conservation and communication of knowledge independently of human 
beings. The first apparition of theoretical culture coincides with the invention of 
drawing. For the first time, knowledge may be stored eternally to the organism. 
The bias having been shifted to visual perception, language is next transferred to 
writing. It is this possibility of conserving information externally to the organism 
that later gives rise to science (cf. Figure 1).

6.  On some other problems with the mimetic stage, cf. Zlatev 2002, 2003.
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Figure 1. Donald’s developmental scheme related to the notion of semiotic function. As 
understood here, primary embodiment refers to the own body, tertiary embodiment in-
volves organism-independent displays, and secondary embodiment (not discussed here) 
is the body of the other.

There are two remarkable features in Donald’s analysis. The stage preceding the 
attainment of the language capacity requires memory to be located in the own 
body. But, clearly, it can only function as memory to the extent that it is somehow 
separable from the body as such. While being in the body, it is not of the body. In 
fact, this can only be so, to the extent that some memory traces are instantiated in 
other bodies as the same time as in the own body. This supposes a distinction be-
tween token and type (that is, relevance separating those features which count and 
which are repeated from all the rest) preceding that of the semiotic function.

The stage following upon language supposes the sign to acquire a body of its 
own, in the strongest sense of the term: the ability to persist independently of hu-
man beings. Language only seems to require the presence of at least two human 
beings to exist: they somehow maintain it between them. But pictures must have a 
body of their own. They must be divorced from the bodies (and minds) of those 
making use of them.7 As Husserl noted well before Donald, material embodiment 
is necessary also for science, starting with mathematics and logic. Independently 

7.  This is of course what is known, mainly in Marxist literature, as the process of alienation. 
As shown by Cassirer (1942: 113ff), this process, far from being only a “tragedy of culture,” is the 
prerequisite for all culture.
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of both, Ivins (1953) pointed out that it is the reproducibility of pictures (as in 
Floras, for instance) which transforms them into scientific instruments. In this 
sense, in their capacity of being permanent records, pictures are not, as art histo-
rians are wont to say, unavoidably unique, but, on the contrary, are destined for 
reproduction. Indeed, they permit repeated acts of perception, as do no earlier 
memory records. The development of the capacity for reproducing the record it-
self has a long history recently giving rise to xylography, photography, and the 
computer picture.

Students of prehistoric pictures (such as White 2000) often suggest that crea-
tors of such works must have been capable of language. In fact, not much can be 
concluded on the basis of the depictions having come down to us: even though 
pictures, by their nature, must have been made on material which conserve the 
markings on the surface, they might at first have been created on surfaces (such as 
sand) which only preserve them for a short time. And it is not easy to establish any 
clear-cut relation between the language capacity and the sophistication of the de-
pictions (whatever that is). There are, however, more fundamental reasons for sup-
posing pictures to be later in development than language: they suppose a record 
which is independent of the human body; and they require us to see a similarity 
within an overarching dissimilarity.

Within semiotics proper, the Tartu school has observed that the accumulation 
of information as well as of merchandise precede their interchange and is a more 
elementary and more fundamental characteristic of a culture. According to Lot-
man et al. (1975), material objects and information are similar to each other, and 
differ from other phenomena, in two ways: they can be accumulated, whereas for 
example, sleep and breathing cannot be accumulated, and they are not absorbed 
completely into the organism, unlike food, but they remain separate objects after 
the reception. Here Lotman seems to treat the sign as pure information, perhaps 
because he thinks mainly about verbal texts, where the material base is extremely 
changeable. More obviously, a picture is as much a material object as information, 
as much an artefact as an object of perception. This is why we can accumulate 
pictures in a double sense: as material things, in the safe-deposit box of a bank, or 
like experiences in the mind. In both senses they maintain a certain distance with 
respect to the body.

Some of the characteristics that Lotman attributes to information brings to 
memory those which are mentioned by Masuda (1980), one of the first propagan-
dists of information society: in his view, information is not consumable, no matter 
how much it is used, but it can be transferred to a new place without disappearing 
from the point of origin; it is not accumulated if it is not used as it is the case of 
material goods but, on the contrary, by being used increasingly and being integrated 
with other information. Against Masuda as much as against Lotman it is possible to 
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object that even the most elusive kind of information must be incarnated in some 
type of material substance, quite apart from the fact that all access to the informa-
tion in question depends on some material apparatuses called computers, hard discs 
and compact disc player. In the world of ideas the content of a book exists indefi-
nitely; but in reality, it evaporates with the last paper copy which moulders away or 
the last person that dies or forgets the content. It could be argued, however, that 
while the first case is feasible in the case of books (and of language systems which 
disappear when the last speaker dies – or, rather, when the last two speaker do), only 
the second case applies to pictures. Pictures must really be conserved in a material 
form independent of the human body.8 Today, that material form may very well be 
a computer record. But also computerised information is dependant on the wear of 
the units of storage such as compact discs and hard discs.

In this sense all information goods are temporarily limited – even though 
some limitations can be of relatively long duration. Roland Posner (1989) distin-
guishes two types of artefacts: the transitory ones (which are characteristically ex-
emplified by Posner with the sound produced by a woman’s high heeled shoes 
against the pavement) and enduring ones (epitomized, again in a very typical Pos-
nerean way, by the prints that the woman’s shoes may leave in clay, in particular if 
the latter is later dried). The transitory artefacts, in this sense, also have a material 
aspect, just as the lasting ones; they only have the particularity of developing in 
time, which is why they cannot be accumulated without first being converted. 
Normally, it is Posner’s transitory artefacts whose development in time causes 
them to seem somehow “less” material (which is of course nonsense but must be 
taken seriously in the Lifeworld). It is easy to understand that thinkers of the En-
lightenment like Diderot and Lessing could conceive of language (which they 
tended to imagine in its spoken form) as a “more subtle material” than the picture 
that endures in time (at least until air is let into the prehistoric caverns or car ex-
haust is allowed to devastate the frescoes of a later time).

Strictly speaking, the sound sequence produced by high heels against the pave-
ment, as well as many other transitory artefacts which have failed to retain Posner’s 
attention, can of course be accumulated (as opposed to being converted into endur-
ing artefacts, which is the case of the sound tape), in the form of the (typical) leg 
movements producing this sound, that is, as a mimic record, accumulated in the 
body, but still distinct from it, since the movements can be learnt and imitated, and 
even intentionally produced as signs of (traditional) femininity, or something of 
the kind. Posner’s example of an enduring artefact is interesting in another way: the 
cast of prints left by the woman’s high heels is an organism-independent record, 

8.  They can, however, be preserved as the capacity for reproducing them, that is, as the se-
quences of repeatable actions, which is an instance of Donald’s mimetic memory.
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just as the marks of a Roman soldier’s sandals found in prehistoric caves, and the 
hand-prints on cave walls. Another case in point may very well be the so-called 
Berekhat Ram figure (250–280 000 BP), which, if it is not the likeness of a woman, 
as has been claimed with very little justification, could be the result of abrasion 
produced by regular movements indicating the intervention of a human agent (that 
is, “anthropogenic” movements). This suggests that the first organism-independent 
records are indexical, rather than iconic, in character. However, even if objects like 
these were independent objects already in prehistory, there is nothing to prove that 
they were perceived as signs, that is, as expressions which are seen to be distinct 
from their contents, before pictures were so perceived.

Harold Innes (1950) differentiates all cultures according as they emphasise 
more enduring storage media which are difficult to transport, such as stone tab-
lets, or media which are less enduring, but easier to transport like the papyrus – in 
other words, according to the relative accent the cultures put on the aspect of ac-
cumulation and transport, in the sense of Lotman. In a similar way, Metz (1990) 
has claimed that a photograph, but not a film, could become a fetishist object, in 
the Freudian sense, precisely because the former has more of a material character. 
All cases considered by Innes are of course enduring artefacts, as is the photograph 
(while the case of the film is more complex); it is only that their capacities for ac-
cumulation and communication respectively are more or less emphasised. The 
distinctions established within cultural history by Innes thus only concern Don-
ald’s theoretic stage.

Figure 2. Donald’s memory types analysed in relation to the nature of accumulation
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These reflections are only the beginning of what could become an intricate phe-
nomenology of memory records or artefacts. It is impossible to take it further 
here. We can only make a few suggestions as to the different ways in which Don-
ald’s memory types relate to various kinds of embodiment (cf. Figure 2.). Episodic 
memory is most clearly disembodied. It may refer to a bodily act, such as going in 
or out of a container-type object (such as, for instance, making love; cf. Sonesson 
1989, forthcoming b), but it is unable to generalise this movement beyond a par-
ticular moment and place, and thus it does not give rise to any kind of independ-
ent embodiment. Mimetic memory still accumulates in the own body, but it only 
becomes such, to the extent that what is recorded in the body also exists elsewhere, 
in at least one other body, which supposes generalisation or, more exactly, typifica-
tion, the creation of a type referring to different tokens instantiated in different 
bodies. Typification, in this sense, does not require the semiotic function, but is 
probably a prerequisite for it. Mythic memory (which I would prefer to call lin-
guistic memory or perhaps, as Donald sometimes does, semantic memory) is dif-
ferent again: it has a separate existence, but, like some kind of real-world ecto-
plasm, is requires the collaborative effort of a least two consciousnesses (which no 
doubt have to be embodied) for this existence to be sustained. Transitory artefacts, 
as verbal language or (as Posner would have it) the sound of high-heeled shoes on 
the pavement, acquire a body only to the extent that a sender and a receiver agree 
roughly on what they are. Only theoretic memory has a distinct body of its own: it 
subsists independently of the presence of any embodied consciousness, because it 
is itself embodied. Of course, without anybody around to perceive it, organism-
independent records are not of any use. Without any human beings present, they 
are really worse off than the famous acorn falling from a tree without anybody 
around to hear its sound.9

So the question now becomes: what is required for the body to become a deposi-
tory of memories, that is, repeatable acts? And what is needed for these acts to become 
signs? None of these questions have any meaning, if we cannot give a better definition 
of typicality as well as sign function than those which are commonly offered.

9.  In fact, as I have argued in my critique of the critique of iconicity (Sonesson 1989, 1995, 
1997, 1998a, b; 2000, 2001b, forthcoming a), at least for pictures to be perceived as such, not only 
the presence of a perceiver is required, but one who from the start makes some particular pre-
suppositions about the hierarchy of things in the Lifeworld. See esp. section 5 below.
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3 Signs standing out

It is true of both the main traditions of semiotics, the Saussurean and the Peircean 
one, that they have never really offered any definition of the sign; and the same 
thing no doubt applies to the notion of representation in cognitive science.10 This 
goes a long way to explaining why many semioticians (such as Greimas, Eco, etc.) 
have rejected the sign, without much of an argument, and why the second genera-
tion of adepts to cognitive science now seems to be doing the same thing. When 
Peirceans and Saussureans quarrel over the presence of two or three entities in the 
sign, they never pause to ask themselves what kind of objects, defined by what type 
of features, are involved: but, clearly, before we know what we are counting, it 
makes no sense to start counting at all. The whole question becomes moot, if there 
is no reason to analyse meaning into two parts, as suggested by both contempo-
rary cognitive scientists and old-time existentialists and Lebensphilosophen. So 
before we even ask ourselves whether the sign makes psychological and evolution-
ary sense, we have to be clear about what it is. This involves not only deciding the 
criteria for analysing a phenomenon of meaning into two separate parts, but also 
those allowing us to posit an asymmetrical relation between these parts: not only 
does the expression have to be separate from the content, but the former should 
stand for the latter, not the reverse (cf. Sonesson 1992a, b; 1993; 1994b; 2001a, b; 
2003b, forthcoming a).

Figure 3. The sign as a mapping between different spaces,  
based on different principles of relevance

10.  A more interesting interpretation of Peirce, however, may be that he was not really interested 
in the sign in our sense. For an analyses of this conception, see Sonesson 2003b, forthcoming b.
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Before we can separate signs from other meanings, we have to spell out those crite-
ria for something being a sign which are simply taken for granted, in both the 
Peircean and the Saussurean tradition. This can be done by combining what Hus-
serl says about appresentation (something which is directly present but not themat-
ic refers to something which is indirectly present but thematic) and what Piaget says 
about the semiotic function (there is a differentiation between the latter two in-
stance, in the double sense, I take it, that they do not go over into each other in time 
and/or space, and that they are perceived to be of different nature; cf. Figure 3.).

According to Piaget the semiotic function (which, in the early writings, was less 
adequately termed the symbolic function) is a capacity acquired by the child at an 
age of around 18 to 24 months, which enables him or her to imitate something or 
somebody outside the direct presence of the model, to use language, make draw-
ings, play “symbolically,” and have access to mental imagery and memory (a list in 
which Donald’s mimetic skills come together with much later capacities). The com-
mon factor underlying all these phenomena, according to Piaget, is the ability to 
represent reality by means of a signifier which is distinct from the signified. Indeed, 
Piaget argues that the child’s experience of meaning antedates the semiotic function, 
but that is does not then suppose a differentiation of signifier and signified in the 
sign (see Piaget 1945; 1967; 1970). In several of the passages in which he makes use 
of this notion of semiotic function, Piaget goes on to point out that “indices” and 
“signals” are possible long before the age of 18 months, but only because they do not 
suppose any differentiation between expression and content. The signifier of the 
index, Piaget says, is “an objective aspect of the signified”; thus, for instance, the vis-
ible extremity of an object which is almost entirely hidden from view is the signifier 
of the entire object for the baby, just as the tracks in the snow stand for the prey to 
the hunter. But when the child uses a pebble to signify candy, he is well aware of the 
difference between them, which implies, as Piaget tells us, “a differentiation, from 
the subject’s own point of view, between the signifier and the signified.”

Piaget is quite right in distinguishing the manifestation of the semiotic func-
tion from other ways of “connecting significations,” to employ his own terms. Nev-
ertheless, it is important to note that, while the signifier of the index is said to be 
an objective aspect of the signified, we are told that in the sign and the “symbol” 
(i.e., in Piaget’s terminology, the conventional and the motivated variant of the 
semiotic function, respectively) expression and content are differentiated from the 
point of view of the subject. Curiously, this distinction between the subjective and 
objective points of view is something Piaget seems to forget in the following. We 
can, however, imagine this same child that in Piaget’s example uses a pebble to 
stand for a piece of candy having recourse instead to a feather in order to represent 
a bird, or employ a pebble to stand for a rock, without therefore confusing the part 
and the whole: then the child would be employing a feature, which is objectively a 
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part of the bird, or the rock, while differentiating the former from the latter from 
his point of view. Only then would he be using an index, in the sense in which this 
term is employed in semiotics, that is, in (what at least this semiotician takes to be) 
the Peircean sense of the term.

The hunter, on the other hand, who identifies the animal by means of the 
tracks, and then employs them to find out which direction the animal has taken, 
and who does this in order to catch the animal, does not, in his construal of the 
sign, confuse the tracks with the animal itself, in which case he would be satisfied 
with the former. Both the child in our example and the hunter are using indices, or 
indexical signs, where the “real” connection is transformed into a differentiation 
in the sign. According to some current conceptions, this would not necessarily be 
true in prehistory: chimpanzees and early humans appear to be unable to make 
use of tracks in their hunting behaviour, if cognitive archaeology is to be trusted 
(Mithen 1996, 73ff).11

On the other hand, the child and the adult will fail to differentiate the percep-
tual adumbration in which he has access to the object from the object itself; in-
deed, they will identify them, at least until they change their perspective on the 
object by approaching it from another vantage point. And at least the adult will 
consider a branch jutting out behind a wall as something which is non-differenti-
ated from the tree, to use Piaget’s example, in the rather different sense of being a 
proper part of it. In the Peircean sense an index is a sign, the relata of which are 
connected, independently of the sign function, by contiguity or by that kind of 
relation which obtains between a part and the whole (henceforth termed factoral-
ity). But of course contiguity and factorality are present everywhere in the percep-
tual world without as yet forming signs: we will say, in that case, that they are mere 
indexicalities. Perception is perfused with indexicality. Each time two objects are 
perceived together in space, there is contiguity; and each time something is seen to 
be a part of something else, or to be a whole made up of many parts, there is facto-
rality. Two items present together only become a sign, however, to the extent that 
one of them, identified as the expression, is directly perceived but not in focus, and 
the other one, the content, is indirectly perceived while at the same time being the 
focus of the relation (cf. Husserl 1939; Luckmann 1980).

11.  Actually, Mithen’s examples suggest that apes are able to interpret auditive signs of the 
hunted animals, but will not even recognise the animal itself if presented with it visually, which 
suggest indexicality is not involved at all in this distinction. Indeed, many animals “lower” on 
the evolutionary scale are obviously able to interpret traces. According to this conception, the 
development of “art,” i.e., picture signs, is an even later accomplishment of human prehistory 
(Mithen 1996: 150ff). 
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Figure 4. The relationship between principles, grounds, and signs,  
from the point of view of Peirce.

An index, then, must be understood as indexicality (an indexical relation or 
ground, to use an old Peircean term) plus the sign function. Analogously, the per-
ception of similarities (which is an iconic ground) will give rise to an icon only 
when it is combined with the sign function. I therefore cannot agree with Deacon 
(1997, 76ff) when he claims that camouflage in the animal world such as the moth’s 
wings being seen by the bird as “just more tree” are essentially of the same kind as 
those “typical cases” of iconicity we are accustomed to call pictures. As always, 
there are passages in Peirce’s work which may be taken in different ways, but it 
makes more systematic and evolutionary sense to look upon iconicity and indexi-
cality as being only potentials for something being a sign which still have to be 
“embodied,” as Peirce (1998, 291) more clearly says about a sign type according to 
another division, the qualisign which “cannot actually act as a sign until it is em-
bodied; but its embodiment has nothing to do with its character as a sign” (cf. 
Sonesson 2003a and Figure 4).

Something like Husserl’s criteria are required, but perhaps not sufficient, in 
order to separate the sign function from other dyadic relations between (more or 
less) differentiated members. It is possible, no doubt, to conceive of the sign as 
some kind of mapping between “mental spaces,” as suggested by Fauconnier (1994, 
& Sweetser 1996), but this is not of much use as long as we have no criteria for 
separating the sign from all other instances of such mappings listed by Fauconnier, 
such as counterfactuals, analogy, metaphors, metonymy, propositional attitudes, 
modalities, pragmatic terms, frames, models, and so on. This is of course not to 
deny that some valuable generalisations may be stated at this level.

While the introduction of the notion of differentiation is a substantial accom-
plishment on the part of Piaget, he unfortunately never spells out its import. As I 
have mentioned above, he defines it in terms of the subject’s point of view, but then 
uses examples in which the disconnection already exists objectively. The sense of 
objectivity and subjectivity employed here should of course be related to the com-
mon sense world (that is, the Lifeworld) in which human beings stake out their life. 
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Indeed, what Piaget is concerned with is precisely the “construction,” in his terms, 
by the child of the common sense world. Once this edifice is finished, the common 
sense world disjoins that which is subjective (which does not mean particular to 
one individual, but may very well be the “world view” of a particular language, the 
way of segmenting reality opposing pictures to language generally, etc.) from that 
which is objective (which is, strictly speaking, the subjectivity common to human 
beings). But, in his later reasoning and examples, Piaget seems to identify differen-
tiation from the subject’s point of view with conventional, or arbitrary, signs, in the 
Saussurean sense. This will not do, for already “symbols,” in the Saussurean sense, 
are differentiated in this way.12

Nor should differentiation be identified with displacement as defined by Hock-
ett, which (rightly, no doubt) appears as one of the “design features” of language in 
most introductory textbooks.13 As in the case of the tracks left by the hunted ani-
mal, displacement may be a consequence of differentiation. But differentiation 
only comes on its own when the sign is in presence of its referent, for then it allows 
us to construe reality in different ways (“subjectively,” as Piaget would have said), 
picking out that which is relevant, and ignoring, or downplaying other features.

We must be careful not to confuse different relationships involving the sign. 
Differentiation, in Piaget’s sense, must pertain to the signifier and the signified, 
which are always equally present in the here and now of the sign user, since they 
are mental (or, more exactly, intersubjective) entities. To the hunter, both the sig-
nifier and the signified of the tracks are present here on the ground (or, to be pre-
cise, in his perception of the ground). But the signified contains the information 
that it is itself only part of a larger whole (or rather something once contiguous to 
a larger whole) which was present here at an earlier time, but which is now else-
where, more precisely in the direction indicated by the tracks. And the displace-
ment, in Hocket’s sense, has taken place between that signified whole and the real 
animal which is now present somewhere else.

When the sign, whether it is a stretch of discourse, a picture, or an animal 
track, is present along with the referent, however, the signified allows us to refocus 
the referent, in other words, to present it in a particular perspective. For this re-
quires independence: that is to say, a body of its own.

12.  Other valid criticism may be levelled against Piaget, as discussed in Sonesson 1992b: the 
point that meaning emerges ontogenetically well before the attainment of the semiotic function 
(as expressed notably by Trevarthen) is essential to the following argument. The observation, 
made experimentally by Gardner et al., that the semiotic function is not attained in different 
media, and in different respects, at the same age, is important, but has nothing to do with the 
functional definition of this stage of development.
13.  And it has nothing to do with Hjelmslev’s criteria for something being a sign, the possibi-
lity of separating expression and content into smaller parts independently. See Sonesson 1992a.
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4 Focusing on typicality

Types and regularities are characteristic features of the Lifeworld, also known as 
the “world taken for granted,” as described by Husserl and his followers such as 
Alfred Schütz and Aron Gurwitsch, as well as of the world of “ecological physics,” 
as defined by James Gibson (cf. Sonesson 1989, 1994a, b; 1996; 1997). The “com-
mens” characterised by Peirce (1998, 478) would seem to be a similar domain of 
shared assumptions. Every particular thing encountered in the Lifeworld is re-
ferred to a general type. According to Schütz, other people, apart from family 
members and close friends, are almost exclusively defined by the type to which 
they are ascribed, and we expect them to behave accordingly. Closely related to the 
typifications are the regularities which obtain in the Lifeworld, or, as Husserl says, 
“the typical way in which things tend to behave.” This is the kind of principles 
tentatively set up which are at the foundation of Peircean abductions; indeed, 
Peirce, in a parallel fashion, refers to the “habits” of things. Many of the “laws of 
ecological physics,” formulated by Gibson (1982, 217ff), and which are defied by 
magic, are also such “regularities /that/ are implicitly known”: that substantial ob-
jects tend to persist, that major surfaces are nearly permanent with respect to lay-
out, but that animate objects change as they grow or move; that some objects, like 
the bud and the pupa transform, but that no object is converted into an object that 
we would call entirely different, as a frog into a prince; that no substantial object 
can come into existence except from another substance; etc. (cf. Sonesson 1992a; 
2000; 2001a).

It has been suggested (notably by Smith & Varzi 1999) that the Lifeworld is 
simply the niche, in the sense of (non-Gibsonean) ecology, in which the animal 
known as the human being stakes out his life (cf. Sonesson 2001a, 99). The niche, 
then, in this sense, is the environment as defined by and for the specific animal 
inhabiting it. In Husserlean language, the niche is subjective-relative relative to the 
particular species. The precursor of the niche, understood in this way, is the notion 
of Umwelt introduced by von Uexküll, which is today the defining concept of the 
speciality known as biosemiotics. But this parallel is true, I submit, only to the 
extent that we treat the Lifeworld as mere background, without attending to the 
thematic adumbrations in which meaning comes to life and, among other things, 
is transformed to signs.

Uexküll’s notion of meaning centres on the environment, the Umwelt, which is 
differently defined for each organism. As opposed to an objectively described am-
bient world, the Umwelt is characterised for a given subject, it terms of the features 
which it perceives (Merkwelt) and the features which is impressed on it (Wirkwelt), 
which together form a functional circle (Funktionskreis). According to a by now 
classical example, the tick hangs motionless on a bush branch until it perceives the 
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smell of butyric acid emitted by the skin glands of a mammal (Merkzeichen), which 
sends a message to its legs to let go (Wirkzeichen), so that it drops onto the mam-
mal’s body. This starts a new cycle, because the tactile cue of hitting the mammal’s 
hair incites the tick to move around in order to find its host’s skin. Finally, a third 
circle is initiated when the heat of the mammal’s skin triggers the boring response 
in order to drink the blood of its host. Together, these different circles consisting 
of perceptual and operational cue bearers make up the interdependent wholes of 
the subject, corresponding to the organism, and the Umwelt, which is the world as 
it is defined for the subject in question.

Biosemioticians tend to take this model, immensely enlightening as it is in it-
self, and simply project onto it the sign conception attributed to Peirce. To the 
extent that this is feasible, however, the Peircean notion of sign is not really about 
the semiotic function, but involves some more general notion of meaning. Not 
only is there no distinction between expression and content to the tick; there is no 
separation of sign and reality. The butyric acid, together with the hairiness and the 
warmth of the blood, simply is the mammal from the point of view of the tick.14 
This is no doubt the reason, never really spelled out, why Ernst Cassirer (1942, 
29ff; 1945, 23ff), who was probably the first thinker outside of biology to take 
Uexküll’s ideas seriously, never acknowledges Uexküll’s conception to be, in the 
latter’s own words “a theory of meaning” (though he says it involves “mediation”). 
For my part, I would prefer to accept Uexküll’s description, while denying that the 
theory is involved with signs.

It is useful to distinguish relevance from filtering, although they have some-
thing in common: the picking up a limited set of features from the totality of the 
environment (cf. Sonesson 1988; 2003a). However, relevance, strictly speaking, 
does not exclude anything: it merely places some portions of the environment in 
the background, ready to serve for other purposes. Thus, in the case of language, 
properties which are not relevant for determining the meaning of the sentence, 
still may serve to inform about the dialect, or even identify the person speaking 
(Hjelmslev’s “connotational language”; cf. Sonesson 1989). In contrast, filtering 
simply crosses out that which is not let through the filtering device.

If the Umwelt is an organised network of filters, the Lebenswelt is a similarly 
organised network of relevancies or themes. It might therefore be said that what 
most perspicuously differentiates the tick from the human being (without pre-
judging for the moment on the question where the exact border is to be placed) is 

14.  In Peircean terms, there is of course no distinction between the immediate and the dyna-
mic object, but there is not even any difference between representamen, object, and interpretant. 
A close analysis of the uses to which the Peircean terms are put by biosemioticians clearly reveals 
that they are really taken in reference to what we will refer to below as filtering. See section 4 
below and see Sonesson 2003b, forthcoming b.
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the structure of the field of consciousness: in Gurwitsch’s (1957; 1964; 1985) terms, 
human consciousness is made up of a theme which is the centre of attention, a 
thematic field around it consisting of items which are connected to the present 
theme by means of intrinsic links permitting it to be transformed into a theme in 
its own right, as well as other items present “at the margin” at the same time, with-
out having any other than temporal relations to the theme and its field.15 The tick 
of course has access neither to the thematic field nor to the margin. Not only is 
there no way for the tick “to go on from here” (the Husserlean etcetera principle), 
its experience of the here and now is also very limited. In other words, there is no 
real “immediate object” to the tick, not only because it is not opposed to a future 
more extensive “dynamical object,” but also because even in the here and know, 
what is immediately experienced does not appear as a thematic structuring, or 
perspective, on such a dynamical object.16

As Husserl and Gibson have insisted, in the human Lifeworld, we are alterna-
tively confronted with the-cat-from-one-side, the-cat-from-above, the-cat-from-
the-front, etc., but what we really see is all the time the same invariant cat. The tick 
smells the same invariant butyric acid, period. In the world of the tick, there are no 
signs, as distinct from the world itself. Differentiation has not even started. In 
other words, signification has not acquired a “body” of its own.17

5 Beyond the camouflage, the portrait

James Gibson (1978) has emphasised the dissimilarity of the picture from a real-
world scene, thus showing the numerous experiments using pictorial stimuli to 
study normal perception to be seriously misguided. To both Husserl and Gibson, 
normal perception gives direct access to reality; in contrast, Gibson claims pictures 
represent a kind of indirect perception, and Husserl (1980) tells us that they are 

15.  Gurwitsch is right, I believe, in suggesting that this thematic structure translates into lan-
guage (and no doubt also to other semiotic resources), as most clearly illustrated in the transpo-
sition of the functioning of pronouns from the perceptual world to discourse (cf. Gurwitsch 
1985). It is unfortunate, however, that he fails to attend to the difference in structuring occasio-
ned by the semiotic function.
16.  Cf. the discussion of attention by Tomasello 1999; & Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, in 
press.
17.  It might be noted that the distinction I make here is parallel to my critique of the pictorial 
semiotics inaugurated by Roland Barthes, which I have shown to be only concerned with the 
things depicted (the referents), not the way in which these things appear in the picture (that is, 
the perspective in the wide sense of the term), nor the signifier as such (colour sports arranged 
in a particular way on a plane surface). Cf. Sonesson 1989.
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“perceptually imagined” (cf. Sonesson 1989,III.3.6). To perceive surfaces is a very 
different thing from perceiving marks on surfaces, Gibson (1980) maintains. In 
fact, the perception of surfaces, of their layout, and of the transformations to which 
the latter are subjected, is essential to the life of all animal species, but the mark-
ings on these surfaces have only gained importance to man, notably in the form of 
pictures. The marks, produced by what Gibson calls the graphic act, can be depos-
its, traces, lines, or shadows projected on the surface (Gibson 1980, xii; 1978, 229). 
Surfaces have the kind of meaning which Gibson elsewhere calls “affordances”; the 
markings on surfaces, however, have “referential meaning.” Without discussing 
the exact import which should be given to the term “affordance,” we may safely 
conclude that “referential meaning” is a property of what we have called the semi-
otic function. That is, surfaces do not stand for other surfaces, but the markings on 
surfaces may possibly do so.

To Gibson, then, the picture is a surface among other surfaces before becoming 
a sign. Gibson (1978, 231) observes that, besides conveying the invariants for the 
layout of the pictured surfaces, the picture must also contain the invariants of the 
surface which is doing the picturing: those of the sheet of paper, the canvas, etc., as 
well as those of the frame, the glass, and so on. Although Gibson does not use the 
term, he clearly implies that the picture is a sign, in the sense of being as a surface 
which, on being perceived, brings into awareness something besides itself. Gibson 
never specifies what he means when he claims that surfaces are seen to stand for 
something else by human beings only, as opposed to animals and children. If he 
means to suggest that surfaces can never be taken to be something else than surfaces 
by animals and children he is clearly wrong: we know that even doves may react in 
the same way to a picture as to that which is depicted (cf. Sonesson 1989,III.3.1). The 
difficulty, clearly, consists in seeing, at the same time, both the surface and the thing 
depicted. In other words, it consist in making a differentiation: in telling the “body” 
of the sign apart from the “body” of the object to which it alludes.

In contrast, when discussing “the reference problem,” Terry Deacon (1997, 
59ff) opposes “the way words refer to things” (to which he assimilates rules of eti-
quette and games) to “a vervet monkey alarm call, a laugh, or a portrait.” No matter 
what features we attend to, the portrait, in my view, just as any other picture, un-
doubtedly refers in a way much more similar to words, than does either a laugh or 
a rule of etiquette. Indeed, Deacon would seem to agree with this. Later on in the 
text, he talks about “external symbolization in the form of paintings, carvings, or 
just highly conventional doodlings” (p. 365f) which are the “first concrete evi-
dence of the storage of such symbolic information outside of the human brain” (p. 
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374; my italics).18 From a Peircean point of view, Deacon is quite right in searching 
for a “basic sense” of iconicity beyond “the way we typically use the term,” but what 
he comes up with is both too much and too little. Deacon (1997, 74ff) suggests that 
iconicity is the fact of there being no distinction: the perception of the same “stuff ” 
over and over again. It is, he maintains, like camouflage: the moths wings being 
seen by the bird as “just more tree.” He goes on to suggest that iconicity is recogni-
tion, that is, the identification of a category, and even “stimulus generalisation” (p. 
77ff). Then he claims that “typical cases” such as pictures are essentially of the 
same kind: what makes pictures into icons is “the facet or stage that is the same for 
a sketch and the face it portrays” (p. 76f).

There is no space here to discuss the complex issue of interpreting the Peircean 
category of Firstness, of which the icon is an instance (cf. Sonesson 1998a,b; 2000; 
2001a, 2003a). However, it is entirely clear from Peirce’s writings that Firstness 
supposes a (potential) world deprived of relations (which first are introduced with 
Secondness): thus, it can never correspond to recognition, stimulus generalisa-
tion, or category membership, much less to the picture sign, which all suppose 
relationships. However, to the extent that Deacon intends to identify iconicity with 
what is known in psychology as “categorical perception” he may be right: the per-
ception of something as being identical as long is it appears between a lower and a 
higher threshold of some property subject to variation. In this respect, iconicity, to 
Deacon, would be equivalent to what we have above called the filtering function. 
All objects emitting butyric acid are identical to the tick. Thus, camouflage, to the 
extent that it is never discovered to be camouflage, the stem, to the extent that its 
identity is not the product of an act of comparison, and stimulus generalisation, as 
long as it never becomes conscious as such, could be seen as simple iconicities, 
that is, repertories of properties.

Recognition, however, must already be an iconic ground. In one of his well-
known definitions of the sign, a term which he here, as so often, uses to mean the 
sign-vehicle, Peirce (1931–58, II, 228) describes it as something which “stands for 
that object not in all respects, but in reference to a sort of idea, which I have some-
times called the ground of the representamen” (my italics; cf. Figure 1). Some com-
mentators have claimed that Peirce is here talking about some properties of the 
expression, whereas others favour the content. In fact, however, the ground must 
concern the relation between them. Such an interpretation seems to be born out 
by Peirce’s claim that the concept of “ground” is indispensable, “because we cannot 

18.  The passage quoted introduces a section which is concerned to show that there is more to 
the purported difference than conventionality. So perhaps Deacon would say that etiquette, just 
as language, is part of a system, whereas neither laughs or pictures are. But this only shows that 
his terms and his criteria are unclear. 
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comprehend an agreement of two things, except as an agreement in some respect.” 
(I.551). In another passage, Peirce himself identifies “ground” with “abstraction” 
exemplifying it with the blackness of two black things (I.293). It therefore seems 
that the term ground must stand for those properties of the two things entering 
into the sign function by means of which they get connected, i.e., both some prop-
erties of the thing serving as expression and some properties of the thing serving 
as content. In case of the weathercock, for instance, which serves to indicate the 
direction of the wind, the content ground merely consists in this direction, to the 
exclusion of all other properties of the wind, and its expression ground is only 
those properties which makes it turn in the direction of the wind, not, for instance, 
the fact of its being made of iron and resembling a cock (the latter is a property by 
means of which it enters an iconic ground, different from the indexical ground 
making it signify the wind). If so, the ground is really a principle of relevance, or, 
as a Saussurean would say, the “form” connecting expression and content: that 
which must necessarily be present in the expression for it to be related to a par-
ticular content rather than another, and vice-versa (cf. Sonesson 1989, III.1).

However, since Peirce always insists that the properties of iconicity and in-
dexicality pertain to objects independently of their entering into a sign relation, 
we should be able to conceive of iconic and indexical grounds as having other 
functions; thus, for instance, iconic grounds may be used to create categories of 
things having some properties in common (beyond those being picked out by the 
automatic functional circle intrinsic to our Umwelt); and indexical grounds may 
form the basis for putting things together with the purpose or creating a whole. 
Thanks to iconic grounds, we recognise things as being of the same general cate-
gory; and because of indexical grounds, we discover parts of bigger wholes or rela-
tions of contextuality (cf. Figure 4.).

To see camouflage as camouflage is of course to deprive it of its functionality: 
it is not meant to be discovered as such. The capacity for doing so is useful for the 
biologist, as it is of course for the potential victims or predators of the animal using 
the camouflage. The case of the picture is quite different. It only functions as a pic-
ture when it is seen as a picture. This is what is meant by the picture being a sign. It 
is not a stand-in for that which it represents: like verbal language, it is a way of 
making the absent thing present as seen from a particular point of view, that is, 
thematically adumbrated. This is why it needs a body of its own.

Iconicity and sign character are certainly independent, at Peirce claims, be-
cause there are iconic grounds which are not signs, and signs which are not icons 
(but indices, symbols, or some combination). In another sense, however, the ico-
nicity of signs is not something which can be considered apart from their sign 
character: as I have suggested elsewhere (Sonesson 1993; 1994a, b; 2001a), the 
iconicity of iconic signs is either a consequence of their being signs or a prerequisite 
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for it. A primary iconic sign is a sign in the case of which the perception of a simi-
larity between an expression E and a content C is at least a partial reason for E 
being taken to be the expression of a sign the content of which is C. That is, iconic-
ity is really the motivation, or rather, one of the motivations, for positing the sign 
function. A secondary iconic sign, on the other hand, is a sign in the case of which 
our knowledge that E is the expression of a sign the content of which is C, in some 
particular system of interpretation, is at least a partial reason for perceiving the 
similarity of E and C. Here, then, it is the sign relation which partially motivates 
the relationship of iconicity.

Pictures are clearly primary iconic signs. As psychological and ethnological 
studies have shown (cf. Sonesson 1989; 1993; 1994a, b; 2001a), any human being 
beyond 19 months of age will immediately recognise a picture as a picture of a 
certain object, to the extent that he has had earlier experience with the object in 
question, not, however, with the picture. Other iconic signs are secondary, in this 
sense. A car, which is not a sign on the street, becomes a sign at a car exhibition, as 
does Man Ray’s iron in a museum. We have to know the showcase convention to 
understand that the tin can in the shop-window stands for many other objects of 
the same category; we need to be familiar with the art exhibition convention to 
realise that each object merely signifies itself; and we are able to understand that 
the tailors swatch is a sign of its pattern and colour, but not of its shape, only if we 
have learnt the convention associated with the swatch. This also applies to many 
gestures and to the kind of scribbles which Arnheim (1969, 92f) calls “droodles” 
which are different from pictures in requiring a key, as Carraci’s mason behind a 
wall (cf. Figure 5b), or in “Olive dropping into martini glass or Closeup of girl in 
scanty bathing suit” (cf. Figure 5a).

Figure 5.  Two droodles and a picture which can be read as a droodle: a) Olive dropping 
into Martini glass or Close-up of girl in scanty bathing suit (inspired from Arnheim as 
adapted in Sonesson 1992). b) Carraci’s key  (Mason behind wall); c) either a picture of a 
face or droodle which might represent a jar 
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When Man Ray makes a picture of a billiard table, we need no convention to rec-
ognise what it depicts. However, if Sherrie Levine’s (real, three-dimensional) bil-
liard table is to represent Man Ray’s picture, there must be a label inverting the 
hierarchy of prominence of the Lifeworld. This shows that among the properties 
determining the probability of an object functioning as the expression of an iconic 
sign is to be found two-dimensionality rather than the opposite. In other words, it 
is easier to see a two-dimensional object as a sign for a three-dimensional one than 
the reverse. Since the inception of modernism, and particularly in the phase known 
as postmodernism, the sign function of pictures has been at the centre of interest: 
it is thus not surprising that artists, such as Levine, should employ themselves to 
inverse the normal Lifeworld hierarchy, which makes two-dimensional objects 
stand for three-dimensional ones, rather than the reverse. But similar things also 
happen in the world of everyday life: according to an anecdote told me by friends, 
a Mexican woman visiting Sweden for the first time thought this country to be full 
of “Barbies,” which amounts to the same inversion, because, building on her par-
ticular Lifeworld experience, she took real, animate, persons as being, at least for 
the duration of a speech act, representations of assembly-line fabricated objects, 
made of inanimate matter, i.e., dolls.

All this goes to show that tertiary embodiment is not independent of the pri-
mary one: iconicity is primary as long as it reproduces the conditions of our own 
body. The problem with interstellar messages such as the Pioneer plaque showing 
pictures of human beings is not only that extraterrestrial intelligent beings might 
not have bodies similar to ours; it is, more generally, that like many terrestrial ani-
mals, they may not consider surfaces to be able to stand for three-dimensional 
objects, nor understand the equivalence of marks on a surface to edges of three-
dimensional bodies. In this sense, primary embodiment remains the condition of 
access also to tertiary embodied objects.

6 Conclusions

Taking my point of departure in classical embodiment theories stemming from 
the phenomenological tradition, I have discussed tertiary embodiment, character-
istic of certain types of signs, such as pictures and writing, as a particular stage of 
development in the phylogeny and ontogeny of human beings. In so doing, I have 
singled out the sign function as an indirect access to signification in opposition to 
the more direct experience of signification in the Lifeworld, also known as the 
world of ecological physics. Indeed, another purpose of the essay has been to out-
line the way in which the semiotic function, the general faculty for conceiving 
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signs, emerges out of one kind of embodiment and constitutes a requirement for 
attaining another one.
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Cognitive semantics and image schemas 
with embodied forces

Peter Gärdenfors

1 Cognitive semantics

We use language every day without thinking about what we do when we under-
stand what is said or written. But when we listen to two persons conversing in a 
language that is completely unknown to us, we realize that it is not sufficient to hear 
what somebody is saying – we must also be able to interpret the speech sounds.

But exactly what is the meaning of a word? In philosophy, linguistics and psy-
chology, one finds several theories about what meaning is. One theory that has 
been dominating for a long time says that the meanings of words are found in the 
external world. A more recent theory, called cognitive semantics, claims that the 
meanings of words are located in our heads.

As an introduction, I want to contrast two general traditions in semantics, one 
realistic and one cognitive. According to the realistic approach to semantics the 
meaning of an expression is something out there in the world. In technical terms, 
a semantics for a language is defined as a mapping from the syntactic structures to 
things in the world. In philosophical ontological terms, this is thus a realistic the-
ory. However, a realistic theory does not explain how a person can grasp the mean-
ings of different words. Harnad (1987, p. 550) says that

[…] the meanings of elementary symbols must be grounded in perceptual catego-
ries. That is, symbols, which are manipulated only on the basis of their form (i.e., 
syntactically) rather than their “meaning,” must be reducible to nonsymbolic, 
shape-preserving representations.

As a contrast to realist theories, a new semantic theory, called cognitive semantics, 
has been developed (see e.g. Lakoff 1987, Langacker 1986, 1987, Croft and Cruse 
2004, Evans 2006). The prime slogan for cognitive semantics is: meanings are in the 
head. More precisely, a semantics for a language is seen as a mapping from the 
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expressions of the language to some cognitive entities. This paradigm of semantics 
is thus conceptualistic or cognitivistic.
 An important tenet of cognitive semantics is that the structures in our heads that 
are carrying the meanings of words are of the same nature as those that are created 
when we perceive – when we see, hear, touch, etc., different things. If I see Fido, I see 
him as a dog since the perception I have fits with the cognitive structure in my head 
that is the concept of a dog. In my mental classification of different animals, there 
is a “schema” for how a dog looks like (and sounds and smells and feels like). This 
schema is the very meaning of the word “dog” according to cognitive semantics.

A consequence of the cognitivist position that puts it in conflict with many 
other semantic theories is that no reference to reality is necessary to determine the 
meaning of a linguistic expression. Jackendoff (1987, p. 123) says: “The buck stops 
here: expressions at the level of conceptual structure simply are the meanings of 
utterances.” A related point is that the truth of expressions is considered to be sec-
ondary since truth concerns the relation between a cognitive structure and the 
world. To put it tersely: meaning comes before truth.

Unlike earlier semantic theories, cognitive semantics emphasises that linguis-
tic meanings do not form an independent system but is closely related to other 
cognitive mechanisms, in particular perception. Regier (1996, p. 27) expresses the 
point as follows:

The idea is that since the acquisition and use of language rest on an experiential 
basis, and since experience of the world is filtered through extralinguistic faculties 
such as perception and memory, language will of necessity be influenced by such 
faculties. We can therefore expect the nature of human perceptual and cognitive 
systems to be of significant relevance to the study of language itself. One of the 
primary tasks of cognitive linguistics is the ferreting out of links between language 
and the rest of human cognition.

This thesis puts cognitive semantics in contact with psychological notions and 
makes it possible to talk about a speaker “grasping” a meaning (compare Jackend-
off 1983).

Because the cognitive structures in our heads, according to cognitive seman-
tics, are connected to our perceptual mechanisms, directly or indirectly, it follows 
that meanings are, at least partly, embodied. Jackendoff (1983, pp. 16–18) formu-
lates this as “the cognitive constraint”:

There must be levels of mental representation at which information conveyed by 
language is compatible with information from other peripheral systems such as 
vision, nonverbal audition, smell, kinaesthesia, and so forth. If there were no such 
levels, it would be impossible to use language to report sensory input. We couldn’t 
talk about what we see and hear. Likewise, there must be a level at which linguistic 
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information is compatible with information eventually conveyed to the motor 
system, in order to account for our ability to carry out orders and instructions.

In this article, I shall argue that not only must linguistic information be compatible 
with information from the perceptual system concerning spatial relations, but our 
actions should also be considered. One distinguishing feature of actions is that 
they involve forces exerted by the agent. Consequently, forces should be among the 
building blocks of the cognitive semantics,  not only spatial relations or other per-
ceptual primitives. I will also make a distinction between first-person and third-
person uses of forces, where first-person forces involve perception of bodily actions. 
First person uses of forces are best described in terms of power.

2 Image schemas

These schemas in the head, what do they look like? We do not know much yet 
about how the brain handles meanings of words.1 However, cognitive linguists 
speculate about the structure of schemas and what constituents they have. In any 
case, the schemas cannot consist of anything that looks like words, since we would 
then get something that looks like a translation from ordinary language to a “men-
tal” language, which would not bring us much closer to what the words mean.

The most important theoretical notion in cognitive semantics is that of an im-
age schema. A common assumption is that such schemas constitute the form of 
representation that is common to perception, memory, and semantic meaning. As 
an elementary example of an image schema, let us consider the schema for “over” 
as proposed by Lakoff (1987). “Over” denotes a spatial relation between two ob-
jects. The spatial relation concerns the vertical dimension, which is marked by the 
axis in figure 1. The object that is in focus (i.e., the one being “over” the other) is 
called the trajector. Following Langacker’s (1987) conventions, the focusing is 
marked by a thick line. The other object is called the landmark. In the basic schema 
for over proposed by Lakoff, the trajectory is supposed to be in horizontal motion 
in relation to the landmark, for example as in “The bird flew over the yard.”2 Apart 
from this, the image schema does not contain any information about which kind 
of objects the trajector and the landmark are. So the figure is not a picture of how 

1.  Although see e.g. Pulvermüller (2001) for some interesting neuroimaging results in this 
direction.
2.  However, there are many variations of meanings of “over” in Lakoff ’s analysis that include 
a stationary trajector. Furthermore, Dewell (1994) argues that in the most natural image schema 
for “over” the trajector moves in an arch over the landmark.
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the world looks like, but just a schema that can be complemented with more de-
tails about its constituents.

Figure 1. Image schema for “over”

Almost exactly the same image schema can be used to represent the meaning of 
“under” (see Figure 2) The only difference is that it is the object that is located low-
est on the vertical axis that is in focus and thus the trajector, while the other object 
becomes the landmark. The close relation between the two schemas shows how 
the meanings of “over” and “under” are connected.

Figure 2.  Image schema for “under”

There is a connection between the image schemas of early cognitive semantics and 
visual processes: The distinction between “trajector” and “landmark” is the same 
as the distinction between “figure” and “background” in visual perception. The 
trajector is in the focus of attention.
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Image schemas have an inherent spatial structure. Lakoff (1987) and Johnson 
(1987) argue that schemas such as “container,” “source-path-goal” and “link” are 
among the most fundamental carriers of meaning. They also claim that most im-
age schemas are closely connected to kinaesthetic experiences.

Every word is supposed to correspond to an image schema. For example, a 
verb corresponds to a process in time. In a simplified way, such a process can be 
described as three stages: one schema part for the beginning, one part for the mid-
dle and one part for the end of the process. The image schema for “climb” can look 
as in Figure 3 (from Langacker 1987, p. 311).

Figure 3.  Image schema for “climb” (from Langacker 1987)

In this diagram, two dimensions are relevant: the vertical and the temporal. The 
axis representing the temporal dimension is drawn below the three stages and it is 
marked as a thick line since the temporal aspect of “climb” is in focus. The land-
mark is supposed to be vertically extended and the trajector (the small circle) is 
assumed to be in physical contact with the landmark.

According to Langacker, the schema for the verb “climb” can be turned into a 
schema for “climber” by using the same dimensions, objects and relations and only 
changing the focus of the schema from the time dimension to the trajector, i.e., the 
thing doing the climbing (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4.  Image schema for “climber” (from Langacker 1987)

The change can be viewed as an example of refocusing. This kind of change has an 
obvious parallel in vision where one by looking at the same scene can be involved 
in very different cognitive processes by focusing on different aspects of the scene.

As a more advanced example of an image schema, consider Langacker’s (1991, 
p. 22) depiction of “across” in Figure 5. According to Langacker the meaning of 
“across” is a “complex atemporal relation” where the trajector (the small circle) is 
located in different relations to an elongated object, the landmark (the thick rectan-
gle). First, the trajector is outside the landmark, then it is inside, and finally it is on 
the other side. The image schema contains two domains: a time dimension, marked 
by the horizontal arrow at the bottom, and two spatial dimensions, indicated by the 
rectangle which is repeated five times in different stages of the crossing.

Figure 5. An image schema for “across” (from Langacker 1991, p. 22)
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The researchers within cognitive linguistics present lists of image schemas, but 
hardly any analysis of which schemas are possible and which are not. A developed 
theory of images schemas should present a principled account of what constitutes 
a schema. A fascinating proposal in this direction is that of Thom (1970, p. 232) 
who claims that any basic phrase expressing an interactive process can be de-
scribed as one out of sixteen fundamental types. Among these types one finds 
“begin,” “unite,” “capture” and “cut.” The sixteen types are derived from some deep 
mathematical results concerning morphologies within catastrophe theory. Now, 
even if there are excellent mathematical reasons why there exist exactly sixteen 
types of interaction, it is not obvious that they correspond neatly to cognitive rep-
resentations, even though such a correspondence would be very gratifying.

Neither Lakoff nor Langacker, who use the notion extensively, give a very pre-
cise definition of what constitutes an image schema. Zlatev (1997, pp. 40–44) ar-
gues that the notion is used in different ways by different cognitive semanticists. 
Johnson (1987) who was among the first to discuss image schemas is ambivalent 
between imagery and embodiment. He writes: “I shall use the terms ‘schema’, ‘em-
bodied schema’, and ‘image schema’ interchangeably” (1987, p. 29). Then he speci-
fies the “image” version as a “dynamic pattern that functions somewhat like the 
abstract structure of an image, and thereby connects up a vast range of different 
experiences that manifest this same recurring structure” (ibid.). This should be 
contrasted with the “embodied” version that is described as follows: “[I]n order for 
us to have meaningful, connected experiences that we can comprehend and rea-
son about, there must be pattern and order to our actions, perceptions, and con-
ceptions. A schema is a recurrent pattern, shape, and regularity in, or of, these ongo-
ing ordering activities. These patterns emerge as meaningful structures for us 
chiefly at the level of our bodily movements through space, our manipulations of 
objects, and our perceptual interactions” (ibid.).

Holmqvist (1993, p. 31), who tries to develop a formalism for image schemas 
suitable for computer implementations, defines image schemas as “that part of a 
picture which remains when all the structure is removed from the picture, except 
for that which belongs to a single morpheme, a sentence or a piece of text in a 
linguistic description of a picture […].” However, the most condensed account I 
have found comes from Gibbs and Colston (1995, p. 349), who define image sche-
mas as “dynamic analog representations of spatial relations and movements in 
space.” Unlike Lakoff and Langacker, who focus on the spatial structure of image 
schemas, this definition puts the dynamics of the representations in focus.

In Gärdenfors (2000), I propose that a more precise account of what consti-
tutes an image schema can be given with the aid of the theory of conceptual spaces. 
The spaces can be used to model the domain (Langacker 1987, p. 5) that forms the 
framework for an image schema, such as the spatial and temporal dimensions that 
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have been used in the examples above. Image schemas are often just geometric or 
topological structures. For, example a “container” is a closed border that separates 
space into “inside” and “outside.” An object, for example a cup, may be categorized 
as a container even though is it not physically closed. Cognitively, the rim surface 
of the cup functions as part of the border (see Herskovits (1986) for a discussion 
of how the border is determined).

3 The dynamic embodiment of image schemas

As can be seen from this brief presentation of image schemas, they are described 
as being tightly connected to the perceptions of the language users. However, on 
similar grounds as above, it can be argued that much of the meaning of words con-
nects to the actions that the language users perform. As we shall see, there is a 
certain tension between these two positions.

In the tradition of Lakoff and Langacker, focus has been on the spatial struc-
ture of the image schema (the very name “image” schema indicates this). Lakoff 
(1987, p. 283) goes as far as putting forward what he calls the “spatialization of 
form hypothesis” which says that the meanings of linguistic expressions should be 
analysed in terms of spatial image schemas plus metaphorical mappings. For ex-
ample, many uses of prepositions, which primarily have a spatial meaning, are 
seen as metaphorical when applied to other domains (see, for example, Brugman 
1981 and Herskovits 1986). Words like “in,” “at,” “on,” “under,” etc., primarily ex-
press spatial relations and when combined with non-locational words they create 
a “spatially structured” mental representation of the expression. These spatially 
structured representations are, naturally, also used when we are interpreting visu-
al information. Herskovits (1986) presents an elaborated study of the fundamental 
spatial meanings of prepositions and she shows how the spatial structure is trans-
ferred in a metaphoric manner to other contexts.

More recently, one can distinguish a more dynamic and embodied view on the 
image schemas (which thus no longer are mere “images”). As we shall see below, 
an early proponent for this view is Talmy (1988), who emphasises the role of forces 
and dynamic pattern in image schemas in what he calls “force dynamics.” This will 
be the topic of the following section.

There is a new tradition within cognitive science that emphasises the role of 
mental simulation in cognitive processes (or mental emulation to follow Grush’s 
(2004) terminology). Barsalou (1999) argues that concepts should be understood 
as perceptual symbols that are dynamic patterns of neurons functioning as simula-
tors that combine with other processes to create conceptual meaning. However, in 
Barsalou’s theory, these meaning carriers are still closely related to perceptual 
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processes (hence their name). Another tradition focuses on the motor aspects of 
meaning schemas. For example, Pulvermüller (2001) has shown that when you, 
for example, read the word “kick,” the same part of motor cortex is activated as 
when you actually kick. It thus seems that the brain simulates the action it reads 
about. Another fascinating result is presented by Glenberg and Kaschak (2002), 
who demonstrate that processing sentences describing hand movements involves 
activating motor programs for such movements. In their experiment, subjects 
were asked to judge the acceptability of sentences describing movement to or from 
the body, e.g. “Put your finger under your nose” vs. “Put your finger under the 
faucet.” To respond yes or no, they had to push buttons that were either close or 
further away from their own body. Glenberg and Kaschak found that subjects took 
longer time to respond when the direction on the action in the sentence was op-
posite to the direction of their hand movement when pressing the button. This in-
dicates that the sentence had already activated a motor schema that contravened 
the correct response movement.3

Actions, forces and embodied schemas
With this dynamic and embodied perspective in mind, one can note that even 

for typical spatial prepositions such as “in,” there are elements of their meaning 
that depend on force relations. For example, Herskovits (1986) notes that the top-
most pear in figure 6a is considered to be “in” the bowl even though it is not spa-
tially inside the bowl. If the other pears are removed, but the topmost is left in ex-
actly the same spatial position as in figure 6b, then the pear is no longer “in” the 
bowl. So spatial location is not sufficient to determine whether an object is “in” a 
bowl. In figure 6a, the reason why the topmost pear is in the bowl is that it is 
physically supported by the other pears, while in 6b it has no such support. The 
notion of “support” clearly involves forces.

Figure 6. (a) The topmost pear is in the bowl. (b) The topmost pear is not in the bowl.

3.  See Teng and Bergen (2005) for a similar result concerning sign language.
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Also Bowermann’s (1996) analysis of “aan,” “op” and “in” in Dutch as well as the 
Korean prepositional verbs “nehta” (put loosely in or around) and “kkita” (fit 
tightly) involve force components that cannot be reduced to spatial relations.

In general, the role of forces is underrated within cognitive semantics. In Pi-
aget’s theory of sensory-motor schemas, which were developed for modeling cog-
nitive development and not semantics, motor patterns are central. These can be 
seen as a special case of the dynamic patterns that form our fundamental under-
standing of the world. I believe that many ideas from the schemas of developmen-
tal psychologists can fruitfully be incorporated in the construction used by cogni-
tive semanticists. “Image” schema is thus partly a misnomer. Schemas based on 
forces, embodied or not, should also be elements in the toolbox used for describ-
ing semantic structures.

Figure 7. Dynamical cylinder model representing “walk” (from Marr and Vaina 1982)
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If we consider the basic building blocks in natural languages, verbs normally express 
actions. An important question is how the meaning of such verbs can be expressed 
with the aid of images schemas. One idea comes from Marr and Vaina (1982), who 
extend Marr and Nishihara’s (1978) cylinder models of objects to an analysis of ac-
tions. An action is, in Marr and Vaina’s model, described via differential equations 
for movements of the body parts of, say, a walking human (see Figure 7).4

It is clear that these equations can be derived from the forces that are applied 
to the legs, arms, and other moving parts of the body. As we shall see below, Talmy 
(1988) convincingly demonstrates that a great deal of our understanding of verbs 
depends on the forces that are involved in the actions expressed by the verbs.

Similar considerations apply to functional concepts. For example, Vaina (1983) 
notes that when deciding whether an object is a “chair,” the perceptual dimensions 
of the object, like those of shape, colour, texture and weight, are largely irrelevant, 
or at least extremely variable. I propose to analyse functional concepts by reducing 
them to the actions that the objects “afford.” To continue with the example, a chair 
is prototypically an object that affords back-supported sitting for one person, that 
is, an object that contains a flat solid surface at a reasonable height from the ground 
and another flat surface that supports the back. In support of this analysis, Vaina 
(1983, p. 28) writes: “[T]he requirement for efficient use of objects in actions in-
duces strong constraints on the form of representation. Each object must first be 
categorized in several ways, governed ultimately by the range of actions in which 
it can become involved.”

In more general terms, I propose that function concepts be interpreted in terms 
of an action space. Even though we still know very little about how action space is 
structured (see Gärdenfors, 2007), it seems clear that an analysis of actions should be 
based on forces; and for a large class of actions on embodied forces.

Langacker’s analysis of image schemas is done mainly in spatial terms. For 
example, his description of “climb” involves only the vertical dimension, together 
with the time dimension, where the latter is ubiquitous with the verbs. No forces 
are involved in his analysis. Thus the schema does not differentiate between “pull 
up,” “push up,” and “climb.” What is missing is that the meaning of “climb” involves 
that the trajectory exerts a vertically directed force.

The upshot is that by adding force dimensions to an image schema, we may 
obtain the basic tools for analysing dynamic properties. The forces involved need 
not only be physical forces, but can also be social or emotional forces. I will return 
to this distinction below.

4.  To be accurate, Marr and Vaina (1982) only use differential inequalities, for example, ex-
pressing that the derivative of the position of the upper part of the right leg is positive in the 
forward direction during a particular phase of the walking cycle.
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One who very early emphasised the role of forces in image schemas is Mark 
Johnson, who in his 1987 book The Body in the Mind argues that forces form per-
ceptual Gestalts that serve as image schemas (even though the word “image” may 
be misleading here).

He writes:

Because force is everywhere, we tend to take it for granted and to overlook the 
nature of its operation. We easily forget that our bodies are clusters of forces and 
that every event of which we a part consists, minimally, of forces in interaction. 
[…] We do notice such forces when they are extraordinarily strong, or when they 
are not balanced off by other forces. (1987, p.42)

Johnson presents a number of “preconceptual Gestalts” for force. These Gestalts 
function as the correspondence to image schemas but with forces as basic organis-
ing feature rather than spatial relations. The force Gestalts he presents are “com-
pulsion,” “blockage,” “counterforce,” “diversion,” “removal of restraint,” “enable-
ment” and “attraction” (1987, pp. 45–48).

Another exception is Talmy (1988), who emphasises the role of forces and dy-
namic pattern in image schemas in what he calls “force dynamics.” He recognises 
the concept of force in such expres sions such as (1) The ball kept (on) rolling along 
the green and (2) John can’t go out of the house. He also notices the possibility in 
language to choose between what he calls force-dynamically neutral expressions 
and ones that do exhibit force-dynamic patterns, like in (3) He didn’t close the door 
and (4) He refrained from closing the door.5 Forces are furthermore taken as govern-
ing the linguistic causative, extending to notions like letting, hindering, helping, 
etc. He develops a schematic formalism that, for example, allows him to represent 
the difference in force patterns in expressions like “The ball kept rolling because of 
the wind blowing on it” and “The ball kept rolling despite the stiff grass.”

Talmy’s dynamic ontology consists of two directed forces of unequal strength, 
the focal called “Ago nist” and the opposing element called “Antagonist,” each force 
having an intrinsic tendency towards either action or rest, and a resultant of the 
force interaction, which is either action or rest.

All of the interrelated factors in any force-dynamic pattern are necessarily copre-
sent wherever that pattern is involved. But a sentence expressing that pattern can 
pick out different subsets of the factors for explicit reference – leaving the remain-
der unmentioned – and to these factors it can assign different syntactic roles with-
in alternative construc tions. (Talmy 1988, p. 61)

5.  Examples from Talmy (1988, p. 52).
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Power vs. force
After having argued for the importance of forces in cognitive semantic analyses, I 
now turn to an ambiguity in the very notion of “force.” In the Western academic 
society, Newtonian physics has become a role model for science and when we 
speak of force it is natural to think of them and represent them as Newtonian forc-
es. But when it comes to everyday human thinking, I believe it is important to 
distinguish between a first-person and a third-person perspective of forces.

From the first-person perspective, it is the forces that act directly on you that 
are considered. These “forces” are not just the physical Newtonian forces, but more 
importantly also the social or emotional forces that affect you. It is perhaps more 
appropriate to call forces seen from a first-person perspective “powers.” First-per-
son powers are experienced either as physical forces or as emotional or social pres-
sures that make you move in a particular direction. A happy smile of a person that 
makes you behave more gently and a threat of a monetary fine if you park in front 
of the cathedral that prevents you from doing so are examples of emotional and 
social powers that cannot be reduced to physical forces. Thus, from the first-per-
son perspective, the category of powers is broader than that of physical.

From the third-person perspective, one sees forces acting upon an object from 
the outside, so in this case you do not experience the forces directly, but your per-
ceptual mechanisms infer them. Hence, they are not embodied in the same way as 
in the first-person perspective. From the first-person perspective, powers act di-
rectly on you, while from the third-person perspective forces act at a distance 
(pace Newton).6

One reason for why this distinction is seldom made is that we are extremely 
good at perceiving forces acting upon other objects.7 In the Uppsala school of psy-
chology, where Gunnar Johansson and Sverker Runesson are the main proponents, 
it is claimed that we can directly perceive the forces that control different kinds of 
motion. According to their Gibsonian perspective, the information that our sens-
es, primarily vision, receive about the movements of an object or an individual is 
sufficient for our brains to be able to extract, with great precision, the underlying 
forces. Furthermore, the process is automatic we cannot help but seeing the forces. 
Runesson (Runesson 1994, Runesson and Frykholm 1983) calls this process “kin-

6.  There is also a second-person perspective where the subject can “put himself in the shoes 
of the other.” This perspective is what is involved in empathy, joint attention, and other aspects 
of a “theory of mind” (see Gärdenfors 2003, ch. 4). Some researchers put forward “mirror neu-
rons” as a possible mechanism behind this perspective (e.g. Arbib and Rizolatti (1998) and Gal-
lese (2000)).
7.  However, it seems that other animal species may not have this capacity to the same extent 
(see e.g. Povinelli 2000).
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ematic specification of dynamics.” Of course, the perception of forces is not perfect 
– we are prone to illusions, just as we are in all types of perception.

The importance of this distinction is that our understanding of the third-per-
son perspective derives from the first-person person perspective. (This is why 
Newton had such problems in convincing his contemporaries about forces acting 
at a distance). The upshot is that meanings of words that are based on first-person 
powers should be seen as more fundamental than meanings based on third-per-
son forces. In brief, I submit that the meanings of the force elements of image 
schemas are grounded in the first-person perspective.

There is much in Johnson’s (1987) book that indicates the centrality of the 
first-person “power” perspective. For one thing, he focuses on the role of interac-
tion: force is always experienced through interaction. We become aware of a force 
as it affects us or some object in our perceptual field (p. 43). Interaction is prima-
rily seen from a first-person perspective, while forces are abstractions that are seen 
from a third-person view.

Furthermore, in his description of the “enablement” Gestalt or schema, he 
explicitly focuses on first-person “powers”:

If you choose to focus on your acts of manipulation and movement, you can be-
come aware of a felt sense of power (or lack of power) to perform some action. You 
can sense that you have the power to pick up the baby, the groceries, and the broom 
but not to lift the front end of your car. While there is no actualized force vector 
here, it is legitimate to include this structure of possibility in our common gestalts 
for force, since there are potential force vectors present and there is a definite “di-
rectedness” (or potential part of motion) present. (Johnson 1987, p. 47)

This quotation is a perfect example of what I mean by the first-person perspective 
of forces.

Interpersonal power relations play an important role in our everyday social 
interactions. Parents use their power over their children, employers over their em-
ployees, teachers over their pupils, etc. These power relations are as ubiquitous as 
they are implicit: it is very rare to see the subordinate explicitly challenging the one 
in power, although the tacit power structure is well known to all of us. The power 
structure is constantly being stabilized, confirmed, questioned, and sometimes 
challenged through our interactions. Linguistic utterances are one ways of express-
ing these relations, as are actions, body language, etc.
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4 A brief case study: modal verbs

As an illustration of the role of power relations in semantic analyses, I shall briefly 
account for the analysis of modal verbs presented in Winter and Gärdenfors (1995) 
and Gärdenfors (1998). First of all, it should be noted that is very unnatural to ask 
for the reference of modal verbs such as “want,” “must,” “may” and “shall” (let alone 
their reference in other “possible worlds,” which have been the dominating seman-
tic entities in modal logic). The modal verbs have a role not primarily with respect 
to the sentence where they occur, but in relation to the speech act in which they are 
uttered (Austin 1962, Searle 1979). Consequently, the main linguistic objects of 
the analysis are speech acts. The meaning of modal verbs is thus more a matter of 
pragmatics than of traditional (referential) semantics.

The semantics for modal expressions that I outline here is both cognitive and 
social. Unlike most works in the area of cognitive semantics (Lakoff 1987, Lan-
gacker 1987), I do not use spatially based image schemas to describe the meanings 
of modals, but the semantic primitives are power relations and expectations.8 In 
brief, it is proposed that the primary meaning of modal verbs is to express power 
relations and exactly what is said depends on the expectations of the speaker. The 
most elementary power relations are to be dominant or to be subordinate one is in 
power and the other is obedient. The speakers expectations may, for example, con-
cern what the speaker believes about what the listener wants, what the listener 
believes, or what the listener believes about what the speaker wants.9

The main justification for my choice of semantic primitives derives from the 
fact that language is not autonomous. It is a tool to be used in a social context. The 
social context is partly determined by the power relations between the agents. The 
objects of power are actions to be performed, for example the action of killing a 
wasp. I can kill it myself, but if I have power over you, I can also command you to 
do it by saying “You must kill the wasp!” Another important factor of a speech 
situation is the agents’ attitudes to the relevant actions.10 For example, I may want 
to kill the wasp, while you may want this action not to be performed.

For an example of how these factors are used in analysing the meaning of mo-
dal verbs, consider a man saying I ought to go now. In doing this he indicates that 
the listener has some power over him, and that he believes that the listener expects 
him to stay, but there is some other, morally (or physically) stronger power that 

8.  For a more detailed exposition of power relations and expectations, see Winter and Gär-
denfors (1995).
9.  For a general treatment of the role of expectations in reasoning, see Gärdenfors (1994).
10.  Attitudes to actions concern the agents’ preferences, and should not be confounded with so 
called propositional attitudes, e.g., believing or hoping.
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forces him to leave. If the speaker did not believe that the listener expected him to 
stay, he would have said nothing. Or if the listener has some power over the speak-
er and expects him to stay, but there is no external stronger power, then the speak-
er would have said “May I go now.”

For a second example, consider a situation when the speaker, who has the 
power, expects that the listener is negative to eating the oatmeal, orders him to do 
it by uttering “You shall eat your oatmeal!” By using the modal verb “shall,” the 
speaker indicates her expectation about the listeners reluctance. If the speaker be-
lieved that the listener wanted to eat the oatmeal, she would have said nothing, and 
if the speaker believed that the listener wanted to eat the oatmeal and that the lis-
tener also believed that the speaker did not want him to eat it, she would have said 
“You may eat the oatmeal.”

As a comparison, Talmy (1988) uses his “force dynamics” to generate an anal-
ysis of modal expressions. In his analysis, physical forces are seen as more funda-
mental than the social. By metaphorical extension, the expressions used to express 
physical forces are used in the “psychological, social, inferential, discourse, and 
mental-model domains of reference and conception” (1988, p. 49).

One difference between the two analyses is that Talmy views utterances in the 
first or second person involving modals as parallel to sentences in the third person 
with the same modals while the position presented here is that first and second 
person utterances involving modals are primary. Modal verbs are pragmatic op-
erators used in speech acts. In support of this, it can be noted that questions and 
imperatives are typical moods for modals while declarative uses of modals will 
occur only in certain dialogue situations. Speech acts can be seen as moves in a 
“language game” with the stakes given by the social relations that include the as-
signment of power, while third person expressions are secondary reports of such 
moves (cf. Sweetser 1990, p. 65).

In contrast to Talmy (and Johnson), I view social power relations as semanti-
cally fundamental, and physical forces as derived. Focusing on speech acts brings 
forward the power play of cognitive agents. I readily admit a great influence from 
Talmy’s force dynamics, but I have found that the attitudes to actions, and above all 
expectations about these attitudes, are more adequately accounted for in terms of 
social power than in terms of physical forces.11

In line with this position, Talmy (1988, p. 79) concedes that “[a] notable semantic 
characteristic of the modals in their basic usage is that they mostly refer to an Agonist 

11.  Talmy is not by any means unaware of some of the wider uses of forces/power, and he 
writes: “In addition, FD [force dynamic] principles can be seen to operate in discourse, preemi-
nently in directing patterns of argumentation, but also in guiding discourse expectations and 
their reversal.” (Talmy 1988, p. 50).
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that is sentient and to an interaction that is psychosocial, rather than physical, as a 
quick review can show.” I completely agree, but see this as an argument for the pri-
mary meaning of the modals being determined by social power relations, while the 
(few) uses of modals in the context of physical forces are derived meanings.

5 Conclusion

This article has started out from cognitive semantics and the notion of an image 
schema as the basic carrier of meaning. In cognitive semantics, the focus has been 
on spatial and visual aspects of image schemas (as the word “image” indicates). But 
the meanings of many words depend on functional properties, which, in turn, re-
late to the actions involved. Therefore, I have proposed that the perceptual domi-
nance of cognitive semantics should be complemented by an account of actions 
and the forces or powers on which they depend.

My main thesis has been that the meanings of many expressions cannot be 
properly analysed unless one accounts for the forces that are involved in a process. 
By adding force dimensions to an image schema, we obtain the basic tools for ana-
lysing dynamic and functional properties. I have also emphasised the distinction 
between embodied first-person forces, which may be called powers, and third-
person external forces. Among the first-person powers one not only physical forc-
es but also social and emotional factors. In most cases, such force patterns are 
embodied in the sense that they are grounded in our bodily experiences.

The pragmatic analysis of the meaning of modal verbs that I have outlined is 
based on social power relations. This analysis is one indication of the rich possi-
bilities that open up if forces or powers, in particular first-person powers, are add-
ed to the toolbox of semantic analysis in the cognitive tradition. It also shows that 
it is difficult, and to a large extent artificial, to keep a sharp border between seman-
tics and pragmatics.

The emotional and social powers that become relevant from a first-person 
perspective bring forth a connection to the debate on the role of “theory of mind” 
for semantics and for language learning (see Bloom 2000 for a survey). When 
children learn the meaning of a new word, they also learn something about the 
thoughts of others. Semantic development and the growth of a “theory of mind” 
are strongly correlated. The semantic learning of children builds very strongly on 
the (implicit) assumption that every word has a function. Therefore, when a child 
hears a new word it presumes that there is some concept corresponding to the 
word and it makes an effort to identify this concept. This view presumes that con-
cepts come before the words that denote them. This view has been contested by 
philosophers who claim that thinking requires words, but Bloom (2000) argues 
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that there is no support for this claim (see also Gärdenfors 2003). I totally agree 
with his position that language is primarily a tool for communicating concepts 
and ideas, and not a mechanism for generating the concepts.

To give a deeper understanding of how children grasp the meaning of words, 
it would therefore be fruitful to further develop the connection between cognitive 
semantics and an embodied “theory of mind.” For example, the work of Tomasello 
(1999) and his colleagues on the role of joint attention and joint intentions is high-
ly relevant here. There is also recent work on different levels of mimetic communi-
cation (Zlatev, Persson and Gärdenfors, to appear) that brings in embodied aspects 
of communication that would be important for a semantic/pragmatic analysis.
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Feeling embodied in vision

The imagery of self-perception without mirrors

Karl Clausberg

1 Preview

The art of self-representation is normally taken to be confined to the practise of 
self-portraiture: the production of a kind of mirror image. A “self-portrait” on this 
view is synonymous with the production of a mirror image of the artist’s body. The 
idea that the bodily self might only be indirectly or partially represented in a draw-
ing or painting is not a common concept. Nevertheless, the history of art is full of 
renderings of this kind in which artists have transferred some of themselves or 
their feelings into their works without directly depicting their body. To appreciate 
such hidden or veiled self-representations, traditional art history has to call upon 
several sister disciplines: philosophy, psychology of perception, etc. Moreover, it is 
advisable to reconsider the history of nineteenth century ways of thinking and re-
search that were so rich in ideas concerning this topic. One of the best examples of 
such research in recent years is Michael Fried’s book on Menzel’s Realism (2002). As 
a likely background to Menzel’s obvious and continued efforts at self-representa-
tion without mirroring, Fried considered the well-known ‘theory of empathy’ (Ein-
fühlung), which had become a favourite theme of German philosophy and aesthet-
ics in the latter part of the 19th century. However, self-representation without 
mirroring as a conscious technique of visual embodiment can be traced back to the 
roots of philosophical and scientific reasoning at the beginning of the 19th century. 
Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, a follower of Fichte’s philosophy, first described 
and coined the strange-sounding epithet “Selbstschauung ‘Ich’” (self-observation 
“I”), which was illustrated half a century later (ca. 1870, 1886) by Ernst Mach in his 
famous view from the left eye. Between these seemingly singular verbal and visual 
representations of self-perception, which have been left almost unconnected so far 
by historians of science and culture, lies a rich and highly significant tradition, in-
cluding writings of Johannes Müller, Ewald Hering and Carl du Prel. Visual testi-
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mony of this kind of enhanced self-perception was not only given by Mach, but can 
be found in the painterly attitude of Menzel as well. A comparison of Mach’s and 
Menzel’s views opens up much broader vistas of mental and painterly imagery, 
however. Our attention is drawn into the very depths of art history, where abun-
dant pictorial strata of subconscious self-rendering await the unbiased beholder, 
phenomena that gain significance in light of current neuroscience issues.

2 Adolph Menzel & Ernst Mach

Adolph Menzel (Figure 1) was a queer little man, his binocular vision probably 
hampered by a ‘Marty-Feldman’-type wall-eyed orientation of his eyeballs. This 
may have led him to use only one eye for acute, almost microscopic observing. 
And this in turn may have left its traces in a particular visual awareness of himself, 
as testified by a series of drawings and paintings showing extremities of his own 
body, preferably his own hands, but also occasionally his badly worn right foot 
(Figure 2). Menzel was furthermore left-handed (Küster 1999, 69–78). So do the 
available data imply an almost pathological or at least markedly deviant mode of 
visual perception and ensuing artistic practise, as it has recently been suggested 
also in the case of Rembrandt? (Livingstone & Conway 2004; Blakeslee, 2004).

Michael Fried has argued that these self-representations without mirror can 
be viewed as painterly acts of self-embodiment, which were triggered or at least 
accompanied by the advent of the theory of empathy (Fried 2002, esp. 35ff.). I 
would like to follow up another similar line of tradition by first contrasting one of 
Menzel’s private sketchbook-self-portraits (Figure 3) with the arguably most enig-
matic self-portrait of the 19th century: Ernst Mach’s famous ‘view from the left eye’ 
(Figure 4) printed 1886. Menzel’s strangely side shifted Partial Self-Portrait is from 
the year 1876. No direct connection apparently, but a highly suggestive corre-
spondence in the observer’s attitudes. Menzel’s half-face is side-shifted to such an 
extent, that it leaves the recto part of the sketchbook’s double page oddly blank and 
concedes only to his left mirrored eye an opportunity to look back at its bodily 
counterpart. Menzel’s and Mach’s left-eye-views thus belong to a strange coalition 
of one-sidedness. Mach’s for very different reasons, however: By profession he was 
trained to use optical instruments; they required to take notes while observing or 
drawing, for which most persons use the right hand. Thus the preference of the left 
eye-view was a culturally enforced choice.

Nevertheless, or rather because of this, the affinity of the two beholder’s atti-
tudes went even further. In fact there exists a painting by Menzel, which displays 
an almost uncanny similarity to Mach’s left-eye-view. This picture, executed in the 
year 1863, presents the outlook from a window of the (destroyed) Royal Castle at 
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Berlin onto the Lustgarten (Figure 5) (Suckale 1999, 19–31, esp. 31). The hazy 
view, however, seems disappointingly indistinct, as if it were deftly out of focus. 
Some leafy twigs appear to sway in the wind, but the foliage looks almost as intan-
gible as the cloudy sky. Contrary to this unspectacular content of the visual field its 
framework has received much more of Menzel’s ostentatious painterly attention. 
From a thick column on the right protrudes one of Andreas Schlüter’s Atlants in 
lost profile. The rectangular view is thus softened and somewhat rounded by the 
undulating sculptural details of its bodily offspring. The cast-iron ornamental rail-
ing below and the heavy masonry above conspire to form a U-shaped material 
boundary while the left flank remained entirely unsupported by architectural ele-
ments. This exactly corresponds to Mach’s left-eye-view, opening up on the same 
side, giving a true facsimile of the visual field. Menzel seems to have allocated 
Schlüter’s Atlant and the little bird sitting on the railing to pre-figure not only 
Mach’s eyebrow, nose ridge and cheekbone, but to enact an entire embodiment of 
his body and limbs, one might dare to say. Even more so, when you recall that he 
set his naked foot right into a proper Machian field of vision a decade later, but still 
ten years before Mach’s woodcut actually was printed. So, where did Menzel get his 
first idea to turn an almost empty visual field, embedded in an architectural eye-
socket, so to speak, into a painting?

Mach’s left-eye-view can be traced back to a sketchbook drawing probably ex-
ecuted around 1870 (Figure 6).1 Most obvious differences between this sketch and 
the woodcut/print-version of 1886: the right arm and hand brandishing a pencil is 
missing; instead the left hand is holding a cigarette, while a steaming cup of Vien-
nese coffee rests on a small table. Almost as if to supplement this sketch we may 
take another of Menzel’s paintings done in 1864, showing his right hand (Figure 
7). The latter is grasping a book or, more likely, the very canvas or cardboard on 
which the portrait of his limb was placed, as if to present the missing part in Mach’s 
vision. In summary one might say that Menzel’s and Mach’s representations seem 
to be related by the same intent: to assemble veritable glimpses of the bodily self. 
Menzel just did so. But Mach underscored his sketch with the ominous words 
“Wie man die Selbstschauung Ich ausführt” / “How to execute self-perception I.” 
Why did he choose such a phrase while, in the same book, declaring himself con-
vinced that the »I«, the notion of the ego, was utterly untenable? “Das Ich ist unrett-
bar!” (Mach 1886, 18, Fn. 12).

In a footnote Mach has provided some details of the “funny” circumstances, 
which led him to invent this type of self-representation: An amiable, but rather 
eccentric acquaintance, “Herr v. L.,” now deceased, had forced him seventeen years 
ago to read a book by ‘Krause’. The task given there: “Die Selbstschauung ‘Ich’ aus-

1.  First published in (Haller & Stadler 1988, 211).
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führen” / “Execute the Self-Perception ‘I’.” Solution: You just do it without delay! To 
turn this pompous philosophical order into a joke and, at the same time, to show 
what self-perception would really look like, Mach had created the drawing eventu-
ally reproduced in his famous Analyse der Empfindungen of 1886.

To cut a slightly more convoluted detective-story2 short, the mysterious “Herr 
v. L.” turns out to have been Mach’s college at Prague University, Prof. Hermann von 
Leonhardi, son in law of Karl Christian Friedrich Krause. This particular Krause 
had been an ill-fated follower of Fichte in Jena, who was never allowed into the es-
tablished academic ranks because of his free-masonry-leanings, and had died in 
poverty in 1832 (Kodalle 1985). Around 1868 Leonhardi gave a compact version of 
Krause’s philosophy (Abriss des Systemes der Philosophie, 1828) to Mach, appar-
ently triggering a tacitly conceitful response and the first of several sketches of his 
left-eye-view. Mach certainly despised Krause’s elaborated style of writing and rea-
soning. Why then did he invest so much attention into the visual rendering?

3 K. Chr. Fr. Krause & Johannes Müller

In one of Krause’s first publications Grundriss der historischen Logik für Vorlesun-
gen, 1803 one finds a telltale paragraph on the modalities of self-perception: The 
body is not only sensed [from within], but falls into the external senses as some-
thing situated outside. If I move one of my limbs at will, a corresponding shape will 
shift within my field of vision, giving information about the position of my body. If 
I encounter a firm object, I can judge its outlines by touch, and I see an accompany-
ing meeting of shapes taking place in my field of vision (see Krause 1803, 23).

Twenty-three years later the young Johannes Müller, recently appointed pro-
fessor at Bonn university, used almost identical words to describe and highlight 
the strange reduplication of sensory self-perception in his Physiologie des Gesichts-
sinnes of 1826: Whatever we do, it is repeated in the field of vision. We believe to 
grab what we see. However, although we indeed do grab, we only appear to grab 
within the visual field. We take hold of a thing by letting the appearance of our 
body apprehend the appearance of the thing. We observe ourselves being moved 
around (see Müller 1826, 63–64).

The similarity of Müller’s and Krause’s views and words is striking. I think it 
highly likely that Müller became acquainted with Krause’s early writings during 
his studies in Berlin, where Karl Asmund Rudolphi, savant extraordinaire of the 
new physiological sciences, who must have known Krause, mentored him (Haber-
ling 1924). Krause had spent two years in Berlin, 1813–1815, hoping that he might 

2.  A more detailed account in (Clausberg 2004, 109–159). See also (Sommer 1987).
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be appointed successor of his teacher Fichte. He didn’t succeed and had returned 
to Dresden when young Müller arrived. In Dresden Krause was supported by Carl 
Gustav Carus, who esteemed him to be one of the outstanding philosophers and 
mathematicians of his time. A closer contact is also likely to have developed be-
tween Krause and Arthur Schopenhauer; both lived in the same house for several 
years (Kodalle 1992). In 1813 Schopenhauer had discussed the problem of self-
perception in his dissertation, and already here a familiarity with Krause’s lines of 
reasoning can be detected (Schopenhauer 1950, 26–27). Krause’s influence appar-
ently lingered on in Berlin as well, and although Müller never mentioned ‘rogue’ 
Krause for reasons of his own, the conclusion seems inescapable that the later dean 
of German science has been deeply impressed in his formative years by Krause’s 
peculiarly delayed and doubled mode of self-perception.

In 1840 Müller – Krause had by then introduced the term Selbstschauung ‘Ich’ 
in his major works of the 1820s – applied a distinct pictorial turn to his views in 
his famous Handbuch der Physiologie. In a small chapter called “Images of ones own 
body in the field of vision” (Bilder des eigenen Körpers im Sehfelde) he enriched the 
description by a truly astounding topological classification: Images of parts of our 
body may appear at the periphery of our field of vision; and inside these images of 
body-parts will lie the images of external objects. But despite the fact that all these 
images are actually situated on the retina, our common sense would take them for 
external reality (see Müller, 1840, vol. 2, 356–357).

As body-parts framing a single-eyed view onto the external world Müller had 
listed eyebrow, nose and adjacent regions of the face, giving an almost perfect pre-
scription for Mach’s drawing. Incidentally we find in Mach’s first sketch a careful 
labeling of just these items: a Nase, b Augenbraue, c Schläfenhaare, d Schnurrbart. 
This sort of listing Mach could not have taken from Krause’s writings. Instead he 
obviously used the verbal layout given by Müller to make a joke of Krause’s Selbst-
schauung ‘Ich’. The irony was that the later print-version turned his derision into 
an unwillingly given homage to Krause, because the added hand of the draughts-
man underlined Krause’s main argument: The interior sense of touch must coin-
cide with vision to pave the way to knowledge.

This idea, that the senses of touch and vision must cooperate to succeed in a 
firm grasp of the world, can be found in many statements of 19th century physi-
ologists. Let me refer to just one outstanding example: a passage from Theodor 
Waitz’s Lehrbuch der Psychologie als Naturwissenschaft of 1849.3 Without tactile or 
visual perception we would not reach any clear concept of the spatial arrangement 

3.  Theodor Waitz (1821–1864) studied in Leipzig and Jena philology, mathematics, and phi-
losophy. From 1848 on he was Professor of Philosophy at Marburg. His best known work is 
Anthropologie der Naturvölker (Leipzig 1859ff.).
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of our body. Knowing my hand, or any other member of my body, actually means 
that I consider the visual object to be identical with that particular organ which 
delivers a sensation of touch to me, Waitz explained carefully. This insight was to 
be achieved by what he called identificatory perceptions of vision and touch/ identi-
ficirende Wahrnehmungen von Gesicht und Tastsinn (see Waitz, 1849, 181–183). – I 
hardly need to elaborate on the fact how well this definition fits the added ingredi-
ent of touch in Mach’s final print-version of his left-eye-view. The hand holding the 
pencil seems to be used to poke and explore rather than to apply pencil strokes to 
an invisible sketchbook or cardboard, although we have direct evidence that Mach 
inserted this draughtsman’s-hand in order to document his sketching operations.

In 1882 Mach apparently made preliminary studies for the intended book-il-
lustration by rehearsing and altering his first view from the left eye. On a sketch-
book-double page (Figure 8)4 we find not only a fair preview of the woodcut-ver-
sion, but also an abandoned alternative: a very large draughtsman’s-hand, which is 
sketching the contour of the right-side eyebrow-nose-border of the visual field. 
This way however the hand had to traverse the entire field and would have blocked 
large parts of the outlook. This unavoidable obstruction was very likely the reason 
why Mach didn’t finish the sketch. But he transplanted this hand into the old left-
eye-view on the opposite page and thus created the visual riddle, which has kept 
savants guessing ever after.

4 Ewald Hering & Carl du Prel

Let me now turn to broader aspects of the Krause-Müller-Mach perspective of self-
perception. When Ewald Hering, the great rival of Helmholtz in the field of physi-
ological optics (by then lecturer in Leipzig and from 1870 on full professor in 
Prague and in Vienna),5 published the first of his later famous and nowadays again 
forgotten Beiträge zur Physiologie in 1862, he used explicitly the Müllerian view to 
characterize the visual topology of self-consciousness (and we might add: of visual 
self-embodiment). According to Hering consciousness takes the whole body to be 
yet another part of the imagined external world. Our very body is itself an image 
(Vorstellungsbild), which is thought projected into our view-space (Sehraum) with 

4.  According to the Ernst-Mach-Institut/Freiburg, which only recently handed over its Mach-
Archive to the Deutsches Museum in Munich, this sketch is contained in Notizbuch B 19. Mach’s 
description runs as follows: “Die Continuität d[er] gewohnten Reize. Identität mehr durch die 
Umgebung, als durch die psychische Identität.” See also Haller & Stadler, Mach (1988, 180).
5.  Ewald Hering (1834–1919) became ‚Privatdozent’ at Leipzig University in 1862, professor 
for physiology at the Josephs Academy in Vienna in 1865 and full professor from 1870 on at the 
University of Prague before returning once more to Vienna in 1901. See esp. (Turner 1994).
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the exception of those parts that can be observed directly, i.e., hands, feet, etc. Our 
true self would nevertheless remain rather detached from the realm of external im-
ages and enter only reluctantly. Could our voluntary imagination be so energetic as 
our dreams, Hering added, we would transfer our complete body image into view-
space and see it act and move around independently. In any case two kinds of re-
alities would have to be set apart sharply: the world of our subjective experiences, 
and the world of physical existence. In the same text Hering employed still another 
variant of this rather brusque dichotomy: How will the dream-image of subjective 
space, which we are dreaming open-eyed (das Traumbild einer Raumwelt, welches 
wir bei offnen Augen träumen), be determined by the retina-image? That task had 
to be exclusively tackled by the empirical science of physiology according to Hering 
(Hering, 1862, 164–166). But there were other opinions as well.

In 1869 a young retired officer of the Bavarian army, Baron Carl du Prel, pub-
lished his dissertation called Oneirokritikon. In this critical analysis of dream-
states he declared dream vision to render one’s body image in strict accordance 
with waking experience: body-parts would appear exactly as in daylight-reality, 
that is, in the manner of Müller’s description. Only in pictorial fantasies the full 
figure of ourselves could be detached from the witnessing beholder to stand out 
like mirror images (du Prel 1869, esp. 207).

Du Prel, the later chief-philosopher of spiritualism, apparently was well ac-
quainted with the visual experience and epistemological problem of partial self-
perception, launched into the debates of scientific reasoning by Krause and Müller. 
Du Prel just applied an inversed setting of Hering’s view to his distinctions. They 
were to condense eventually into a full-fledged concept of “dramatic splitting of the 
ego in dream-states” (dramatische Spaltung des Ich im Traume) (Du Prel, 1894, vol. 
1, esp. 58) a vital stepping-stone of Freud’s dream-research acknowledged by the 
founder of psychoanalysis only in two belated footnotes.6

Were such treatments and turns of the beholder, which could encompass all 
aspects of empathy-theory as well, the contemporary background to Menzel’s self-
portraits with and without mirrors? It could easily be argued that this indeed has 
been the case. Thus the special enigma of Menzel might appear somewhat clearer 
and nearer to intellectual settings. Again, however, I would like to enlarge the 
scope of investigation a bit further to get to my bottom-line of argument.

6.  Freud (1914), Kap. I: Die wissenschaftliche Literatur der Traumprobleme, 48 and Kap. VII: 
Zur Psychologie der Traumvorgänge, 474.
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5 C. D. Friedrich, Rembrandt &c

Having visual embodiment and the imagery of self-perception without mirrors in 
mind one might feel attracted to the by now well-grooved but slightly one-sided 
‘theory of reception’ in the first place. Caspar David Friedrich’s paintings have al-
ways been considered hallmarks of romantic immersion of the spectator into the 
visual field. But apart from the corporeal transference of the beholder-feelings 
onto particular inhabitants of pictures we are bound to run into almost pure cop-
ies, so to speak, of the visual field itself.

For this purpose let us take two of Friedrich’s outstanding works, the Wan-
derer above the Clouds (Figure 9) and the Strolling Party at the Rügen Kaiserstuhl 
(Figure 10): While the solitary figure standing on the edge of a mountain ridge 
seems almost to soak up the beholders corporeal reactions to such a precarious 
stance exclusively, the other painting, though evoking a similar cliff-hanging expe-
rience, actually is shaped like a huge eye or ocular field. Tree branches leaning over 
and dipping down seem to have taken over the role of hairy eyebrows or eyelids; 
they thus convey a similar ‘marginal’ function to the human visitors of the spec-
tacular sight. The persons positioned at the rim of the cliff seem to act not so much 
as autonomous individuals but as minute emissaries and extended parts of the 
observer. The suggestive term ‘organ-projection’ (Organprojektion), which was in-
troduced by Ernst Kapp in his influential Philosophie der Technik (1877, 29–39), 
seems very apt to characterize this sort of embodiment regularly performed in 
Friedrich’s paintings. Looking forward one might even say that Mach’s self-percep-
tive view from the left eye amounted to an intellectual replica of intuitive insights 
already repeatedly given by Friedrich.

On the other temporal side we are faced with an apparent loss of memory in 
the case of Kandinsky: His struggle to finish his ‘Picture with a white border’ (Fig-
ure 11) is well documented (cf. Clausberg 1999, chapter 1). Only when he inserted 
the negative shadow line of Mach’s eyebrow-nose-moustache-contour into the pic-
ture he felt release from a frustration lasting for months in 1913. He probably 
never realized that it was an after-image of the woodcut he had seen in a Russian 
edition of Mach’s book in Moscow.

Apart from Kandinsky’s case of ‘iconographic amnesia’ there are many further 
extensions of Mach’s influence on artistic imagination, which are intimately related 
to the problem of self-perception and embodiment. Let’s take as another outstand-
ing example René Magritte’s paintings. They clearly document an early preoccupa-
tion with Machian readings and problems of binocular/stereoscopic vision on the 
other hand (cf. Clausberg 1999, chapter 3). Le mouvement perpetuel of 1935 (Figure 
12) for instance seems to condense into an eye-catching ‘binocular’ view nothing 
less than the complete developmental psychohistory of mankind, impersonated by 
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a ‘strong man’ clad in leopard-fur. He is weightlifting the double aspects of emo-
tional versus intellectual life, which are aptly represented on the right by toy-like 
items invoking letter-shapes and their reflection in a tiny pond; and so forth. Is this 
then the final scope of modernity, which sets the advent of visual embodiment into 
a moderate wide-angle 19th/20th century ambient of recent culture and science?

Let me try yet another zoom-out onto even larger ranges of art-history: In 
1636 Rembrandt painted his Blinding of Samson (Figure 13), now in the Frank-
furter Staedel (Clausberg 1999, chapter 11). The gruesomely detailed account of 
eye stabbing is set in a cave or vault of indeterminate geometry or construction. 
The first thing that catches the eye, so to speak, is an anonymous male figure on the 
left, silhouetted against the daylight entering from outside. He is pointing a hal-
berd at Samson’s remaining intact eye. Pushing the weapon home will release the 
curtain on the left, it seems, and plunge the scene into final darkness. The blinding 
is on the brink of being completed twice: as a biblical event re-enacted and ob-
served from a distance, and as a personal experience witnessed from within a skull, 
which must be Samson’s, or more precisely: the painter’s. Rembrandt has frequent-
ly used this suggestive scheme, but he did not invent it. The ‘darkroom double-ex-
posure’, to give a handy nickname, can be found with other Netherlands painters 
as well. Around 1616 Josse de Momper for instance has painted a grotto giving it 
an almost binocular spectacle-like appearance (Figure 14) (Seipel, 2003, 324–325); 
a ‘composition’ type detectable in many varieties not only in landscape painting.

Retreating still further into the depths of art history we encounter almost per-
fect spectacle-frames for instance in the miniatures of the Palatina-Boccaccio 
(König 1989) of the beginning 15th century; the specimen reproduced here (Fig-
ure 15) even seems to provide an architectural nose-indention for better mount-
ing. This tradition of bifocal double-scenes can be followed right back to late an-
tiquity (Clausberg 1984) and even further; it formed a vast undercurrent, which 
was never superseded completely by fashionable theories of vision like perspective 
proper. Incidentally the scheme emerged again also in the writings of Robert 
Fludd, who added a telltale projection-field to his frontispiece of Ars Memoriae in 
1619 (Figure 16), where a central obelisk took over the pivotal function of columns 
(nose-ridges) or architectural ‘mounting devices’.

Fludd’s oculus imaginationis, his third eye of imagination, appears to me at 
least to have anticipated to some extent the most disturbing self-portrait of begin-
ning modernity: Goya’s first sketch for capricho 43 (Figure 17). I shall not delve 
here into a detailed account of this intricate visual document of multi-layered self-
representation (Clausberg 2001, 213–250). Suffice it to note that the sequence of 
somnambulistic transport into the dream-sphere of Goya’s horrors and hilarities 
appears as a narrative composed of different embodiment modes. First we find the 
fear stricken not-yet-dreamer awkwardly spread across his workbench, wringing 
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his hands. He’s desperately trying to stay awake, because falling asleep meant be-
witchment. Then we see him transferred into his subjective dream world. Anguish 
and amusement follow and conspiratorial glances at the beholder, who in the first 
place was Goya himself. All set in a series of facial variations, which reach their 
highest level of self-awareness in two precisely executed self-portraits. Their subtly 
inviting gazes position the spectator for the visualized bizarreries, which were to 
follow the intended title page of sueños.

Although the pictorial worlds of Goya and Menzel – I’m winding up my sam-
pling now – may appear utterly different, there is a certain kinship of observatory 
precision and self-awareness, I think. Menzel’s Bon Soir. Messieurs! of 1858 (Figure 
18) for example carries the Prussian king Frederic with a comparable flourish of 
daring, resoluteness and subtle self-irony into the visualized history as seems to 
emanate from Goya’s sketch. Both renderings, divergent as they are in their histori-
cal topics, display immensely charged ego-spheres on their left. Goya’s exploded first 
into mirror wise self-embodiment, which he later dropped; Menzel fused his imagi-
nary experience into the subconsciously adopted alter ego of the Prussian king.

6 Neuronal Image Science

The notion that pictures may show marked asymmetries of emotional content and 
cannot be turned into mirror wise replicas without upsetting the balance of ‘com-
position’ is almost as old as the concept of cerebral lateralization itself.7 The art 
historian Heinrich Wölfflin for instance experienced strong unease when looking 
at inverted slides of outstanding masterpieces. His observations Über das Rechts 
und Links im Bilde, published in 1928, set off a small suite of more detailed inves-
tigations, which carried on even during World War II and were still not com-
pletely abandoned with the spread of behaviourism (Wölfflin 1941, 82–96; see also 
Clausberg 1999, chapter 1). But only recently, in the wake of the soaring neuro-
sciences, such aspects have reappeared in art history and triggered a growing new 
interest in a neuronal Image Science. Matter of fact the observations and problems 
presented here can be underpinned by recent researches in the field of neuro-
science in just this sense.

In 2001 a group of neuroscientists reported in Nature on experimental evidence 
that self-recognition may be especially linked to the right cerebral hemisphere. They 
had tested brain-surgery patients by showing morphed half-pictures of their own 

7.  (Harrington 1987) and (Harrington1993, 3–27). See also (Zeki1993). For a more speciali-
zed introduction see (Wolf Singer1983, 527–546); (Rentschler, Caelli, and Maffei1988, 181–218); 
(Clausberg1999); (Zeki1999).
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faces and of famous persons to them during selective anaesthesia of the right or the 
left hemispheres (Wada-test). Their findings indicated, “that neural substrates of the 
right hemisphere may selectively participate in processes linked to self-awareness” 
(Keenan, et al., 2001, 305). In humans, this was the researchers conclusion, “the 
right hemisphere of the brain [looking at the left half of the visual field] seems to be 
preferentially involved in self-face recognition.” Doesn’t Goya’s first sketch for capri-
cho 43 (Figure 17) deliver overwhelmingly uncorrupted evidence of such preference 
in the artistic realms as well? And should we not take the figure brandishing a hal-
berd in Rembrandt’s Blinding of Samson (Figure 13) for an anonymous alter ego of 
the painter, who is re-enacting the biblical history? In the same way, as Magritte 
presented the strong man on the left side of his mouvement perpetuel (Figure 12) to 
indicate where we are supposed to feel embodied? Furthermore: aren’t all these om-
inous left-side ‘self-portraits’ emissaries and ‘organ-projections’ of bodily selves situ-
ated on the opposite side of the visual field, that is: inside the cranium? This leads us 
back to Mach’s woodcut (Figure 4) and to its underlying concept of visual awareness, 
which has surfaced in neuroscience again, to some extent.

In 2003 Nature had among its one-page concepts-essays one on The person 
within. The author was neurologist Antonio Damasio, renowned for his philo-
sophical leanings. The Nature-essay gave a glimpse of the problems discussed in 
his recent book Looking for Spinoza (Damasio 2003b, 227; 2003a, esp. 187ff.). In 
this brief neurological sketch of the self he declared, “There are two reasons why 
mappings of the body are well suited to signifying the self in the mind. One is the 
relative invariance of the body – the design and operations of one’s body remain 
largely the same throughout one’s lifetime. The other reason is an often-overlooked 
fact: that the brain’s representation of the structure and operations of the body is 
continuous.” Furthermore Damasio ascertained “that some parts of the brain are 
free to roam over the world and to map whatever sound, shape, taste or smell or 
texture that the organism’s design enables them to map. But some other brain parts 
–  those that represent the organism’s own structure and internal state – are not 
free to roam at all; they can map nothing but the body, and are the body’s captive 
audience. It is reasonable to hypothesize that this is the source of the sense of con-
tinuous being that anchors the mental self.”

At a first glance this might be read as outright opposite of Mach’s contention 
that the illusion of the »I« is untenable. But there is a deeper consonance with 19th 
century imagination: In his book Damasio resorted to the all-embracing term As-
sembly of Body Images to sum up the particular nature of self-awareness. Body 
Images he had divided into two kinds: Images of the flesh, and images from special 
sensory probes. According to Damasio, these two kinds of body image can be ma-
nipulated and used not only to represent spatial relations and temporal relations 
among objects, but their foundational forms can also be fragmented, enriched or 
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recombined to serve as signs for newly invented imaginable meanings (Damasio 
2003a, p. 19597 and 204). No doubt we have here the skeleton of a very compre-
hensive image-theory of human self-awareness extending into symbol-handling 
capacities as well. What also meets the eye immediately in our context is the over-
all similarity of Damasio’s view to the views of the earlier 19th century: the self is 
taken as an assembly of body images almost in Hering’s style, only one vital aspect 
appears to be neglected: the entanglement of the body as an external object into 
the images from special sensory probes.

This neglect can be followed backwards to Damasio’s forerunners in the 20th 
century. Already Paul Schilder – to mention only one outstanding scholar of the 
Austrian physiopsychology – when writing his monumental book on The Image 
and Appearance of the Human Body in 1935, never explicitly referred to the Machi-
an heritage of visual self-perception, although his Viennese youth was brimming 
over with notions of second sight and double appearances. The very concept of 
heautoscopic visions originated at this time (cf. Menninger-Lerchenthal 1935). The 
trails of such visual reasoning are widely distributed but nevertheless not easy to 
follow and well beyond the range of the brief sketch I am presenting here.

7 Conclusion

Reconnecting the dispersed views on self-perception would have obvious benefits: 
Damasio’s approach to the self can be embedded in and enriched by philosophical 
reasoning on self-perception running from Krause to Mach without immediately 
resorting to Machian scepticism, while Mach’s left-eye-view as a pictorial render-
ing opens up the vast archive of human self-portraiture without mirrors. The Rem-
brandtesque darkroom-double-perspective, which lingered on in Goya’s and Men-
zel’s self-embodiments and self-portraits, had a long grown ancestry. Its widespread 
appearance points to foundational types and forms of mental imagery not only of 
importance to art historians alone. With the beginning of the 19th century we find 
a heightened interest in self-appointed historical eye witnessing. No great surprise 
that this attention has also been turned around and focused upon the imaginary 
spectators themselves. It was the achievement of men like Krause and Müller that 
this visual attitude got transferred into the realms of philosophy and physiological 
science. This background to the more recent 20th century debates about bodily 
vision and scopic regimes should not be forgotten.
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Figure 1. Adolph Menzel, 
painting by Giovanni Boldini, 
1895. Nationalgalerie Berlin

Figure 2.  
Menzel’s right foot, 1876.  

Berlin,  
Alte Nationalgalerie
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Figure 3. Menzel’s private sketchbook, partial self-portrait, 1876. Berlin Kupferstichkabinett
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Figure 4. Ernst Mach’s ‘view from the left eye’, woodcut 1886
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Figure 5. Menzel: outlook from the Royal Castle at Berlin onto the Lustgarten, 1863, 
München
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Figure 6. Mach: sketchbook drawing probably executed around 1870
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Figure 7. Menzel: right hand, 1864.  
Berlin Kupferstichkabinett

Figure 8.  
Mach: Sketchbook-doublepage 1882
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Figure 9. C. D. Friedrich: Wanderer above the Clouds. Kunsthalle Hamburg
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Figure 10. C. D. Friedrich: Strolling Party at the Rügen Kaiserstuhl, 1818/19. Oskar Rein-
hard Stiftung, Winterthur
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Figure 11. Kandinsky: ‘Picture with a white border’, 1913. New York, Solomon R. Gug-
genheim Museum

Figure 12. René Magritte: Le mouvement perpétuel, 1935. Oil on canvas, 54x73cm. Mr & 
MrsEric Estoric (photo: Herbert Michel, Fehraltorf)
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Figure 13. Rembrandt: Blinding of Samson, 1636. Frankfurt Staedel

Figure 14. Josse de Momper d.J., Landschaft mit Grotte und Maler, um 1616. Bonn, 
Rheinisches Landesmuseum
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Figure 15. Boccaccio, Decameron, 141419. Rom, Bibl. vat. Palatinus lat. 1989, fol. 18r

Figure 16. Robert Fludd: Ars memoriae, in Utriusque Cosmi [...] Historia, Tomus Secun-
dus. Oppenheim 1619
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Figure 17. Goya: first sketch for capricho 43, 1797. Madrid, Prado
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Figure 18. Menzel: Bon Soir. Messieurs! of 1858
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The body of Susanne K. Langer’s Mind

Cornelia Richter

Philosophy must go forward boldly, over all obstacles to make language adequate 
and literal thinking possible and effectual again. In those realms where theory is 
weakest, and where the terms of discourse are fuzziest, there is the greatest, most 
urgent work to be done. We must construct the morality of a new age, a new 
world, and that means a new morality. [...] It can only be done by analyzing and 
perhaps redefining not only obvious ethical aspects of life, but the nature of life 
itself, and individual life, and mentality, society, and many other subjects (Langer 
1962, 180f.).

These words should not be taken as passing comments, but as the outline of a pro-
gram. “Philosophy must go forward” because it seems to have lost its way and its 
power. Philosophy seems no longer to be creative, but in a deep crisis. At least 
since the turn of the century, according to Langer, we can observe all the charac-
teristic symptoms indicating the end of an epoch, that is, the rise of schools and 
inner circles, scientific jargon, the aggressive defence of philosophy as science, the 
manifold critical editions and the conferences and congresses. It is very well to 
move forward, but the question is: where to?

Susanne K. Langer, born in New York in 1895 as Susanne Katharina Knauth, 
not only proclaimed a change in philosophy, but transformed it herself into a “new 
key.” Beginning with the philosophy of logic and symbolic logic, and continuing 
with a theory of art and an analysis of the concept of ‘feeling’, she finally advanced 
a naturalistic theory of mind, dealing with ‘symbol’, ‘feeling’, ‘act’, and ‘evolution’ as 
the structuring key concepts. As her works cover such a wide range, one might 
doubt whether a project that large could ever be carried out by a single person, 
both in regard to the essential factual knowledge as well as the methodological and 
conceptual skills. Indeed, it seems hardly possible. As soon as one takes a closer 
look at Langer’s writings, they show a tentative character – unfinished, probing, 
and sometimes not too clear in conception. But there is, on the other hand, good 
reason for not taking this fact as the last judgment.
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Susanne Langer has herself clearly seen the danger of loosing scientific exact-
ness, but she accepted it as a chance to keep pace with the scientific progress going 
on outside philosophy. She wanted philosophy to be part of the new and challeng-
ing research problems instead of concentrating on fuzzy miniature problems con-
cerning methodology, jargon or the almost irrational claim of objectivity. Even her 
final great work, Mind: An Essay on Human Feeling starts with a broad and po-
lemical epistemological comment on common scientific work, which clings to the 
“idols of the laboratory – physicalism, methodology, jargon, objectivity and math-
ematization” (Langer 1967, 47). If philosophy, she claims, cannot free itself from 
that idolatry, then it will never be able to solve problems that do not fit into that 
narrow schema. The whole area of so-called irrational, unmeasurable, dynamic 
processes in human life, such as emotion, expression, morality, and life itself, 
would then be inaccessible to scientific research. To tackle those problems, one 
simply has to start somewhere, with the most basic ideas and concepts of common 
language – well aware that this common language will not suffice, as it is mislead-
ing and full of prejudices. Therefore, Langer demands, it has to be replaced by new, 
somehow unspoiled concepts.

Langer is of course not the only one to have claimed that there was need for 
such a change of interest and procedure in philosophy. She is and knows herself in 
good company with e.g. Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, Sigmund Freud, 
Albert Einstein or Ernst Cassirer. They, among many others one might want to 
mention, have clearly understood that rationality is not the only and perhaps not 
the best tool and characteristic of science – and it is to a large extent because of that 
tradition, that the idea of the Body and Embodiment has come to play the impor-
tant role it does today. The philosophy of Susanne Langer has to be seen in that 
context in order to recognise the creative dimension of her work. Let us therefore 
first have a closer look at her biography and her main works (cf. Lachmann 2000).

1 Logic and symbolic logic

Susanne Katharina Knauth studied philosophy at Radcliffe College/Harvard, com-
pleting a B. A. in 1920 and an M. A. four years later, after having married William 
L. Langer, later professor of history, and after having given birth to two sons (Leon-
ard C. R. and Bertrand W. Langer) in 1922 and 1924. It was then that she wrote her 
first novel The Cruise of the Little Dipper and other Fairy Tales in 1923. At univer-
sity, most of the courses she attended were held by Henry Maurice Sheffer, who 
followed the line of Josiah Royce’s symbolic logic. Josiah Royce sought to combine 
logic and mathematics in order to find a foundation for transcendental philosophy. 
His aim was not to analyse the principles of cognition, but to find the basic and 
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most general inner laws and structures of all laws and structures. Sheffer, Langer’s 
teacher, turned that aim into the question whether there are so-called ‘superpostu-
lates’ that contain and explain the inner law and structure of all other postulates.

Sheffer’s influence on Langer was complemented by that of Betrand Russell and 
Alfred North Whitehead. In their Principia Mathematica (1910–13) Russell and 
Whitehead sought to establish a system of logics as the basis of all mathematical 
principles. According to Whitehead, that involved not only a claim about mathe-
matics, but about the whole dimension of natural existence – of being – which is to 
be understood as a series of events and processes and thus as dynamic and organic.

Alfred North Whitehead came to Harvard in 1924 and soon became supervi-
sor of Langer’s Ph.D. It is therefore no surprise that she started off in the philoso-
phy of logic with a dissertation on A Logical Analysis of Meaning in 1926. The 
enormous influence of the new symbolic logic due to Charles Sanders Peirce and 
others lead Russell and Whitehead to the Principia Mathematica. This develop-
ment fascinated Langer and set the tone of all her further works. She soon added 
another study, The Practice of Philosophy, in 1930 – an introduction into logical 
thinking – which was followed by an An Introduction to Symbolic Logic in 1937. 
She was involved in the founding of the “Association for Symbolic Logic” and its 
periodical The Journal of Symbolic Logic in 1936. It is quite a shame that Langer’s 
early writings are seldom taken into account as they contain the basic principles of 
her way of thinking, that is, the strict orientation towards the concepts, structures 
and principles at work within different phenomena. No matter what subject she 
dealt with, be it psychological or artistic phenomena, be it music or poetry, animal 
life or human society, naturalistic principles or ethics and morality – she always 
searched for the inner laws and structures that characterize its form and structure. 
In this regard Susanne Langer was always a philosopher of logic.

It is important to remember this background because it is – to extend the pic-
ture a bit – the harmonic principle that guides all her following writings, the works 
for which Langer is known best. In 1942 she published her book Philosophy in a 
New Key: A Study in the Symbolism of Reason, Rite and Art. In many respects that 
book marked a big change in her life. Until 1942 she had been a tutor at Radcliffe 
College, a very low and unchallenging position. But in 1942, when her marriage 
with William Langer ended, she decided to leave Harvard. Unfortunately, she was 
forced to take up a kind of nomadic life, due to the difficulty that she could not get 
tenure track until 1954, having to teach at different universities until then.

During this time Langer came into closer contact with the theories of Sig-
mund Freud and Ernst Cassirer, or, to be more correct, she related her own work 
to their ways of thinking. Being of German origin herself, she soon met Cassirer 
when he came to the USA in 1941. She had already known his works before and 
had been influenced by his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. To help him get ac-
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quainted and settled in exile, she translated his book Language and Myth into Eng-
lish, which unfortunately was not published until the year after his death.

The interest Cassirer and Langer shared is twofold: first, to expand philosophy 
beyond the borders of pure reason into the broad field of culture and, second, to 
look for the basic principle of all cultural expression. Their approach posed a dif-
ficult task, the combination of a phenomenological approach with transcendental 
philosophy, not by adding one to the other, but by intertwining them. Cassirer 
took the act of symbolization as the fundamental principle of culture since it cov-
ers both the transcendental structure orchestrating cultural life as well as its indis-
pensable gestalt character. The act of symbolization is a mental and intellectual act, 
but it only comes into existence in a certain gestalt.

Langer clearly follows that line of thought for she agrees that the concept of 
symbolization contains the key to all human existence. In everyday life, we use 
signs and symbols to talk about things. We don’t just use them to point to or refer 
to things directly, but also to imagine them, to simply have them in mind: “They 
serve, rather, to let us develop a characteristic attitude toward objects in absentia, 
which is called ‘thinking of ’ or ‘referring to’ what is not here. ‘Signs’ used in this 
capacity are not symptoms of things, but symbols” (Langer 1942, 31). In order to 
sharpen that notion, Langer draws a distinction between discursive and presenta-
tional symbols, one of the central thoughts of her work:

Language in the strict sense is essentially discursive; it has permanent units of 
meaning which are combinable into larger units; it has fixed equivalences that 
make definition and translation possible; its connotations are general, so that it 
requires non-verbal acts, like pointing, looking, or emphatic voice-inflections, to 
assign specific denotations to its terms. In all these salient characters it differs 
from wordless symbolism, which is non-discursive and untranslatable, does not 
allow of definitions within its own system, and cannot directly convey generali-
ties. The meanings given through language are successively understood, and gath-
ered into a whole by the process called discourse; the meanings of all other sym-
bolic elements that compose a larger, articulate symbol are understood only 
through the meaning of the whole, through their relations within the total struc-
ture. Their very functioning as symbols depends on the fact that they are involved 
in a simultaneous, integral presentation. This kind of semantic may be called pres-
entational symbolism, to characterize its essential distinction from discursive 
symbolism, or language proper (Langer 1942, 96f.).

As the discursive principle is essential for language, only those thoughts can be 
expressed that fit into it; thoughts that don’t will never be expressed in language 
(cf. Langer, 1942, 81f.). But, on the other hand, human reason is “rather intelli-
gent”; it will always find ways and means to express itself. So the real challenge for 
logic is to grasp that so far unknown dimension of “genuine semantic beyond the 
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limits of discursive language” (Langer 1942, 86), a path which leads for example to 
religion and arts.

Even if Cassirer’s philosophy of symbolic forms works with different concepts 
and differentiations, it is obvious how closely related Langer’s thought is to Cas-
sirer’s. But there is one big difference, and that is Langer’s naturalistic standpoint. 
To her it is very clear that the human mind is a natural, biological factor. It is part 
of human nature and thus part of all nature (cf. Langer, 1942, 31f.) subject to the 
process of evolution. In this respect, Langer understands man as animal but other 
than Cassirer’s “animal symbolicum” Langer’s notion of “animal” does not mean 
“living being” but “beast” (cf. Langer, 1942, 40). The human mind is simply taken 
as an organism, not as a metaphysical, supernatural essence, soul or “mind-stuff ” 
(ibid.). But if man as well as animal is part of nature, how then do they differ? That 
there is a difference is obvious as Langer strictly rejects all concepts that equate the 
human and animal mind and behaviour. The big gap between animals and hu-
mans is due to their “difference in fundamental needs” (Langer 1942, 39), namely 
the urgent “need of symbolization” (Langer 1942, 41). If one would only take the 
concept of symbolization, Langer and Cassirer go hand in hand: Symbolizing is a 
fundamental, never ending process. It is neither the most important nor the only 
way for reason to express itself, but it is essential for reason in the sense that it is 
lying ahead of it (cf. Langer, 1942, 41f.). It is pre-conceptual, but not pre-rational, 
as “rationality is the essence of mind, and symbolic transformation its elementary 
process” (Langer 1942, 99). But despite her agreement with Cassirer one big differ-
ence remains: Whereas Cassirer takes cultural life as his overall perspective, Lang-
er puts the accent on natural life.

But before we get a closer view on her naturalistic access, we have to spend 
some more time on the problem of expressing the unspeakable – which leads us to 
Langer’s notion of art and feeling, which we find expressed in her famous works 
Feeling and Form. A Theory of Art Developed from Philosophy in a New Key from 
1953 and Problems of Art in 1957.

2 Feeling and philosophy of art

Following Langer, there is one specific way of symbolizing that is typical for the 
expression of the unspeakable: music. Her special interest in music is not only 
philosophical but has biographical roots. Her father, a lawyer and banker, was a 
passionate musician and obviously passed this on to his daughter who played the 
violoncello herself and studied music as well, although she never performed pro-
fessionally. In addition to having been raised in an artistic and intellectual family, 
she had a deep affiliation to all sorts of arts, with music as the outstanding one. The 
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reason why she considered art the primary factor of all human culture is nonethe-
less a philosophical one, namely the importance of “feeling.”

I am using the word ‘feeling’ not in the arbitrarily limited sense of pleasure or 
displeasure to which psychologists have often restricted it, but on the contrary in 
its widest possible sense, i.e., to designate anything that may be felt. In this sense it 
includes both sensation and emotion – the felt responses of our sense organs to 
the environment, of our proprioceptive mechanisms to internal changes, and of 
the organism as a whole to its situation as a whole, the so-called ‘emotive feelings’ 
(Langer 1962, 8).

The importance of feeling is that all the different ways of feeling have “characteris-
tic forms; and a closer study of their forms shows a striking resemblance between 
them” (ibid.) – so that a closer study would reveal their common principle, their 
basic form. That is how Cassirer might have finished the sentence, and to those 
who know his writings well even the literary style would be familiar. And it is in-
deed close to Cassirer as Langer regards feeling as an activity, not as a product. 
Over and over she insists that “feeling” is a verb, respectively, a verbal noun (cf. 
Langer, 1967, 20), having the same dynamic structure as Cassirer’s act of symbol-
izing. But Langer finishes the sentence completely differently: The common prin-
ciple is already found in symbolizing and that is orchestrated by feeling. So she 
says: The closer study of the different ways of feeling show a striking resemblance 
between them and “the forms of growth, motion, development, and decline famil-
iar to the biologist, the typical forms of vital process” (Langer 1962, 8). It is again 
the naturalistic standpoint that takes the lead in the argument. Langer’s hypothesis 
therefore is “that sentience is a phase of vital process itself, a strictly intraorganic 
phase, i.e., an appearance which is presented only within the organism in which 
the activity occurs” (Langer 1962, 9).

Philosophy in a New Key and Feeling and Form are often regarded as Langer’s 
most important books and it is indeed undeniable that they stand in the centre of 
her philosophy. But one would not do justice to Langer’s work as a whole by saying 
“let us tarry here.” In the introduction to the first volume of Mind, Langer clearly 
names Peirce, Freud and Cassirer as those thinkers, who led her “to the concept of 
art as the symbolic expression of an artists knowledge of feeling.” But, she goes on, 
“one fundamental question was not answered” – and here she means in her own 
work Feeling and Form – and that question is: “Why must artistic form, to be ex-
pressive of feeling, always be so-called ‘living form’?” (Langer 1967, XV). That it 
must be, had been stated but the reason why was not so far. So even if Langer’s 
theory of art could and can stand alone, it represents more a strategic centre of her 
whole philosophy rather than its single or main claim. In the line of her works, 
Philosophy in a New Key and Feeling and Form mark indeed a crucial point, where 
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her logical assumptions for the first time reveal their power to explain the princi-
ples of human life, or to be more exact, the one basic principle of human life. Here 
we must reach beyond the matter of art; we are referred to the even more funda-
mental question of “living form.”

But before we finally pass on to the three volumes of Mind, I would like to take 
a shortcut. Langer started to work on the big question of the natural basis of feeling 
and thus of mind around 1954. It was then that she got a permanent position at 
Connecticut College in New London, and was finally rewarded all her efforts when 
in 1956 she obtained a research grant from the Edgar Kaufman Charitable Trust in 
Pittsburgh that lasted almost for the rest of her life, allowing her to fully concen-
trate on her last big work. In 1962 she became emeritus professor and obviously 
took that as an opportunity to give a kind of abstract of her work to people outside 
of academic philosophy. The book is called Philosophical Sketches and it may be 
seen as a kind of stopover as it contains already most of the important concepts and 
the red line of the argument, without going into the detailed analysis of Mind.

The greatest advantage, however, to be gained from the conception of feeling as a 
phase of living process itself, […] is that it contains implicitly the solution of the 
moot problem of ‘consciousness’ and ‘the unconscious’. There are conscious acts, 
which may be widely or narrowly defined according to the context in which the 
word is used; and there is such a thing as consciousness, the general mode or de-
gree of feeling which marks a creature’s mental activities as a whole at a given time, 
and which may vary under conditions that affect all acts in psychical phase to-
gether […]. But there is no ‘realm’ or ‘system’ of consciousness, which contains 
‘ideas’ in the sense of Locke and his successors, no ‘contents of consciousness’ or 
things ‘given to consciousness’ (Langer 1962, 13f.).

And, on the other side, there is for the very same reason no further need for the 
problematic, indistinct notion of the “unconscious.” It is absolutely clear that the 
process of feeling passes through many stages that are not felt. Physical processes 
go on “below the limen of feeling” but still “interact with others which have strong 
and specialized psychical character, and their influence is reflected in those con-
scious processes” (Langer 1962, 15).

Thus, by taking feeling as a phase of the living process itself, one is, according 
to Langer, able to avoid two problematic assumptions: (1) that feeling must be 
some “separate sort of entity, ontologically distinct from physical entities and 
therefore belonging to a different order or constituting a different ‘realm’” (Langer 
1962, 8). To her, it is exactly that misconception that leads to the “embarrassing 
issue of brain versus mind” (Langer 1962, 2). So if we dismiss that metaphysical 
assumption, then we finally will be able to deal with the second problem, that is, 
(2) that mental phenomena are most often regarded as basically barred from sci-
entific analysis. On the contrary, if and only if the philosophically, that is, logically 
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acquired insight into the basic principles of life (in our case these are the two no-
tions of symbolizing and feeling) are combined with the insights and methods of 
the natural sciences, will we reach a deeper understanding of life. In this sense, 
Langer concludes: “The most alluring, wide-open fields for such new logical work 
at present are the natural sciences” (Langer 1962, 176). It is exactly that claim that 
will now take us into Langer’s last and most elaborate work Mind: An Essay on Hu-
man Feeling.

3 Theory of mind

The first eye-catching aspect is the word “essay,” simply because three volumes 
with a total of 1044 pages are not exactly what most people would call an “essay.” 
Furthermore, its literary quality does not follow what we usually call “essayistic 
style” – whereas her earlier texts are rather easy and handsome to read, one really 
needs some presence of mind to read Mind. So, what is it all about? As my aim is 
to give an introduction to Langer’s philosophy, it is not so much the exact exposi-
tion of the material that interests us, but the new focus Langer is taking in her final 
work. We will therefore concentrate on the two main concepts of her work, name-
ly the concept of feeling and that of acts, which we find in the first of the three 
volumes of Mind. As the second and the third volume are mainly dealing with the 
exemplification of the evolutionary process leading from the organic sphere to hu-
man beings and are thus working with the concepts presented before, discussion 
of these topics will be restricted to a minimum.

3.1 The concept of feeling

The most striking feature of Langer’s book is perhaps the title itself: Mind: An Essay 
on Human Feeling. It might be less surprising if the book were called “Mind: An 
Essay on Human Consciousness,” or “on Subjectivity,” or even – considering Lang-
er’s naturalistic approach – “on the Human Brain.” It might also be the other way 
round, such as “Feeling: An Essay on a Basic Human Phenomenon,” or even “Be-
ing Human: An Essay on Mind, Feeling and Action.” But it is certainly uncommon 
to take “feeling” as the basic theme of “mind.”

This is most obvious as soon as we take a short look at the history of the term 
itself. In romantic philosophy and its aftermath (e.g. in Hölderlin) “feeling” was 
taken as the counterpart to cognition. Herder frequently used the notions “geistige 
Empfindung” and “Erkenntnisvermögen der Seele” in order to show, in full accord-
ance with Jacobi, for example, that cognition and “Empfindung” (sensation/percep-
tion/feeling) belong together. This was of course directed against the Kantian effort 
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to differentiate the various dimensions of human abilities. Another version is to be 
found in Schleiermacher, who took “feeling” as fundamental as thinking (metaphys-
ics) and acting (morality) and finally, in his Dialectics, called it immediate self-
awareness (“unmittelbares Selbstbewußtsein”). Although Schleiermacher did not 
equate feeling with mind, he considered it to be that part of human nature that kept 
nature and mind in balance. The third conception of “feeling” that should be men-
tioned here is of course Goethe’s famous credo “Gefühl ist alles,” the words he put 
into Faust’s mouth to indicate the overwhelming and extensive power of feeling.

Langer’s philosophy, as I would like to suggest, is somehow related to all three 
conceptions, although she herself referred to Herder and Goethe only in short 
notes and – as far as I know – never mentioned Schleiermacher at all. With Herd-
er she shares the accent on the relation between feeling and mind within a natural-
istic approach, with Schleiermacher the attempt to balance reason and nature, and 
with Goethe she shares not only his insight into the existential character of feeling 
but also his naturalistic and holistic outlook. There are of course big differences as 
well, but nevertheless Langer’s position could stand in line with those just men-
tioned. In presentday debates she might, to mention just one example, be read in 
connection with the neuroscientific studies of Damasio or other neuropsychologi-
cal works. Considering such possible connections, it is rather surprising that the 
article on ‘feeling’ in a standard philosophical lexicon such as the Historisches 
Wörterbuch der Philosophie does not mention Langer at all.

Langer introduces the task of her “essay” by a reflection on the general prob-
lems and principles of a theory of mind that seeks to go beyond the traditional 
dichotomy of mind as a distinct metaphysical entity opposed to the physical world 
as its opposite. In order to overcome that dichotomy, a theory is needed to be lo-
cated between these extremes.

“Instead of accepting ‘mind’ as a metaphysically ultimate reality, distinct from 
the physical reality which subsumes the brain, and asking how the two can ‘make 
liaison’, one may hope to describe ‘mind’ as a phenomenon in terms of the highest 
physiological processes, especially those which have psychical phases. That is the 
purpose of this book” (Langer 1967, 29).

That task leads Langer to her concept of “feeling.” Feeling, still taken as a verb or 
verbal noun, is considered to give access to the most elementary biological phenom-
ena as well as to the highest forms of reflective mind – without having to start on 
either the physical or mental side but with enough potential to expand in both direc-
tions. Feeling is certainly taken as a mark of mentality, but the leading question has 
to be how it is linked to physical events. So there has to be a difference in any case 
between what is felt as an impact on one side and the action of feeling on the other, 
always taking into account the intertwinement of the living creature and its environ-
ment. In that sense, feeling involves a similar dichotomy of aspects like the ‘subjec-
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tive’ and ‘objective’ in the different senses of either autogenetic action or impact 
(from outside) as denoting different functional properties (cf. Langer, 1967, 31). 
“Feeling is the constant, systematic, but private display of what is going on in our 
own system, the index of much that goes on below the limen of sentience, and ul-
timately of the whole organic process, or life, that feeds and uses the sensory and 
cerebral system” (Langer 1967, 58).

But in order to use the explicative power of the concept of feeling, we, according 
to Langer, need a kind of model, and it is here that Langer draws our attention to art: 
“Feeling is like the dynamic and rhythmic structures created by artists; artistic form 
is always the form of felt life” (Langer 1967, 64). Whereas the main concern of her 
earlier study Feeling and Form was to explain the principles of creation and expres-
sion as they appear in the different spectrums and techniques of art, the focus is now 
somewhat different. It is much more directed to general philosophical problems 
such as the notions of projection, perception, imagination and the whole dimension 
of the morphology of feeling. Langer clearly rejects the ideas a) that every expres-
sion serves as an emotion, b) that feeling is identical or indistinguishable from the 
events or ideas that evoke it, and c) that due to expressivity, discerning beauty is a 
matter of interpretation. To avoid these false suppositions, she understands art as 
the dialectic of “the objectification of feeling and the subjectification of nature” 
(Langer 1967, 87). Art is a constructed symbol, evolving out of an act of imagination 
and thereby exhibiting the morphology of feeling (cf. Langer, 1967, 100).

But the problem would not get the attention it deserved if we took that dialec-
tic as a principle of art only. On the contrary, the reflections on art are nothing but 
prolegomena to a theory of mind, as art even in its highest complexity is still “in-
comparably simpler than life” (Langer 1967, 241). The main focus on the dialectic 
of objectifying feeling and subjectifying nature lies therefore in its character as 
“symbolic projection” as “the process of human experience” (ibid.). It is the vitality 
of life itself that is experienced, transformed and expressed in art through the 
process of the forming of imagination, being fed by perception. So “the prime 
function of art is to make the felt tensions of life, from the diffused somatic tonus 
of vital sense to the highest intensities of mental and emotional experience, ‘stand 
still to be looked at’” (Langer 1967, 115). Thereby it is important to note that the 
basic elements of art, such as intuition, are not the property of artists but serve a 
general intellectual function (cf. Langer, 1967, 128). It is the perception of rela-
tions, forms, and meanings and thus available to all human beings: “We need not 
undertake such acts deliberately: symbolic projection and interpretation are spon-
taneous responses which we may become aware of and cultivate” (Langer 1967, 
130). Art therefore is of threefold importance to Langer’s theory of mind. Firstly, it 
serves as an explicatory model for the different ways of expressing feeling in vary-
ing forms; secondly, it is a cultivated and educated way of dealing with different 
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basic concepts such as perception, imagination, individuation and involvement; 
thirdly, it not only contains the basic intellectual functions of all human beings, it 
embodies them in a certain gestalt and so makes them understandable. Art there-
fore is not only a highly respectable and amiable element of human life but pro-
vides a key to its basic forms:

[I]f feeling is a culmination of vital process, any articulated image of it must have 
the semblance of that vital process rising from deep, general organic activities to 
intense and concerted acts, such as we perceive directly in their psychical phases 
as impacts or felt actions. Every artistic form reflects the dynamism that is con-
stantly building up the life of feeling. It is the same dynamism that records itself in 
organic forms; growth is its most characteristic process, and is the source of al-
most all familiar living shape (Langer 1967, 199).

3.2 Living form

But even if art may serve as a model of life, it is not the principle of life itself. We 
find a remarkable parallel between Cassirer and Langer in that both of them find 
an element in humanity which serves as its constitutive force – but they differ 
widely in the determination of that basic force. Cassirer finds it in the act of sym-
bolization and so he is more oriented to the understanding of human culture, 
which is driven by the interaction of freedom and form and which is directed to-
wards a growing self-transparency of human mind. The act of symbolization is 
inevitably tied to the cultural evolution of self-awareness and self-consciousness. 
This process is of course basic to all human culture as we find it in language, art, 
science or technology. But initially it proceeds from within magical and mythical 
life and thought, which does not yet involve understanding the self in terms of hu-
man self-responsibility. It is only through the manifold and steady interaction of 
language, art, technology and science that humans no longer experience them-
selves as directed and governed by unknown divine powers. Within the long proc-
ess of forming ever more distinct images of the Divine, human beings are finally 
able to understand themselves as responsible for their own deeds.

For man does not simply transfer his own finished personality to the god or sim-
ply lend him his own feeling and consciousness of himself: it is rather through the 
figure of his gods that man first finds this self-consciousness. Through the medi-
um of his intuition of god he succeeds in detaching himself as an active subject 
from the mere content and material product of action (Cassirer 1955, 211).

As we will see later on, Langer also deals with the question of magic, myth and 
religion, but for her these are very late phases of human life, reached only lately, in 
the youngest stages of life on earth. Before she gets to that issue, she considers its 
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basic element in a natural dimension, namely vitality itself. So whereas Cassirer 
takes “symbolic form” as the fundamental element orchestrating all human cul-
ture, Langer points to “living form,” which is mirrored in all mental acts as well as 
in all organic activities. Art shares the characteristics and formal properties of 
such acts of living form: “The fundamental dynamic pattern of rise and decline, 
crescendo and diminuendo, build-up and dissolution, is paralleled by the frame of 
our perceptual experience, and governs the world presented to us through our 
senses. Sensations, like emotions, like living bodies, like articulated forms, have 
gradients of growth and development” (Langer 1967, 214).

Similar to Cassirer, Langer also seeks to overcome the unfruitful dualism of 
body and mind, but due to her naturalistic standpoint she interprets all acts “as ele-
ments of a life.” Instead of differentiating between nature and culture she thus 
bridges them by pointing to the notion of life and its elements, which have “charac-
teristic dynamic forms,” and it is these forms, this “inescapable pattern of life” 
(Langer 1967, 219) that can be seen in art in a significant way (Langer 1967, 200). 
Some of the main formal properties that Langer distinguishes are: the principle of 
dialectical phases, the constant relation to the whole context, rhythm (Langer 1967, 
204), indefinite potentiality and complexity as the interplay of identity and diver-
sity (Langer 1967, 206), the process of growth and the intertwinement of temporal 
and spatial aspects (Langer 1967, 211). Together they “constitute the all-inclusive 
‘greatest rhythm of life’” (Langer 1967, 213). This is found in any living form, not 
only in the objectifying forms of art or other parts of human culture, but also with-
in human nature itself, that is, in experience, perception, sensation or emotion.

So far Langer has pointed to general principles of life that are found in all sorts 
of organic processes as well as in products of art. But there is one specific aspect 
that seems to be outstanding for human nature, namely individuation. According 
to Langer, most natural and cultural processes are organised in terms of tensions, 
rhythms, repetitions and their irritations. For a long time repetition goes on, un-
disturbed by single irritations. But once a semblance of individuation becomes 
paramount, there is a radical shift in the image of living form which “effects the 
humanisation of artistic import” (Langer 1967, 228). Here Langer notices a shift in 
evolution itself – although she does not want to give up the idea that man is noth-
ing but an animal. As this passage is central for all her further reflections, it is cited 
here at length:

This dialectic of separation and connection is typical of organic structure […]. Its 
image in art is the image of individuating force, unequal growth, which underlies 
all morphology and is the fundamental mechanism of evolution; hence its power 
to raise artistic expression to a level of complexity that reflects not only universal 
vital rhythms, but particularly human ones. Human mentality, however, is not set 
apart from that of other animals only by a higher emotional or sensory develop-
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ment; its unique characteristic, which makes it something different in kind from 
animal mentality, lies in the constant stream of cerebral activities which are es-
sentially subjective, having no perceptible overt phases, but terminate as images, 
ideas, thoughts, recollections, often elaborate figments, entirely within the organ-
ism in which they take rise (Langer 1967, 229).

3.3 The concept of acts

But before we actually get to “the great shift” towards mankind, Langer once more 
draws our attention to the act-concept. Like the concept of feeling, it serves as a 
basic element as it enables her to indicate the pragmatic need of differentiating 
phases; not as material parts but as “elements in the continuum of a life” (Langer 
1967, 261). The advantage of the act-concept therefore lies in its ability to indicate 
certain stages and phases within an ongoing process. Acts are dynamic movements 
that start with the building up of a tension (cf. Langer, 1967, 268), the so-called 
“impulse” (Langer 1967, 299), then they accelerate and intensify a certain pattern 
until it reaches its peak, whereby they transform themselves and then subside, ei-
ther slowly or with a sharp break, leading to another act or staying below the limen 
of activity for a while (cf. Langer, 1967, 261). As the different acts grow in, through 
and out of each other, they are always interrelated and intertwined – there is no 
point of standstill, but a processing change of situations, a “stream of advancing 
acts,” washing not only one act after the other ashore but because of constant inter-
twinement also changing the pattern of any other act (Langer 1967, 281). There 
may also be an external influence on acts, called “motivation” which then induces 
a change of the situation out of which the acts arise (Langer 1967, 283).

But the act-concept not only serves as an explanandum for the dynamics of 
different phases of life, it also allows us to point out the inherent possibilities of 
such processes. In a second step Langer therefore speaks of “potential acts, actu-
alisation (and at a later stage, realization), inhibition and finally intention, oppor-
tunity, choice and the effects of decision” (Langer 1967, 299). The important point 
is to be seen in the potentiality of acts, as they set the stage for further actualisation 
and repetition of what might seem to be useless for the moment but might become 
of importance later. Seemingly useless moments call for “tolerance” (Langer 1967, 
400), in order for them to be available later when needed.

The act-concept is clearly a formal concept which enables Langer to explain 
both very basic organic processes as well as phases of activity involving animals 
and human beings. It is no surprise that the point at which she introduces that 
concept was well-chosen. Langer then reconstructs the path towards humanity, 
although she restricts herself to such phases of evolution that take the individual 
in the sense of a fixed unit of organised human life from an ideal perspective – and 
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not as an attainable aim. Instead of speaking of the individual she therefore uses 
the notion of “individuation,” using this term as a verbal noun as opposed to its 
converse aspect, namely involvement, each of them enabling the other, as they are 
carried forward by the rhythmic process of life.

The point Langer wants to stress here is that whereas traditional evolutionary 
theories, i.e., those of Darwin and Mendel, take evolution as the agent of life, the 
act-concept clearly shows that this agency is to be found more on the side of the 
organism. The organism is of course related to its environment, which is indicated 
by the notion of involvement, but it is not a simple question of “selection” that 
decides which organisms will be fit for survival and which wont. To the contrary, 
Langer clearly shows that organisms are formed and altered by certain relations 
between situations and acts, a procedure she calls “pression” (Langer 1967, 370). 
Thus she states that “[M]otivation […], implementation and the many forms of 
pression are the influences that produce and shape the evolving system of acts 
which we see as a life, and in larger extent as the life of a stock. Evolution is prima-
rily a development of acts, and secondarily of taxons; and all the principles of evo-
lution spring from the nature of acts” (Langer 1967, 371).

All the aspects and principles of the structure of acts mentioned so far, which 
of course are by no means taken to be complete, allow Langer to reformulate cer-
tain issues within the theory of evolution that mark her concept as an alternative 
to traditional ones. In her view, evolution is “essentially an evolution of acts” – of 
acts that “grow and continue and rejuvenate” (Langer 1967, 413). Sometimes these 
acts get so intense, that they even enter a psychic phase and thus in the long run 
become sensory acts that may be felt. But even what seems like a big step forward, 
is no step across any evolutionary gap but is simply a moment of exuberant emer-
gent intensity. So even in case any of these acts would reach the level of feeling or 
consciousness, that would not indicate an entity or unit of itself but “a condition 
built out of mental acts” (Langer 1967, 438).

Finally, there is one more aspect. Evolution is not a constant, ongoing act, it is 
also the evolution of acts that “may come to an end, from which there is no rebirth 
– extinction” (Langer 1967, 413). The latter idea should be kept in mind especially 
from now on, because although Langer is clearly arguing for a strong concept of 
natural evolution, she never joins the chorus of those who identify evolution with 
progress in an uncritical sense.

3.4 The great shift and its aftermath

The two concepts of feeling and of acts are the main parts of Langer’s investigation 
in Mind. Feeling is understood as the culmination of the vital process, which is car-
ried along in the fluent dynamics of acts. So the concept of acts indicates the basic 
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structural and functional aspects of evolution above as well as below the limen of 
mentality; feeling, on the other hand, points towards mental acts. Volumes two and 
three of the “essay” are built upon this philosophical argumentation. In these vol-
umes Langer deals with the consequences of her philosophical inquiries by taking 
a closer look at the evolutionary step from animal to man and so to human society. 
On approximately 550 pages Langer covers aspects of instinct and behaviour, rep-
ertoire and reflex, temporality and spatiality, migration but also values, emotions, 
interpretations, symbolic acts and the loss of empathy, communication and col-
laboration, language and sociality, comparing the evolution of animals to that of 
mankind, finally reaching the level of mind, symbolism, and humanity. It would be 
interesting at least to give a short summary of the huge mass of material Langer has 
dealt with, but there would not be much to gain as her philosophical decisions have 
already been made. When she talks about the Great Shift, her main concern is the 
repertoire of instincts and special habits and abilities of animals and man. The shift 
takes place in a special intensification of feeling and its expression in symbolizing, 
mainly in speech. As she says halfway through volume two:

The purpose of the samples I have offered here is to show how very high the de-
velopment of instinctive life can be, how far and how variously it can expand be-
fore the pressure of felt impulse and the impact of perception becomes too great 
to let the most advanced organisms advance any further without breaking the 
framework of their mental functions (Langer 1972, 214).

It is, however, interesting to note that the evolutionary drive towards human civi-
lization is not a story of success and fulfilment, to the contrary, Langer tells a story 
of man’s increasing detachment from nature. No matter whether she is analysing 
evolutionary phases on the borderline between animal and man or whether she is 
concerned with specific human abilities like language or religion, she tends to refer 
to the evolution of natural facilities and abilities as the explanatory element for 
historical changes. In that sense she indeed takes the phenomenon of mind as “a 
tremendous novelty in animal evolution” (Langer 1972, 215), but according to the 
premise of volume one, this novelty is not reached by a big step like crossing a 
canyon but by further intensification and long-term changes of surroundings, sit-
uations and organisms in play: “The growth and elaboration of feeling in man 
which culminated in the making of mind must have been a story with many begin-
nings and long, obscure preparations; a story one cannot hope to tell in a brief 
fashion” (ibid.). This is why Langer starts in volume two to tell many different sto-
ries about the specialization of the central nervous system, the development of the 
forebrain and the cortices of the cerebral hemispheres. But still, she has to admit, 
it is not known, “where feeling begins,” even if taking the outset of feeling in be-
haviour would not help; because “where behavior begins is another moot ques-
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tion” (Langer 1972, 272). Langer again follows the long-term development of acts, 
starting with pre-symbolic and then symbolic communication, reaching another 
peak in rite and language as a result of change of interaction. Communion, she 
says, “becomes an elaborate emotional need, in which simple impulses to groom-
ing, clinging or going to sleep in each others arms are gradually replaced by sym-
bolic collective acts” (Langer 1972, 302) and finally leads to the abilities of “thought 
and remembrance, intuition, conception and reason” (Langer 1972, 316).

Like so many other philosophers, such as Cassirer, Langer thinks that lan-
guage marks the basic difference between humans and animals. But whereas Cas-
sirer would claim that the evolution of human beings involves a shift from nature 
to culture, and thus can never be completely understandable as we are always al-
ready operating out of a cultural perspective, Langer thinks that even the evolu-
tion of language is just another part of a long-term natural process. But she cer-
tainly shares his position that this “part” of the “great shift” cannot be observed 
because every so-called primitive society known to us is already on this side of 
humanity (cf. Langer 1972, 321). This does not mean that she relinquishes her 
naturalistic standpoint as society “is a creation of man’s specialized modes of feel-
ing – perception, imagination, conceptual thought and the understanding of lan-
guage” (Langer 1972, 355).

The third and final volume of Mind is dedicated to the further development of 
symbols and rites, magic and myth, morality and scientific thought. As soon as 
mankind, through the use of language, is capable of “ethos,” taken as the “funda-
mental quality of acts in human conception” (Langer 1982, 119), humans devel-
oped both the ability to perceive values as well as a sense of agency, including a 
sense of responsibility and mortality. This could not have happened in a sudden 
and unexpected experience but only in a constant process along the border of 
consciousness, sometimes lapsing into explicit judgement. In that sense the evalu-
ation of acts is a kind of intuitive perception and thus something natural for man 
to develop within the process of individuation. One might expect something so 
natural to grow to flourishing life and expect Langer to draw a picture of life striv-
ing to its highest possible fulfilments, but her picture soon becomes overshad-
owed. The progressive individuation of the human mind “out of the physical or-
ganism” (Langer 1982, 120) bears the danger of alienation and destruction. 
Although all cultural achievement is no doubt due to the cerebral overgrowth 
which opened new potentialities for the human brain, this process led at the same 
time to the ever increasing imbalance between mental individuation and the in-
tegrity of the biological continuum, which is the “rhythmically self-perpetuating 
stock” (Langer 1982, 125).

So the story that Langer tells about the rise of civilization is mainly based upon 
this devastating idea of an increasing disequilibrium between mind and nature. 
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Her reconstruction of the history of mankind points, for example, to punishment 
as the effort to limit the tendency to individuation and to keep autonomy within 
the borders of society. Similarly, she sees the purpose of various religious rites in 
keeping the mind in balance with the rest of nature and finally becoming engaged 
in the denial and/or masking of death (cf. Langer 1982, 137f.). According to Lang-
er, the understanding of death marked another milestone in the history of man-
kind because it indicates the change from a non-specific “Lebensgefühl” to self-
awareness (cf. Langer 1982, 103) and thus to a sense of its limits. Whereas naïve 
religious imagination does not see any close relation between morality and reli-
gion, this changes “once the shift is accomplished from the easily offended spirits... 
to a supreme god who ultimately judges the quick and the dead” (Langer 1982, 
117), because now the notion of individual guilt arises. “The price of our individu-
ation,” Langer therefore concludes, “is a heavy one in many ways, but heaviest, 
perhaps, in this deepened consciousness of personal continuity and, therewith, of 
cumulative responsibility” (ibid.).

Again, there is an interesting parallel between Cassirer and Langer. Both of 
them, in full accordance with major parts of the scientific community, take the 
ethical development found in religious traditions as a fundamental factor in hu-
man evolution. But Cassirer, as has been shown above, points to the constitutive 
function of the development of images of the Divine as a kind of mirror for the 
development of human self-awareness and responsibility, which reached its apex 
in the prophets of Israel. He compares the history of Israel to other religious tradi-
tions such as Buddhism or certain lines in Persian religion, but he never leaves the 
path of historical and cultural argumentation. He concentrates on the idea that 
insight into human responsibility is an insight into the growing self-liberation of 
the mind. Langer, on the other hand, also compares religious traditions, e.g., cir-
cumcision or sacrifice, from different corners of the world, but she focuses on bio-
logical or natural factors. Instead of taking the insight into moral responsibility 
and autonomy of mind as a liberating experience, she sets the accent on (sexual) 
sin, death and mortality and it is the Jewish tradition, in which the “contemplation 
of sin and the cultivation of guilt feeling” has “gone furthest” as it “makes death 
more terrible than bodily disintegration, for it spells a death of the soul” (Langer 
1982, 146f.). So although Langer shares Cassirer’s view on the rise of civilization as 
a process of the mind’s self-liberation, she tends to qualify this in a rather negative 
way. In her view, history shows that the evolving mind “requires limitations of op-
portunity” (Langer 1982, 194). In a balanced natural state that would be unneces-
sary as any biological function contains its own antagonist. But “in a multi-millen-
nial isolation” where only logical awareness is left, this is no longer given (ibid.).

And in the end – where does this all lead? Will there be a new morality for a 
new age, in a new world? Langer keeps the outcome open – as open as the ambi-
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ence she considers herself to live in. Apart from some rather short and uncon-
nected reflections on the nature of mathematics and science, she does not offer any 
explicit explanation, although she originally had planned to do so. The whole study 
had been intended to “culminate […] in a well-constructed epistemological and 
possibly even metaphysical theory” (Langer 1982, 201). But unfortunately Langer 
was not able to finish her work. She developed diabetes and became blind. She 
hardly managed to add the last chapter before she died in 1985 and her final con-
clusion is somehow uneasy. It is clear that evolution has carried mankind to unex-
pected heights of specialization. But whether that will help mankind to develop 
even further is unclear, as humans have lost the trail of nature. For Langer the 
principles of nature are too existential, too basic, to be given away as man has al-
ready done. Let me therefore conclude with Langer’s own final words: “It will sure-
ly take long and different ages to retrieve the moral and mental balance mankind 
itself has blasted in the last three or four centuries […], and there is no way of 
guessing whether or how we shall retrieve it, because that newest of natural phe-
nomena – Mind – still faces the mystery of all things young, the secret of vital 
potentiality” (Langer 1982, 219).
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Is content embodied form?

Sven-Eric Liedman

The hylomorphic tradition, within which the concepts of body and embodiment 
were first perceived, goes back to the problem of the relation between matter and 
form. From early Greek philosophy up to German idealism, the problem has been 
articulated in rather abstract terms, whereas the tradition from Kant to Cassirer, 
which I shall follow in this paper, has given it a more idealist interpretation – with 
the remarkable exception of the Hegelian Karl Marx. However, Ernst Cassirer’s 
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms can be seen as a turning point in the traditional and 
later idealist interpretation of form and content, body and embodiment, thereby 
offering an interesting way out of the barren landscape of postmodernism. In the 
following, I will try to highlight some important strands of thought that placed the 
origins of the concept of body and embodiment in the overall problem of the rela-
tion of matter and form in order to show some of the transitions from a hylomor-
phic to an idealist and from an idealist to a symbolic interpretation of form.

1 Traditional interpretations of matter and form

In early Greek philosophy, the fundamental problem was how to combine change 
and stability. Our senses bear witness to a world in flux, and nevertheless in this 
endless alteration we can identify even the most ephemeral objects as if they had 
some inherent constancy in them. Every moment a cloud has a new shape and a 
butterfly will be dead next day. Still, also in its new shape the cloud remains a 
cloud, and the members of the next generation of butterflies are called butterflies.

Some philosophers have claimed that change was only illusory and reality 
eternally the same, whereas others saw change as fundamental and our naming of 
objects only as a heroic but fruitless effort to find something stable in a world of 
instability. In addition some philosophers tried to find out how to combine flux 
and constancy.
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Plato was a prominent representative of this position. According to him, the 
world that we experience through our senses is only chaotic, but by our thinking we 
can discern something in it that gives evidence of a world of eternal objects. Plato 
calls such an object an idea or an eidos. Idea and eidos are synonyms and close to 
the verb eidō, I see. In everyday language they meant “figure,” “shape” or even “sort,” 
in as far as they had their primary meaning in a world of senses, most of all of sight. 
However, already as “sort” or “kind” they transgress a purely sensible world and 
point to something typical and hence recurrent in this world. In his early dialogues, 
Plato applied them in a meaning not far from this, trying to find some kind of 
definition of different ethical concepts. In the dialogue Eutyphron, e.g., Socrates 
asks for what is typical of deeds we call pious or impious; in other dialogues, the 
concept of duty is prominent (Eutyphron 5d-6e, Plato 1914, 18–22).

Later on in Plato’s philosophy, idea or eidos gets a much wider meaning, being 
not only a definition but denoting a world of its own, eternal and without change 
and accessible to man only by philosophical knowledge.

Aristotle, Plato’s disciple for decades, distances himself from this metaphysical 
conception. Aristotle argues that by observation man can come to grips with what 
is recurrent and in this respect stable in the world of senses where at first sight 
nothing remains the same. Here, he talks mostly about eidos, reserving the word 
idea for his critique of Plato and the latter’s notion of a transcendent world. Aris-
totle also introduced another word, morfē, that just as eidos and idea has the origi-
nal meaning of an outer shape or contour. According to some scholars, it main-
tains something of this character in Aristotle’s philosophy, denoting first of all 
traits that are really significant in what is visible or otherwise sensible (see Ross 
1960, 76). If so, a modern term like “morphology,” coined in the 19th century, 
comes close to the intention of Aristotle.

Anyhow, in both idea, eidos and morfē there is a tension between the outer 
shape that is empirically accessible and something lasting and essential or what in 
the history of philosophy often is called the inner form. The concept of form seems 
to incorporate an inescapable tension between exteriority and interiority. This ten-
sion can be followed all the way from Plato up to present time.

In Plato’s thinking, there is no real complementary concept relating to form, 
the chaotic world open to the senses being the opposite of the world of forms. 
Only when speaking of physical objects, as in the dialogue Timaeus, he sometimes 
uses the concept chora by which he means that which makes it possible for a thing 
“to exist in some spot” and to occupy “some place.” Sometimes, this chōra has been 
called “Platonic matter” (Timaeus 52b, Plato 1929, 123).1

1. About “Platonic matter,” see Bury’s “Introduction” (Plato 1929, 10).
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However, the real concept of matter can only be found in Aristotle’s philoso-
phy, and its role is much broader and more substantial than even Plato’s chorā. 
Aristotle talks about hylē, which in his day was an everyday word for wood or 
timber. By hylē Aristotle meant the starting-point for every process. The acorn is 
the hylē of the oak-tree, the oak-tree of the timber, the timber of the table. Also in 
thinking there is a hylē out of which a thought is forged, and in a mathematical 
operation the result is the eidos of the hylē of mathematical reasoning. Everything 
is changing, with the sole exception of God, who is pure form.

Aristotelian hylē was translated into Latin as “materia.” This is originally an-
other metaphor, having its literal meaning not in handicraft but in the supposedly 
passive role of the mother (mater) in conception. This mode of thinking is not al-
ien to Aristotle, who saw a close structural affinity between biological processes 
and craftsmanship. This closeness remained up to the 19th century when new con-
ceptions both of biology and of technology alienated them from each other.

However, in another respect, the meaning of both hyle and matter changed 
drastically much earlier. Already in Stoicism, the most widespread philosophical 
school in Late Antiquity, matter tended to be what it still is in everyday language, 
namely something relatively stable and not, as in Aristotle, highly volatile.

It was not until the 9th century that Aristotle’s philosophy came to the fore-
front again when the Islamic philosophy up to the 13th century discovered his 
writings as an authority and major philosophical source to deal with the problems 
of matter and form, body and embodiment. Several of Aristotle’s writings were 
translated into Arabic, most of them via Syrian, fewer directly from Greek. Some 
other writings were falsely attributed to Aristotle, who in fact was seen as closer to 
Plato and Neo-Platonist idealism than he in fact was. It is typical that one of the 
most prominent Islamic philosophers, Ibn Sinā or, in Latin translation, Avicenna, 
wrote an extensive commentary and elaboration of Aristotle’s philosophical chef-
d’œuvre, Metaphysics, where his interpretation comes close to a Platonic under-
standing of many substantial Aristotelian concepts.

Aristotle became a leading – often the leading – philosopher in European 
scholasticism in the 12th and 13th centuries. Many of his writings were translated 
from Arabic, and Islamic philosophers left their imprint on the dominant Chris-
tian interpretation. As Platonism had remained a dominant current in Western 
Christianity all the way back to Saint Augustin, however, Aristotle was seen to 
stand in opposition to Plato in a way that he never had been in the Islamic world. 
This was especially the case regarding the conception of the relation between body 
and soul, so central to Christian faith. Whereas the Platonists saw the soul as an 
immortal part of man, those who were closer to Aristotle stressed body and soul 
as a unity, and according to them the resurrection at the Last Judgement would 
mean a reconstitution of this unity.
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The word “matter” had many other meanings, some much more mundane 
than the loftier philosophical ones. It was used in the handicrafts, including the 
most speculative of them, alchemy. Alchemical, metallurgical, Aristotelian and 
Platonist theories of material processes formed an extremely complex background 
to what is sometimes called the Scientific Revolution that culminated in the 16th 
and 17th centuries. By the time of Galileo and Descartes, however, matter is as-
cribed still another character, being most of all an object of exact calculation. If 
stoicism – again a strong movement in this period – saw matter as something sta-
ble, Galileo went a step further and saw it as inertia. Descartes attributed only one 
quality, namely extension, to matter, and with Newton’s Principia the calculus 
reached its first peak. Here, mass and acceleration became the only attributes to 
reckon with.

However, this did not put an end to the wild variety of different theories of 
matter. The material base of organic life, e.g., was discussed with a new fervour, 
engaging both those who saw the organism as a complicated machine and those 
who tried to find some unique kind of vital force in living matter.

Just as important for the problem of form and matter was the relatively new 
way of seeing human knowledge as a problem in itself, worth its own theory. Even 
here, Descartes was the most important innovator. To a modern reader, a classical 
treatise as Aristotle’s On the soul seems to mix psychology and epistemology in a 
bewildering way. But this impression is only due to our habit of seeing the validity 
of human knowledge as independent of the human psyche. In the new discipline 
of epistemology, “matter” could get still another meaning, as we will soon see.

It is remarkable that in this wide variety of theories the link between matter 
and form, so stable from Aristotle onwards, tends to loosen. In connection with 
the different theories of matter, form is often mentioned only in passing or not at 
all. Matter itself tends to be seen as so complicated that it must have an enormous 
variety of forms; and hence the concept itself tends to be useless.

On the other hand, in the 18th century form gets two other companions be-
sides matter, namely function and content. Function, whose modern meaning was 
coined by Leibniz, will not be dealt with here. Content, on the contrary, is at the 
core of my paper. Of course, content (and its synonyms) has been a word in every-
day language since time immemorial; the content of a nut inside its shell or of an 
amphora are central to human experience long before philosophical reflection. 
Such reflection, however, involving the word “content,” does not start before the 
18th century. The new discipline of aesthetics is its first home. A work of art has a 
form but also a content. In the case of a novel it is rather easy to say what is meant 
by its content: it is a competent description of what it is about. The content of a 
symphony is much more elusive, if not impossible to decide. However, everybody 
would say that a symphony has a form. But again, form has a dual meaning, being 
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both the shape or the external gestalt of something and its inner, organising form 
or principle. In fact, this inner form often seems to fuse with content.

In German idealism, especially in the philosophy of Hegel, this problem in the 
whole of its extent is treated in a most fascinating way.

2 Kant, matter and form

In Kant’s first important and influential work, Allgemeine Naturgeschichte und 
Theorie des Himmels (Theory of the Heavens) from 1755, matter is conceived in a 
way that comes close to Newton’s theories. However, a remnant of old Aristoteli-
anism is unmistakable in the notion of a prima materia or, in German, Urmaterie. 
This conception of a prime or first matter is not central to Aristotle and gets men-
tioned only in passing in his writings, whereas in medieval scholasticism and later 
it is extremely important as it paves the way for a Christian interpretation of Crea-
tion. It still has this role in Kant’s early philosophy, although in a deistic fashion. 
Prime matter has an immediate connection to the Divinity, he says, and its proper-
ties and forces are fundamental to all changes in the universe. These changes are 
on the other hand strictly mechanical (Kant 1968, I, 326ff.). It is typical that the 
concept of form here is of no importance whatsoever.

In Kant’s later, critical philosophy, such conceptions of God and creation are 
outside the realm of reason. The sole human knowledge that is unrestricted is about 
knowledge itself. Hence, we can never say anything about matter in itself, only that 
there is something that affects our senses in a way that makes it a raw material of 
our intuition. Succinctly he defines matter and form in the following way: “That in 
the appearance which corresponds to sensation I term its matter, but that which so 
determines the manifold of appearance that it allows of being ordered in certain 
relations, I term the form of appearance” (Kant 1929, 65; Kant 1968, III, 69). That 
means that the matter and the form of appearance are of radically different origin. 
In an epistemological context, matter is totally free from any form; it is only the X 
that can be determined, and the forms of space and time are its determinations. 
Space and time, being the forms of pure intuition, are on the other hand free of any 
kind of matter or, as we would prefer to say, of content. Their union is a work of our 
intuition, but in epistemological analysis they must be kept apart.

To my understanding, however, this unity of form and matter is the starting 
point of its own activity. Understanding has also its pure forms, called the catego-
ries, by which what is given is determined regarding unity and manifoldness, sub-
stance and accidence, cause and effect, etc. The categories determine the form-
and-matter of the intuitively given. What is given, on the other hand, is often called 
the content of understanding, although there is no definition saying that this is its 
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proper designation. Nevertheless, it is interesting that Kant uses form, matter and 
content in close connection to each other. The concept form returns at two differ-
ent levels, at first as the forms of intuition and then as the forms of understanding. 
At the first level, it constitutes a couple with matter, at the second, as it seems, with 
content. Both matter and content have an origin totally different from form.

Also in Kant’s ethical theory, the concepts of form and matter are central and 
their logic is of the same kind. There is a “Materie des Willens,” a matter of the will 
(A 71, Kant 1968, VII, 154). Kant says, and this matter has to be kept apart from 
the “formale praktische Prinzip der reinen Vernunft” (the formal practical princi-
ple of pure reason). The matter or material of the will is always empirical, being 
determined by circumstances such as education, law, desire, or conscience. The 
formal principles, on the other hand, are a priori and hence given by reason itself.

Kant’s use of the word “Inhalt” (content) is, however, quite different in the 
Critique of Practical Reason from that in the Critique of Pure Reason, and the dif-
ference reminds us of a fundamental ambiguity that seems inevitable in connec-
tion with this concept. On the one hand, the opposite of a content can be some-
thing that does not denote any empirical entities (as Kant’s categories); on the 
other hand its opposite is a concept that is empty of any meaning or connotation 
(as the variables ‘a’, ‘b’, ‘c’ … used in formal logic, that may denote any object what-
soever, a number, a thing, a thought, etc.) (Whitehead & Russell 1962, 4f.). Kant 
declares in the Critique of Practical Reason that practical reason has content, 
namely freedom (A 9, Kant 1968, VII, 110). In this sense, of course, also the cate-
gories of understanding have content.

In Kant’s third critique, Kritik der Urteilskraft, neither form, nor matter or 
content has any central place, being used in a rather general, unspecified way. As 
the first part is Kant’s aesthetics, his Kritik der ästhetischen Urteilskraft, this is re-
markable as these terms soon will be dominant in this field. In the second part, 
that may be called his philosophy of biology, his concept of matter is, however, 
quite clear-cut and essential. He rejects the idea, fashionable at the end of the 18th 
century, that there is a special kind of living matter, forming the basis of the living 
organism. Kant sticks to his Newtonian conception, developed already in his Allge-
meine Naturgeschichte und Theorie des Himmels (Theory of the Heavens), that the 
essential character of matter is its inertia. Hence, living matter is a contradiction 
that cannot explain anything of the striking purposefulness of organisms (Kant 
1968, X, 345).

In this respect, Kritik der Urteilskraft seems to be far away from the ideas that 
were constitutive to philosophical Romanticism both of art and of organisms from 
Schelling onwards. Still, we know that it was highly seminal to this movement. 
Already by bringing together art and organism in his Kritik der Urteilskraft, Kant 
paved the way for the romantic ideas of art as a kind of organism and of the organ-
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ism as a work of art made by Nature herself. However, Romanticism, in many re-
spects so distant from a man of Enlightenment like Kant, got its inspiration also 
from another tradition that came closer to its organismic ideas, most of all Herder. 
Herder saw himself very much a follower of Kant but was almost brutally rejected 
by the pretended master himself in a scathing review of the first volume of Herders 
Ideen zu einer Geschichte der Menschheit.

The next generation of young philosophers and writers had no problem what-
soever in combining Herders conceptions with Kant’s both of biology and of aes-
thetics. With Herder, a nature imbued by spirit came to the fore of philosophical 
and aesthetic discussion.

3 What is embodied in what?

In fully-fledged Romanticism the relationships between form, matter and content 
can be described in terms of embodiment. In earlier periods, this was less palata-
ble. True, in Aristotle’s philosophy, form may be said to be embodied in matter, in 
the way a sculpture according to classical conceptions may be said hidden in a 
rock of marble. But in Aristotle, matter is so exclusively the starting-point of a 
development and the form its end that it seems awkward to use such terms, e.g., in 
describing the way from an acorn to an oak, from the oak to timber and from 
timber to a table or a bed. In Stoic philosophy, here only mentioned in passing, the 
relative stability of matter renders the embodiment metaphor more to the point 
but still not really productive to thought. In the so-called scientific revolution, the 
conception of matter became so abstract and so detached from form in any classi-
cal sense that it may seem useless to talk about form and matter at all.

Only with the introduction of content as an aesthetic and philosophical con-
cept, the old concepts also became revitalized. It is relatively easy to conceive a 
novel or a painting as having both form and content and also some matter or mate-
rial out of which they have been constructed. When narrowing the gap between 
art and the newborn discipline of biology – a child of the 1790s – the romantics 
introduced a new model of thought that proved extremely successful both in the 
short and long run. Still today, when we with such fervour talk about embodiment 
and perhaps also of embeddedness, we are using lines of reasoning that became 
prominent in the romantic period – and this, of course, irrespectively of our per-
sonal attitude to romanticism as a historical reality or as an ideal.

In Schelling’s early philosophy, with its typical combination or sometimes 
even unification of an organismic philosophy of nature and a more or less holistic 
philosophy of art, this conceptual scheme attained its fullest expression. The fa-
mous formula that spirit is conscious nature and nature unconscious spirit had 
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enormous success as it seemed to shed new light on many complicated problems 
that were put on the philosophical, artistic and in some respects even the scien-
tific agenda at the turn of the 18th century. The success as such was, however, 
short-lived. Even Schelling himself soon found the formula in need of further de-
velopment, and therewith he departed from his original mode of thinking. What 
remained of the original romantic conception was the habit of thinking that com-
plex unities or systems were understandable only if they could be seen as wholes 
by virtue of some unifying inner form (or idea) that kept the different parts – oth-
erwise only scattered matter – together. This model was and still is both easy to 
grasp and extremely complicated to deal with. Crucial to the problem is the double 
conception of form as something both external and internal, both manifest and 
latent, both empirically accessible and graspable only in thought.

The main alternative, in those days as still today, is reductionism, according to 
which systems as living organisms, human societies and even works of art can only 
be explained in terms of their parts and their respective causal relations to each 
other. Today, this line of thought implies that man can be understood via his genes, 
society by its individual members and their preferences, and a work of art by its 
parts. This model is often called mechanistic and contrasted to the aforementioned 
organic or organismic model.

Mechanistic and organismic ideas concern both the functioning of a system 
and its development. Already in 18th century-theory of organic life, the first mod-
el was called preformationist, the second epigenetic. Preformation meant that the 
mature organism developed out of a germ that already contained some kind of a 
miniature of which it was itself only a blown-up copy. Epigenesis referred to the 
idea that emerging characteristics started in some relatively unstructured matter 
and that organic development consisted in a kind of both self-creating and self-
regulating process. The epigenetical theory could also be adapted to inorganic 
processes, or indeed anything having to do with the development of complex sys-
tems, as the creation of art, the process of human Bildung, or the history of a na-
tion. Whereas the preformation theory today may be seen as a crude form of 
mechanistic thinking, epigenesis seems much closer to ideas still in fashion in the 
realm of analysis relating to so-called self-organising systems. The interpretation 
of such systems may, however, be of different kinds.

4 Forms can be both constitutive and superficial

In many respects, Hegel’s philosophy is an example of a web of organismic concep-
tions. It also involves a modification and a complication of the organismic model.
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Here our focus will be on Hegel’s use of the concepts form, matter and content. 
All three, and especially form and content, are used everywhere in his work. They 
are decisive to his way of understanding development and progress. They are also 
important in his polemics against other philosophers. Against Kant, he claims that 
form and matter can never be separated in the way that Kant does in his epistemol-
ogy. There are no pure forms of intuition or understanding, and matter without 
any form is inconceivable. Already the conception of a theory of knowledge is 
sharply rebutted by Hegel, who maintains that there can be no knowledge that in 
some way precedes or explains the nature of knowledge itself. Likewise, he dis-
tances himself from Schelling’s early philosophy, arguing that the supposed unity 
of spirit and nature is mere “formalism,” a word by which he means superficiality 
and emptiness (Hegel 1977, 8).

By “form,” Hegel evidently refers to the outer shape of an object and not to 
anything essential. But sometimes in his abundant use of it, he comes close to form 
as an inner, guiding or organising principle.

It is only in his Wissenschaft der Logik (Science of Logic) that he gives a coher-
ent presentation of his uses of the concept of form. Here, he carefully relates form, 
matter and content to each other. It is in the part of the book where he treats The 
Essence and in a chapter about (the logical) Ground. Here, “form” is related to in 
turn essence, matter, and content. Let us try to follow his way of reasoning:

When we talk about the essence of an object, we have an idea that the essence 
makes the object different from all other kinds of objects. The essence of a dog is 
different from that of a cat. Hegel concludes: “Essence has a form and determina-
tions of the form” (Hegel 1969, 448). Of course, “form” is not something external, 
but on the contrary, it is a formative principle not far Aristotle’s eidos.

But in the next step, Hegel deviates from the Aristotelian path. If we contem-
plate form and essence together and take into account the determinateness of form 
that we just have established, essence undergoes a remarkable change. It is no 
longer something definite as it was in contrast to the purely phenomenal or appar-
ent. On the contrary, it is now totally without any distinct properties. This is typi-
cal of the classical conception of matter.

Thus, the result of this purely philosophical operation is close to what Aristotle 
meant by matter. Although Hegel maintains that thinking and external reality can-
not be fundamentally separated, this is an example of a process that has no direct 
counterpart outside human thought. The steps that characterize his logic do not 
correspond to any real processes. In another part of Science of Logic, he states that 
there are lines of thought that have no counterpart elsewhere (Hegel 1969, 126ff.). 
In a beautiful metaphor, inspired by the classical narrative of Hades from Homer 
and Virgil, already in the Introduction he claims that the “system of logic is a realm 
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of shadows, the world of simple essentialities freed from all sensuous concrete-
ness” (Hegel 1969, 58).

Concerning matter, by coming so close to Aristotle’s conception Hegel dis-
tances himself from 18th century materialism where matter is something both 
concrete and solid. Matter is abstract, he says. In cannot be seen or touched since 
that would presuppose that it is already determined matter. As soon as it is deter-
mined, it has a form. Form is active, matter passive (Hegel 1969, 88ff.).

From this Aristotelian position, Hegel takes a step further and introduces the 
concept of content, unknown to classical philosophy. The unity of form and matter 
is content, he says. But this is only the first thought that soon gives place to another 
one: If this content is seen as fundamental, the form turns out to be inessential. Form 
stands out as something superficial and accidental (Hegel 1969, 94).

In this remark, it is easy to recognise Hegel’s ordinary critique of “empty for-
malism.” It is, however, important to notice that form here is used in two distinct-
ly different senses. On the one hand, it is close to the Aristotelian eidos. Form de-
termines matter. This unification makes up the content. But if related to content 
itself, form stands out as something superficial. Content itself has a form, but this 
form is only its outer shape.

We ought to distinguish between form1 and form2, the former being an inner 
principle and the other an externality. In this we recognise a notorious problem 
with the concept form itself: from time immemorial form is both surface and 
formative principle. Hegel’s analysis has its strength in making this inevitable ten-
sion or split visible. Otherwise, it has its weakness in not really working out the 
distinction and using it consequently in the Science of Logic or other later works. 
His use of the concept of form is abundant. In most cases his uses it in the second 
sense, as form2, but sometimes it functions as the counterpart to matter and hence 
as a formative principle. Sometimes this is bewildering to the reader.

5 Materialist among the idealists

Hegel’s influence was enormous, stretching from the far right to the far left, and it 
included many liberals the most influential among them being British. In many 
different intellectual fields, such as history, political science, theology, or aesthet-
ics, Hegel’s ideas can be traced up to present time. Needless to say, form, matter 
and content play essential but shifting parts in this wide range of traditions.

In this respect, the most influential of all Hegelians, Karl Marx, is no excep-
tion. “Form” is a word the reader meets everywhere in his writing, “matter” and 
“content” not coming far behind.
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Marx’s theory is complex. Its most elaborated and also most specific part is the 
analysis of capitalist production, most of all as it is brought about in The Capital. But 
he traces also a more general theory of historical development, after his time often 
called historical materialism. Finally, there is an all-embracing philosophy the po-
sition of which is controversial in Marx’s own thought. However, his close friend 
Friedrich Engels stands out as its founding father. The Russian Marxist, Georgij 
Plechanov, called this philosophy dialectical materialism.

In this paper, I will concentrate on the middle ground, the general conception 
of history. Here, the fundamental document is Marx’s “Foreword” to his Kritik der 
politischen Ökonomie (Critique of Political Economy) from 1859. It is here that 
Marx tries to fix the meaning of the two concepts that have turned out to be central 
to the understanding of historical materialism: base and superstructure. In such 
Marxist traditions that have called themselves orthodox, base and superstructure 
are seen as absolutely essential to both historical studies and predictions about 
future development. In Marx’s text, they are part of a presentation of ideas of how 
to do historical research. This presentation he calls a “Leitfaden” to his own stud-
ies, having in mind the thread that Ariadne in the myth gave to Theseus as a way 
of finding the way out of the labyrinth. His orthodox followers have not seen such 
a pathfinding thread in this text but if anything a canon to follow blindly.2

It is seldom noticed that here as elsewhere when Marx, and later also Engels, 
use the metaphors of base and superstructure or their counterparts, they try to 
make their meaning clear in terms of “form” and “content.” Hence, the superstruc-
ture is a form, whereas the base is the content. The form is visible, and most of all 
acting men are aware of it and its different manifestations. In fact, Marx here talks 
about “form” in plural, or about “the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or philo-
sophical – in short, ideological forms in which men become conscious of this con-
flict and fight it out.” The content is not visible; it is a process behind the backs of 
men and open only to the kind of analysis that Marx himself brings to the scene.

Parenthetically, here and elsewhere in Marx’s writings, it becomes absolutely 
clear that what is called “economy” or “economic life” in everyday parlance is not 
a counterpart to the Marxian base. Banks, share markets, options, etc. are arenas 
where men “fight the conflict out.” The base is more or less hidden to them: the 
more or less slow process of irrevocable changes that concern humankind’s way 
producing and reproducing their lives. This is, Marx says in Capital, a Geheimges-
chichte, a hidden story behind the backs of men.

2.  This is still the case of G. A. Cohen’s very intelligent Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A De-
fence (Oxford, 1978) where the author uses the best tools of modern analytical philosophy to 
sharpen the conceptual scheme that Marx sketches in his “Foreword.”
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It is clear that Marx uses “form” most of all in Hegel’s version of form2 and not 
as a formative principle. True, he will never say about law or philosophy that they 
are only formalist or superficial. But they are what people see and experience as 
important and also what they primarily try to change or defend.

It is remarkable that Marx does not make any real distinction between content 
and matter. His historical materialism consists in his assertion that content and its 
development is decisive for history and the future. In a footnote in Capital he 
claims that even religion with its verhimmelten Formen must be understood as an 
expression of real life circumstances. This, he adds, is the only truly materialist 
method (Marx 1987, 364). In short, materialism entails to make clear what the real 
content of society is. It is a hypothetical but far from uninteresting question to ask 
what had happened if Marx had made a distinction between matter as the raw 
material of every process and content as he now uses this concept. History cannot 
be remade, but to some extent it can be rearranged in thought.

6 Ernst Cassirer and the diversity of forms

Neokantianism, which became a philosophical movement to be reckoned with 
already in the 1870s, was originally in sharp opposition to the Hegelian legacy, 
seen as just as speculative as abstruse. But in some respects several Neokantians 
were closer to Hegel than to Kant. The critique of culture, e.g., by which the Kan-
tian critique of knowledge was replaced, had similarities with Hegel’s philosophy 
of objective and absolute spirit.

Ernst Cassirer was considered to be the last – or at least the latest – of the great 
Neokantians. Here, only a few words will be said about his chef-d’œuvre Philoso-
phy of the Symbolic Forms from the 1920s. This is a work of such enormous versa-
tility and strength than even a much more deep-going treatment than the present 
can at most scratch the surface.3

The concept form is at the absolute centre of his investigation, as already the 
title makes clear. Form as such, however, is not as much the object of Cassirer’s 
direct attention as much as, for example, symbol is. As often in philosophical texts, 
form and its partner concepts seem to come before analysis itself, being them-
selves tools to be used in the analysis. (Parenthetically, this is a main reason for my 
own persistent interest in them.) Only indirectly, in his treatment of other phi-
losophers, Cassirer’s own position becomes clear. Already in the introduction to 
the whole work he welcomes Hegel’s battle for philosophical concreteness but dis-
misses the dialectical method as monotonous and hence inapplicable to the mani-

3.  For this treatment see the seminal study by Krois (1987).
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foldness of the cultural forms. Cassirer also finds Kant’s sharp distinction in the 
Critique of Pure Reason between matter and form to some extent stained by the 
inability of the old rationalistic philosophy to come to grips with the relationship 
between senses and thought. Cassirer himself seldom talks about matter in this 
connection, instead he uses the words ‘content’ and ‘form’. Consciousness has its 
forms just as language, religion or science, and in these forms a diversity of con-
tents may be represented or, as Cassirer sometimes says, integrated. In all these 
cases man is not only a passive receptor of impressions from outside, but on the 
contrary he creates the forms that we call language, myth, religion, or science. 
They all have their “eigentümlichen Bildwelten, in denen sich nicht ein empirisch 
Gegebenes einfach widerspiegelt, sondern die sie vielmehr nach einem selbständi-
gen Prinzip hervorbringen” (Cassirer 2001, 8). This means that even what we call 
or see as reproductions of real circumstances in science or in art are results of an 
activity typical to man as a cultural being.

From this, Cassirer concludes that the “Grundthese des Idealismus,” the basic 
thesis of idealism, is true. All “cultural content” is founded in “einem allgemeinen 
Formprinzip” that goes back to an original act of the spirit (“eine ursprüngliche Tat 
des Geistes”). As long as philosophy is only an analysis of pure knowledge it can-
not guard itself of naïve realism. If its scope broadens, it becomes clear that “der 
Inhalt des Kulturbegriffs” cannot be seen as independent of “den Grundformen 
und Grundrichtungen des geistigen Produzierens” (Cassirer 2001, 12).

There are two remarks that I would like to make pertaining to this central pas-
sage. First of all, cultural content cannot be separated from cultural form. Wheth-
er form or what Cassirer, following Wilhelm von Humboldt, calls inner form – is 
separable from content whatsoever is not openly stated but improbable. In that 
case, Cassirer’s standpoint would come close to that of Kant, target of his critique 
on this point only a few pages earlier in the text.

The other remark is that culture is always the embodiment of some form. Cul-
ture – be it as religion, myth, science, or even as language itself – has always an 
inner guiding principle, unknown to the naïve spectator but well-known to the 
philosopher. According to Cassirer, this principle must be geistig. It has been duly 
recognised by Habermas that this does not imply that Cassirer’s position is simply 
a Bewusstseinsphilosophie (Habermas 1997).

After the so-called linguistic turn such a position seems difficult to defend at 
least concerning language. According to Cassirer, each speech act is characterised 
by interplay between the sensual and the spiritual. What is said is the expression of 
something spiritual. Today, the dominant position among philosophers is not to 
see language as a creation of human spirit. This kind of idealism is brushed aside 
as outdated. But is the whole magnificent project that Cassirer worked out in his 
Philosophy of Symbolic Forms at most only of historical interest today? Its historical 
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importance is evident, but to me it seems clear that it is of great interest also for the 
humanities and especially the theory of the humanities of today. Rather than tak-
ing them as something purely Geistiges, he treats the forms that keep the pure 
content together more as practical tools in order to understand the obvious unity 
that is characteristic of both language, myth, religion, and science.
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Reading with the body

Sound, rhythm, and music in Gertrude Stein

Angela Steidele

“Narrative is a problem to me.”
Gertrude Stein (1998, 328)

Thirty years of academic discussion on Gertrude Stein have passed now1 without 
turning the heroine into an author whose works are read. Literary critics (at least 
some) praise Stein’s texts as the culmination of modernism but the common reader, 
to say it with Virginia Woolf, does not read her books but books about her. The 
photographs of the fat and funny, provocative and presumptuous lesbian and her 
lean and grim, at least seemingly obedient and devoted wife Alice B. Toklas make 
up by now numerous coffee-table books and wall calendars. Of publications like 
Tender buttons (1914) or The Making of Americans (1925), that Stein counted 
among her best, generally not even the titles are known. Why is that so? The an-
swer looks simple: Experimental prose with loads of puns and weird repetitions 
replacing narration and dialogue does not catch the attention of the common 
reader and only rarely the sophisticated scent of a literary critic. In this article 
however, I would like to argue for another reason. It is not the seemingly hermetic 
character of Stein’s texts that make them hard to read but it is the traditional, i.e., 
purely mental reading that does not cope with these texts. Stein wrote both in liter-
ary texts and in works explaining her poetics about the new reading that her new 
writing demanded – and this reading concept will be the focus here. In order to 
place the kind of reading that Stein had in mind – a sensual one – I will start with 
a short history of reading that might be understood as a loss of the body, touching 

1.  Although Gertrude Stein had become a celebrity late in life her works did not arouse much 
critical interest, neither before nor after her death in 1946. It was only in the seventies that a 
continuous flow of academic research on her bewildering œuvre began.
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some theoretical questions concerning the relation between literature and music 
(part 1). In the main part I will present close readings of texts by Gertrude Stein, 
A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow: A Love Story (part 2) and Two: 
Gertrude Stein and Her Brother (part 3), accompanied by references to her poetics. 
Finally I will come to the conclusion that reading Stein challenges traditional read-
ing and demands an active, bodily re-creation of the text that turns the reader into 
a co-author (part 4).

1 The history of reading, or the loss of the body

To occupy oneself with literature seems to be a rather bodiless activity. In the last 
centuries literature was mainly read, which is defined in dictionaries as “to look at 
or otherwise scan (as letters or other symbols representing words or sentences) with 
mental formulation of the words or sentences represented” (Gove 1986, 1889).

Although the physical ability to see (“to look at”) is common among readers it 
is not the only way of perception with which you can partake in literature (“or 
otherwise scan”) – a phenomenon that distinguishes literature from the other arts. 
While you will never be able again to look at a picture or photograph when you 
have lost your sight and while you will never listen to music anymore when you 
have lost your hearing, you will still be able to enjoy literature when you have lost 
either sight or hearing or even both: Being deaf you read for yourself, being blind, 
some one else can read aloud for you or you use your sense of touch in order to 
read Braille. These variations show that to concern oneself with literature is to a 
lesser degree dependant on and linked to a special kind of perception – i.e., the 
body – than to engage in music or the visual arts.2 Reading in all its forms is pri-
marily understood as a mental process.

This has not always been the case. The idea of the silent and lonely reader ab-
sorbed in purely intellectual activity is a rather late concept. Literature and music 
share the same origin, and reading as a silent pleasure was long unknown. The 
Greek god Apollo, who sang and accompanied himself on the lyre, was the patron 
for both literature and music. The first epics like the Iliad and the Odyssey or Be-
owulf and the Nibelungenlied originally have been sung and were later declaimed 
aloud, and in spite of all further developments and specifications of the arts, music 
and literature remained close siblings standing a bit apart from their cousins, the 

2.  Both music and painting/photography loose their decisive characteristics when being trans-
lated into other media: Deaf reading the scores of music or blind listening to the verbal descrip-
tion of a picture get abstractions respectively explanations of the works of art, not the thing itself. 
Only literature seems – today – to be fairly independent of the way of representation.
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visual arts. To explain this one needs to look at the forms of perception on which 
the arts depend.

Like music, language is an acoustic phenomenon and therefore literature, i.e., 
works of art made up by language, and music share many basic conditions and 
characteristics (Brown 1984, 29–30). Both arts are dynamic and temporal, i.e., 
they develop their series of audible words or sounds in time, which is the reason 
for many parallels and analogies concerning rhythm, metre or the evolution of all 
literary techniques intending to create an aesthetic sound like rhyme, assonance, 
alliteration and so on (or, intentional noise, depending from which epoch the ex-
ample is chosen). Finally both auditory arts make use of readable symbols for rep-
resentation – letters and scores. While music clung to language for much of its 
history until today (oratorio, opera, Lied, musical, pop song, rap) literature was 
emancipated from music. In the eighteenth century prose won over poetry, the 
novel becoming the main project for literature in the modern sense. Although 
prose as a work of art using written language still cares about the auditory aesthet-
ics of language, it does so to a far lesser degree than poetry and the ancient epics. 
The development of narration techniques from the poetics of the letter novel to 
that of the American short story were literary achievements not or only margin-
ally interested in the auditory aspects of language.

This separation of literature from music and hence from bodily activities like 
singing, declaiming or speaking aloud and not to forget listening was accompa-
nied by the development of reading in general.3 From antiquity to the fourteenth 
century reading used to be more than the cognitive understanding of written sym-
bols mentioned in the beginning. Reading meant reading aloud: Only by verbali-
zation did the written symbols gain any meaning at all to the reader. When reading 
poetry or epics the reader re-created the aesthetics of the poetical language by 
transferring the symbols of the writing back into the realm of the audible phenom-
ena. As long as the ancient rhetorical trichotomy still worked readers thus were 
highly affected by the text: In antiquity a text had not only meant to teach some-
thing (docere) and to delight the reader aesthetically (delectare), it aimed at touch-
ing, moving him, too (movere). As a reader you were asked to abandon yourself to 
the affections the text was meant to create in you. To read aloud was understood as 
a technique that supported exactly this kind of reading experience. A reader who 
reads aloud not only has to care about body activities like breath control, pronun-
ciation, stress and so on. In reading aloud the own voice is becoming the voice of 
the narrator, thus blurring the line between reader and text, thus turning the read-
er into an active agent, who represents the writer and completes the text by trans-

3.  For an abundance of bibliographical references concerning the history of reading see 
Schön (1987) and Cavallo and Chartier (1999).
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lating it into sounds, as Jesper Svenbro (1999, 44) has observed for the classical 
Greek reader. From the late Middle Ages on however, in the disciplining process of 
civilization, cognitive capacities began to dominate bodily experiences, if one fol-
lows Norbert Elias (1939). Reading changed dramatically; with the (re-)introduc-
tion of space between the written words reading became an easier, more effective, 
purely mental affair (Saenger 1997). Performed in silence and solitude now read-
ing offered no sensual experience anymore but symbolic participation.

Modernism, Gertrude Stein’s epoch, is often characterised as a time in which 
artists and writers engaged more in thinking about their doings than ever before, 
self-reflexivity being one of the major characteristics of modern art. Some literary 
movements questioned the now traditional mental concept of literature and read-
ing. Hugo Ball, e.g., and Dadaism dismissed words as signifiers and created poetry 
as a series of sounds.4 With Ursonate (1922–1932) Kurt Schwitters radicalized the 
old affinity of poetry to music by creating a musical composition of language- and 
voice-based sounds that fulfills all requirements of a classical sonata. Following 
Ball and Schwitters different forms of acoustic poetry, sound poetry or Lautpoesie5 
have been developed. As bodies of sound (Klangkörper) such literary texts share 
the semantic meaning of tones, sounds or music and avoid any semantic meaning 
expressed in words. Usually performed by their author these texts have trans-
gressed the borderline to the old ally, music, becoming more or less sheet music.

Gertrude Stein disagreed with the presumptions and aims of Dadaism and 
other forms of acoustic poetry; in the next part the huge discrepancies between 
their and her modern language projects will be touched upon. Stein did not per-
form her texts before an audience. She had the lonely reader and his or her body 
in mind and invited them to a new – or maybe very old – reading experience.

2 Gertrude Stein: A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow:  
A Love Story

When Gertrude Stein (1874–1946) together with Juan Gris (1887–1927) published 
A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow: A Love Story in 1926 it was only 
the fifth text of Stein that was published at all. She was then known as a collector 
of modern art and as hostess of the famous salon in 27 Rue de Fleurus, Paris, 
where painters like Pablo Picasso and writers like Ernest Hemingway gathered 
every Saturday. They listened and talked to Gertrude Stein and ate the delicious 
food Stein’s partner Alice B. Toklas had prepared. The latter as well as Juan Gris 

4.  See “Das erste dadaistische Manifest”(1916) by Hugo Ball (1988, 39–40).
5.  For a discussion of the different terms and concepts see Lentz (2000, 51).
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belonged to the very small group of admirers of Stein’s by then already enormous 
but mostly unpublished œuvre.6 Stein on the other hand admired Gris’ paintings, 
which she and she alone bought. It was Gris’ art dealer Henri Kahnweiler who 
encouraged both to work together and who published their collaboration.7

A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow: A Love Story is not easy to 
introduce, as in this case a proper introduction equals an interpretation. A mere 
description might be the suitable way to give a first impression of this even in 
Stein-research almost unknown booklet, a small publication (25 pages) consisting 
of two parts. The first part is made up of forty-nine short sketches varying in length 
from one to six lines. None of these prose sketches nor all together narrate a story 
that could be summarized, and their titles are of no help for conventional under-
standing, either; Renée Riese Hubert (1989, 100) calls them “non descriptive […] 
anti-titles.” The 49th is called Fifty, intentionally misleading. All sketches are small 
entities of their own:

PINK.
Pink looks as pink, pink looks as pink, as pink as pink supposes, suppose. (Stein 
1973, 5)8

These prose texts are followed by the not less enigmatic “love story” As A Wife Has 
A Cow, so that both parts form literally A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A 
Cow: A Love Story. Although the second part is structured in prose paragraphs 
without titles it resembles the short sketches of the first part in the gesture of the 
language made up of repetitions; the love story starts:

Nearly all of it to be as a wife has a cow, a love story. All of it to be as a wife has a 
cow, all of it to be as a wife has a cow, a love story. (Stein 1973, 21)

And it lacks any traditionally narrated story with or without love or any easy to 
grasp subject like the first part.

Juan Gris contributed four lithographs to the book (see Figure 1–4). The plates 
show: First a woman leafing through an opened book, second a man playing the 
guitar. The third lithograph works as front page for the second part of the book, 
the love story As A Wife Has A Cow. Here the opened book and the guitar of the 
first two lithographs unite, now without the company of the woman and the man. 
Opening the section of the love story this plate is printed not only in black and 

6.  See Kellner (1988) and Bridgman (1970) for an overview.
7.  See Hubert (1989, 96–97). For the relationship between Stein and Gris see also Bridgman 
(1970, 187–189).
8.  Neither the original book (1926) nor the facsimile (1973) count pages. In the following I 
add page numbers, beginning with the first title page that follows immediately the brochured 
cover.
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white, as the others, but also in red. The fourth lithograph is placed as “Finis” at the 
end of the love story and the book. This time the motif of the third lithograph is 
repeated but interpreted in a more cubist style.

So much for a description. Now what might the book be about? Stein’s text 
starts with the following sketch:

Key to the Closet
There is a key.
There is a key to a closet that opens the drawer. And she keeps both so that neither 
money nor candy will go suddenly. [...] (Stein 1973, 5)

Like a signal the word “key” is the very first one. It opens the title and is repeated 
twice in the following two lines. “Key” becomes thus marked as a keyword in all 
obscure clarity. There is not only a factual key to a factual closet, there is also a 
figurative key that can open the text like the drawer. Understanding means finding 
that key in order to decipher the following enigmatic prose, which then might turn 
out not to be what Henry M. Sayer (1977, 204) judges: “It is Stein at her most her-
metic.” So what is the key?

Juan Gris’ lithographs are of great help in decoding the enigmatic Steinian text 
rich in puns but – on first sight – poor in meaning.9 With the same insistency as 
the text repeats “key” the plates reiterate the motifs ‘opened book’ and ‘guitar’. As 
Stein’s text stresses from the first line that there is a special key in reading its lan-
guage readers are asked to read the plates as keys as well. The opened book and the 
guitar, first presented by persons, then shown in their own right as autonomous 
identities “function as signifiers and signs,” as Hubert (1989, 100) has observed, 
and possess symbolic value for representing literature and music. The third litho-
graph portrays literarily their love story with each other; it is not only described by 
the content of the plate and emphasised by the distinctly phallic looking vase, but 
is furthermore even explained by the manner of depiction: The parallel strokes 
that are used as guitar strings as well as book lines or as a score show the love be-
tween music and literature to be based on similarities and analogies (see part 1). 

9.  No common opinion about the relationship between Stein’s text and Gris’ lithographs has 
been established so far in the very small research literature concerning this booklet. While Hen-
ry M. Sayers argues that Gris’ illustrations “draw Stein’s abstract investigations of words back 
into the world of things” (1977, 213) and “define the nature of Stein’s text” (1977, 214) as sharing 
the basic principles of all art in general, Bruce Kellner thinks about the lithographs that “[t]hey 
have nothing to do with the content” (1988, 25) of Stein’s text. Renée Riese Hubert interprets the 
first two lithographs as complementary, non-illustrative to Stein’s text, in her view they illustrate 
rather the author than the text (1989, 101); the last two lithographs, Hubert goes on, turn the 
book into a monument (1989, 102). Although both Sayre and Hubert understand Gris’ litho-
graphs as representational the question what the omnipresent guitar actually represents has not 
yet been asked.
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The fourth lithograph shows literature and music united: Compared to the third 
plate one notices “a closer merging of the book and the musical instrument, as 
linear and undulating lines blend their contours and subdue their diverging iden-
tities” (Hubert 1989, 99). Book and guitar are depicted as forming one new body. 
All in all the sequence of plates shows the gradual development of the subtitle of 
the book: A love story, interpreted as the one between music and literature.

One of Stein’s main rhetorical means in A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has 
A Cow: A Love Story as well as in many of her other works is repetition. When her 
close friends Picasso, Gris and others painted what then seemed to be distorted 
studies of objects, Stein wrote portraits or still lives of people, groups or things re-
peating words and sentences over and over again with small variations or gradual 
modulations (Stein 1951). In this way she “circles her subject and defines it in a way 
analogous to the analytic Cubists presentation of an object from successive points 
of view” (Sayre 1977, 212). Gertrude Stein’s work has often been compared with 
cubism. She herself thought of it in that analogy and literary critics followed her.10 
Seen as a technique, repetition, though, is by far more substantial to musical com-
position than to either literature or painting. In the following I will leave the beaten 
tracks interpreting Stein’s infamous repetitions by comparing them to cubism; in-
stead I will argue how the musical aspects of Stein’s repetitions can be used in order 
to decipher the text and to develop a new attitude towards reading it.

Stein’s endless repetitions annoy the untrained reader who is not used to such 
things in books. There is no equivalent to them in literature before. Neither is rep-
etition a basic characteristic in painting as the visual arts depend less on time11 – 
passing time being an indispensable precondition of repetition. Viewers see 
Campbell’s tomato soup cans by Andy Warhol all with one glance, they do not 
perceive them as one can being repeated all over again. In music repetition is one 
of the main structural principles, with rhythm and metre – the basis of every musi-

10.  See Steiner (1978) and Dubnick (1984) to mention only two major works. See Perloff 
(1981, 70–108) for a sensitive critique of too superficial analogies.
11.  Here I do not want to argue that time is not a factor at all in looking at visual works of art. 
The viewer needs e. g. a certain stretch of time to detect all details in a very big battlefield pain-
ting. Nevertheless is looking at paintings, photographs or sculptures not as depending on time 
as listening to a piece of music (which requires an exact stretch of time not manipulable by the 
listener) or reading a novel (where the reader consumes time depending from his or her training 
from the first to the last page before grasping the whole work of art). It is this characteristic trait 
of the visual arts – being understandable rather independently from the factor time – that mo-
tivates David Hockney to try to introduce the factor time into paintings, see e.g. the multi-per-
spective, narrative composition “A Visit with Christopher and Don, Santa Monica Canyon 1984” 
(Sammlung Ludwig, Museum Ludwig, Köln). Such experiments show that it is still theoretically 
helpful, although questionable, to divide the arts into temporal (music and literature) and spatial 
ones (visual arts).
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cal performance – being the repetition of a special set of beats. In Western musical 
tradition many composition techniques evolve from the principle of repetition. 
Beginning with the simple repetition of a musical section demanded by a repeat 
mark one can follow the phenomenon in composition rules both on the micro 
level (mirror, sequence, retrograde) as well as on the macro level: The reprise, the 
fugue, the development in the sonata or first movement form, the leitmotiv as well 
as the theme with variations are obvious examples that show the omnipresence of 
repetition as the varied reiteration of an acoustic sequence in the whole of Western 
musical tradition up until today’s pop music.

Juan Gris’ lithographs in A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow, their 
depiction of a love story between literature and music, suggest that one should 
understand the repetitions and puns in Stein’s prose in a musical sense. Thus the 
enigmatic short sketches gain meaning in an unexpected sense.

READY.
When I was as ready to like it as ever I was ready to account for the difference 
between and the flowers.
Are you ready yet, not yet. (Stein 1973, 16)

Such a sketch could be characterised as non-descriptive, non-narrative, but not as 
non-sensical. The sense of this sketch lies in its intentional and carefully arranged 
challenge to language as a reliable symbolic system. To be “ready to like it as ever” 
is logically as impossible as the ambiguous question “ready yet, not yet.” The ab-
surdity is even more emphasised in the elliptic “difference between and the flow-
ers” which negates ironically any positive statement: The grammatical structure of 
the sentence makes the reader expect a comparison that is consciously left out. 
This void is a variation of “Pink looks as pink, pink looks as pink, as pink as pink” 
mentioned earlier, or, more famous, “Rose is a rose is a rose is a rose” (Stein 1966, 
150–151); in these examples the void is created by the missing reference, the signi-
fier seems to refer tautologically to itself, thus ironically pointing out the symbolic 
character of language.

In the short sketches of the first part the representational aspect of language is 
questioned – but not totally given up, as, e.g., in Hugo Ball’s Dada poems. In one of 
her theoretical Lectures in America, “Poetry and Grammar” (1935), Stein negates 
the possibility of writing nonsensically: “It is extraordinary how it is impossible 
that a vocabulary does not make sense. But that is natural indeed inevitable because 
a vocabulary is that by definition” (Stein 1998, 326). Although Stein shares the con-
cerns of authors like Ball and Schwitters about language and especially nouns hav-
ing become too conventional and too worn-out in order to form the basis for lit-
erature she does not believe in their invention of new words or sound systems:
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It takes a tremendous amount of inner neccessity to invent even one word, one 
can invent imitating movements and emotions in sounds [...] but this has really 
nothing to do with language. Language as a real thing is an intellectual recreation 
and there is no possible doubt about it and it is going to go on being that as long 
as humanity is anything. (Stein 1998, 331)

The central pun “Language [...] is an intellectual recreation” could be characterised 
as the core of Steinian poetics. All different meanings of the word “recreation” play 
a vital role in this position. When Stein calls language an intellectual recreation she 
alludes on the one side to the Latin origin of the word (i.e., re-creation, an action 
of creating anew), by which she acknowledges seriously the traditional, represen-
tational character of language, the symbolic relation between word and thing: Lan-
guage creates the world of which it is speaking anew. On the other side language as 
an intellectual recreation means humorously: Language is a relaxation, even an 
entertainment for the mind, a kind of a quiz or mental acrobatics. Taking the two 
statements of this pun together one gets the Steinian poetics underlying all her 
texts that language is a serious, representational, symbolic system – to make fun of. 
Speaking in (post-)structuralist terms one could conclude that Stein does not be-
lieve in the possibility to sever the signifier from the significant.12 Rather one can 
observe, coming back to the first part of A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A 
Cow, her carefully composed plays with this relation. While ironically challenging 
the symbolic value of words Stein introduces new rules and uses the sound of the 
words in order to compose sentences.

AND SOUP.
It has always been a test of who made it best, and it has always been a test and who 
made it best. Who made it best it has always been a test. It has always been a test 
it has always been a test. Who made it best. Who made it best it has always been a 
test. (Stein 1973, 16)

Playing with the rhyme “test”-“best” and the assonance “always”-“made” the text 
moves in a circle in such a way that it becomes a mimetic verbal repetition of the 
soup competition it is talking about. Gradually modifying the two components “it 
has always been a test” and “who made it best,” varying their position in the sen-
tence structure, trying them anew with small changes are all verbal attempts re-

12.  As Harriet Scott Chessman points out in her inspiring study on Stein, to which this article 
owes a lot, the Stein research falls apart in two groups: The one side considers all Stein texts as 
plays with the pure signifyer with no reference to any significant at all, the other maintains that 
Stein kept the symbolic character of language and interprets her cryptic sentences as ciphers that 
need to be decoded (1989, 15). To place this article in Stein research I will argue that Stein never 
left the symbolic reference system language but that she broadened the character and meaning 
of verbal referents, attributing metaphorical meaning to bilabial consonants e. g.
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sembling the way in which the alluded soup cooks prepare the soup over and over 
again, changing the weight of ingredients and the way of cooking like Stein does in 
her acoustic mimesis.

In some of the sketches this playing with sound is so radical that the sound 
dominates the composition, leaving no space for analogous interpretation like in 
the last example.

Much later
[...] He had them and he was not told. Gold-fish and he was not old. Gold-fish and 
he was not to scold. Gold fish all told. [...]. (Stein 1973, 16)

The rhyme here (“Gold”-“told”-“old”-“scold”-“told”) is only used for rhyme’s sake, 
stressing its material quality, i.e., the sound of language.13 Remembering the love story 
between literature and music shown in Gris’ lithographs the reader is invited to under-
stand Stein’s words and sentences – based on rhymes, puns, and rhythmical repeti-
tions, questioning the bond between signifier and significant – as a kind of music.

I cautiously speak of a “kind of music” not because the text as a text has to lack 
musical melodies and harmonies – so does a piece for a solo percussionist. A “kind 
of music” seems more appropriate because in musical theory the question if music 
has a content independent of its form – or, to put it in a daring analogy: a level of 
significants independent of a level of signifiers – was and is highly debated. The 
music critic and theorist Eduard Hanslick, ardent admirer of Johannes Brahms 
and arch enemy of Richard Wagner, defined music in his classic Vom Musikalisch-
Schönen (1854) as forms moved by sound that have no content except for their 
form.14 This brilliant and polemic thesis had enormous impact on musical aesthet-
ics of the 20th century. Without looking into the depths of the ongoing debate 
concerning this formalism in music theory I would like to point out that music, 
unlike language and narrative literature, can be understood as a medium bearing 
semantic meaning without differentiating between form and content or signifier 
and significant. Playing with the ties between signifier and significant Gertrude 
Stein’s prose introduces a characteristic phenomenon of absolute music into litera-
ture. To compare it with a famous example: Thomas Mann’s adaptation of Wagn-
er’s leitmotiv technique rather transformed musical ideas than genuine musical 
structures into literature. His use of the leitmotiv shows the ongoing love affair 
between literature and music on the level of Gris’ third lithograph. Stein’s prose, 
though, merges the two like in Gris’ fourth plate, composing rhythmical structures 

13.  For other examples see Sayre (1977, 205–206).
14.  In the German original music is defined as “[t]önend bewegte Formen” (Hanslick 1991, 
32). The form-content-discussion reads: “Bei der Tonkunst giebt es keinen Inhalt gegenüber der 
Form, weil sie keine Form hat außerhalb dem Inhalt” (Hanslick 1991, 99).
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partly beyond linguistic meaning by means of language.15 By de- and re-construct-
ing the symbolic reference system language Stein creates a new semantic dimen-
sion that can be deciphered by following the new rules that constitute the text.

Accepting the sound of the text as meaningful the reader may use the acoustic 
materialization of the text as the key and decipher the second part of the book, the 
“love story” As A Wife Has A Cow. As quoted before, Stein was serious about vo-
cabulary making sense. So in spite of Renée Riese Hubert’s statement – “Needless 
to say, Stein does not give her readers the benefit of a love story” (1989, 102) – I 
will take the subtitle as reference point and look for the love story, especially as 
Juan Gris’ plates so clearly describe one. What does that mean, a wife has a cow? 
Denying any love story Hubert interprets the cow that “concomitantly chews its 
cud” (1989, 102) as a metaphor for the verbal repetitions by which the text is com-
posed. Sayre, who states that the “text itself is at best sporadically intelligible” 
(1977, 205), offers no interpretation at all of the cow. Inspired by the love affair 
between literature and music depicted in Gris’ lithographs and by the musical 
composition of the first part of the text I will go on analysing the acoustic materi-
alization of the “love story.” I start with the paragraph “We feel we feel”:

We feel we feel. We feel or if we feel if we feel or if we feel. We feel or if we feel. As 
it is made made a day made a day or two made a day, as it is made a day or two, as 
it is made a day. Made a day. Made a day. Not away a day. By day. As it is made a 
day. (Stein 1973, 23)

Obviously feeling is dominant in this paragraph, feeling in itself, but also the emo-
tional comprehending of feeling (“we feel we feel”) as well as an unspecified effect 
of feeling (“if we feel”). All these implications of feeling make the day. Both these 
themes or motifs are presented in a linguistic form charged with auditory orna-
ments like assonances (we-feel; feel-if; feel-if; made-day) and rhymes and half 
rhymes (made-day-away). Both the assonances and the half rhymes are acoustic 
inversions: “if ” can be heard as a sound reversal of “fee[l]” and “we,” “[m]ade” as 
the reversal of “day.” The motif “made a day” might be acoustically understood 
even as “may day day,” with a playful doubling of the “day.” Readers who read this 
passage aloud will notice that the consonants used are only bilabials (m, b, w), la-
bio-dentals (f) and alveolars (s, t, d, n), i.e., all are formed with the lips and/or with 
the tip of the tongue. In such a way the front parts of the mouth are stressed, those 
parts that play a vital role in kissing, e.g. In a “love story” such associations seem 

15.  While James Joyce’s texts since long are understood and highly estimated as auditory, mu-
sical works of art, new insights into his rival’s œuvre, Gertrude Stein’s, are prevented by the on-
going comparisons with cubism (see Monk 1998). This reduction and partly misunderstanding 
of Stein’s work can only be overcome by shifting the research focus from the visual to the aural, 
as did e.g. Michaela Giesenkirchen (1993) in her study on “Accents ins Alsace.”
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after all appropriate – and are certainly intended by the author, as they are pro-
voked by careful composition. With all these rhetorical means the feeling that is 
the necessary ingredient for a good day is characterised as something bodily, ad-
dressing ear, voice, tongue and lips rather than the silent reading eye. Besides as-
sonances and rhymes the paragraph is characterised by rhythm. Using only mono-
syllabic words that have all the same metric value and repeating over and over 
again the same or nearly the same sequences the author – or rather the reader, I 
will come back to that point in part 4 – structures the text rhythmically without 
using an old-fashioned and artificial metre. No one who reads this paragraph 
aloud will be able to do so without an individual beat.

Feeling and rhythm, the latter omnipresent in every paragraph, are joined by 
motion:

In came in there, came in there come out of there. In came in come out of there. 
Come out there in came there. Come out of there and in and come out of there. 
Came in there, come out of there. (Stein 1973, 22)

This motion of coming in and coming out that occurs in a “love story” where feel-
ing an rhythm play central parts can be deciphered as sexual penetration – losing 
every charm by naming it. Having observed bodily emotions, rhythm and pene-
tration as main ingredients of the text the cow does not remain a secret anymore:

Feeling or for it, as feeling or for it, came in or come in, or come out of there or 
feeling as feeling or feeling as for it.
As a wife has a cow.
Came in and come out.
As a wife has a cow a love story.
As a love story, as a wife has a cow, a love story. (Stein 1973, 22)

This central paragraph takes up every component of which the “love story” is built: 
Feeling, penetration, rhythm. Using the sound, the acoustic signal as a vehicle for 
semantic meaning one can decipher the cow with the help of its acoustic materiali-
zation – i.e., via its mooing. Again readers may try themselves and imitate the 
groaning sound of a mooing cow or use their acoustic imagination (an oxymoron, 
though), turning the enigmatic cow into a poetic and humorous acoustic metaphor 
imitating and at the same time symbolizing the telos in lovemaking. Via its acoustic 
materialization the enigmatic love story turns out to be a physical, climactic one.
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3 Gertrude Stein: Two: Gertrude Stein and her brother

Before I am going to evaluate my close reading of Stein’s A Book Concluding With 
As A Wife Has A Cow I will have a short look at an earlier Steinian text that formu-
lates the poetics later used, e.g., in the “love story.” Two: Gertrude Stein and her 
brother belongs to the early portrait phase in Stein’s writing career mentioned ear-
lier. It was written between 1910 and 1912, but has been published only posthu-
mously in 1951. Given the two characters mentioned in the title – but only there 
– it is tempting to read this portrait of a she and a he biographically;16 however 
anyone looking for details about how the once close siblings Gertrude and Leo 
Stein became estranged17 will be disappointed. As usual it is neither the story nor 
psychology Stein is interested in. In very vague and highly abstract sentences the 
text documents the emancipation of the she from the he. Being like one in the 
beginning they start to quarrel after a while because the he dislikes the new doings 
of the she. At the end of the 140 pages in print they have separated, the she forming 
a new couple with some one new, this time another she. The text formulates the 
poetics in which it is written and it is exactly this “working” (Stein 1951, 4) of the 
she – writing in a new poetics – that leads to the estrangement between the she and 
the he.

What is interesting now in the context of an acoustic interpretation of A Book 
Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow is, that the writing is not called writing but 
“sound coming out of her.” This somewhat weird description is the major compo-
nent out of which many pages of the whole text are composed. Sound is also com-
ing out of the he, as the text repeats over and over again. But there is a great differ-
ence between the two. He is understanding this sound coming out from him, i.e., 
language, in the traditional, symbolic sense: “He is stating that thing stating the 
understanding of all the sound coming out of him.” (Stein 1951, 7)

Sound coming out of him […] was a sound that was explaining anything, […] 
telling […] meaning […] showing […] expressing […] understanding […]. (Stein] 
1951, 14)

She on the contrary is described as having “some new sound sounding and coming 
out of her” (Stein 1951, 38). This new sound is characterised as follows:

Sound coming out of her and coming very often is that thing is the sound coming 
out of her. (Stein 1951, 6)
If sound comes out of her it is a sound that expresses that thing expresses sound 
coming out of her. (Stein 1951, 9)

16.  So did Bridgman (1970, 107–113).
17.  For biographical details see Wineapple (1996).
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Sound coming out of her is […] not explaining […] not suggesting […] not relat-
ing […]. (Stein 1951, 9)

In numerous reiterations and modulations the sound that is coming out of her is 
described tautologically as the sound coming out of her. In contrast to the tradi-
tional attitude of the he towards language, who uses it as a symbolic reference 
system, the she stresses over and over again the acoustic basis of language. Thus 
the text develops the Steinian poetics that underlie most of her later works, includ-
ing A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow. Writing is presented not as a 
mental process, adding abstract signs to a symbolic sequence, with the hand only 
assisting the mind; writing is understood as a bodily exercise involving breath, 
voice, tongue, lips, the whole organs of speech. Steinian writing demands a body 
that can sound – and a reader who is willing to respond.

4 Reading Stein with the body

If writing is conceived by the author as sound sounding, the reader is asked to read 
literature in a non-traditional way. Looking at symbols – I come back to the defini-
tion of reading I started with – is only a beginning in reading Stein, as to read ac-
cording to her poetics demands by far more from the reader: Stein’s texts are an 
invitation for the reader to perform the reading with his or her body.

Stein’s aim to activate the reader cannot only be shown in the close reading of 
A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow (and numerous others of her 
works). The author laid her poetics also down in theoretical works. In “Poetry and 
Grammar,” e.g., Stein is less musing about the comma, although this seems to be 
her subject, then about the task of the reader:

As I say commas are servile and they have no life of their own, and their use is not 
a use, it is a way of replacing one’s own interest and I do decidedly like to like my 
own interest my own interest in what I am doing. A comma by helping you along 
holding your coat for you and putting on your shoes keeps you from living your 
life as actively as you should lead it [...].
When it gets really difficult you want to disentangle rather than to cut the knot, at 
least so anybody feels who is working with any thread, so anybody feels who is 
working with any tool so anybody feels who is writing any sentence or reading it 
after it has been written. And what does a comma do, a comma does nothing but 
make easy a thing that if you like it enough is easy enough without the comma. A 
long complicated sentence should force itself upon you, make you know yourself 
knowing it and the comma, well at the most a comma is a poor period that it lets 
you stop and take a breath but if you want to take a breath you ought to know 
yourself that you want to take a breath. (Stein 1998, 320–321)
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Stein’s experimental prose could be labelled as an enterprise to activate the reader 
and to put the hierarchic relation between writer and reader on a new democratic 
basis – after all, Stein felt thoroughly American all her life. When she writes in the 
first paragraph quoted here that a comma “keeps you from living your life as ac-
tively as you should lead it” she encourages the reader to make out of the text what 
she or he wants to make out of it. By making grammatical structures and thereby 
the content clearer commas prevent the reader from thinking – reason enough for 
Stein to boycott them. In the second paragraph quoted, Stein equals working with 
a thread, working with a tool, writing and reading, implicitly forming two groups: 
Textile and textual working obviously form the one, working with a tool and read-
ing – with a key, e.g., – the other. But for both groups the same conditions apply: 
All should not cut but disentangle the knot, i.e., look patiently for solutions to dif-
ficult problems (like enigmatic prose). What this means for the reader Stein finally 
explains in an open address: “A long complicated sentence should [...] make you 
know yourself knowing it.” In other words: It is the reader who gives the text mean-
ing, a meaning that is not there without him or her; by the way, it took literary 
criticism forty more years in order to focus upon this phenomenon in reception 
theory or reader-response criticism. That again the body is involved in this process 
of understanding shows Stein’s use of the metaphor “to take a breath” for pausing 
in the reading process, i.e., for dividing the text into intelligent parts.

It would be wrong to say that silent, mental reading does neither presuppose18 
nor affect the body. Sure it does: A novel can accelerate the heart beat of the reader, 
arouse her sexual desires or make him laugh or cry. But Stein’s texts aim at a bod-
ily experience for the reader beyond these reactions to a text. Laughing and crying 
are not necessary in order to understand traditionally narrated texts. Readers who 
want to get the flavour of Stein however, are not asked to react, they must act. Si-
lent, empathic reading, reading as identification with the characters, suffering with 
them and so on is a concept absolutely negated by Stein. There is nothing to iden-
tify with in her texts, there are no characters or stories for which one could em-
pathically, but passively care. As Harriet Scott Chessman puts it, referring to Stein’s 
Blood on the Dining-Room Floor (1948):

‘Understanding’, as Stein persuasively suggests, incorporates a response composed 
of the body as well as of the mind, in which the division between the body and mind 
becomes profoundly challenged and begin to dissolve. (Chessman 1989, 137)

Needless to add that such a form of reading provoked by the text will produce as 
many experiences, interpretations and understandings as readers – which is the 

18.  See Loenhoff (1997) on the corporal presumptions of any (written or other) communica-
tion, a self-evident truth that weirdly enough needs to be explained in the age of virtual realitiy 
enthusiasm.
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reason, why you hardly find the same academic interpretation of any Stein sen-
tence, sketch, stanza or paragraph twice, not even a common critical opinion about 
the enigmatic ones of her works. A Steinian text is created as much by the reader 
as by the author.

In the light of Stein’s poetics I resume my reading of A Book Concluding With 
As A Wife Has A Cow and summarize finally the aspects in which the activated 
reader is invited to re-create the text with the help of his or her mental and bodily 
capacities. By challenging the symbolic meaning of language, by writing – on first 
sight – absurdities Stein makes sure that a reader looking for purely cognitive un-
derstanding gets irritated. However, the text together with Gris’ lithographs offers 
an abundance of intelligible hints how it wants to be read. Following the leitmotiv 
‘love between literature and music’ the acoustic aspect of the language becomes 
the signpost what to do with this text: The reader is invited to perform the text in 
a way a musician performs music. In this performance the reader possesses even 
more liberties than a musical interpreter as it is her or him who defines, e.g., the 
metre. Using only monosyllabic words with the same metric value in whole para-
graphs that are composed of sentences with an obscure or ambiguous grammatical 
structure, and avoiding clarifying punctuation Stein makes the reader decide 
where the beats have to be placed in an obviously rhythmically structured para-
graph. The sound sensitive reader is offered to understand the text not only sym-
bolically, i.e., with the mind, but also sensually with his or her body. So a paragraph 
in which the words only use those consonants that are formed by the lips and the 
tip of the tongue might be physically enjoyed as a mimic metaphor for kissing.

This activation of the reader with the help of the sound spectre of the text goes 
so far as to blur the line between author and reader. With any form of a narrator 
almost totally absent in A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow readers not 
only have to find their way through the pages with no assistance of a helpful mod-
erator; without a narrator, without even any point of view, the traditional, open or 
hidden hierarchy between narrator and reader vanishes. The reader is no longer 
expected to follow the paths of the narrator, the reader is invited to decide herself 
what to do with these words; this democratic attitude Stein also exposed in “Poetry 
and Grammar” mentioned before. Now the only time a kind of narrator shows up 
in A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow it is an “I” (Stein 1973, 16, 17), 
stressing the identity of writer and reader. Most prominently the “I” speaks sud-
denly in the last paragraph of the “love story,” where “the” wife changes into “my 
wife” who has a cow. This first person perspective pulls the reader into the text, 
making him or her part of the love story that turns out to be a manifold one, includ-
ing bodily love, the love between the arts, and finally, the love between the reader 
and the text that constitutes Stein’s prose. The reader has become the author.
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This kind of reading recalls the old rhetorical tradition of reading aloud not 
performed any longer for centuries now. It is by no means possible to go back to the 
ancient practise that I outlined in the beginning. But to recall this practise in order 
to broaden the narrow concept of reading prevailing today might be helpful in order 
to understand the revolution in reading that Gertrude Stein had in mind, too, when 
she tried to revolutionize writing. If one dares to compare Steinian poetics with an-
cient rhetoric respectively reading practises – admittedly a questionable attempt 
that should not be pursued too far – three aspects of the modern project seem to 
reflect the old traditions: sound, the body of the reader, and the relation between 
author and reader. Once more Jesper Svenbro about the ancient Greek reader:

The traditional reader, who needed to use his voice in order to ‘recognize’ the 
graphic sentence, engaged in a notably active relation with the writing on the 
level of sonorization (even though his role was that of a ‘passive partner’ of the 
writer, whose programme he executed). He had to make a mental and physical 
effort to accomplish his instrumental function, or the letters would continue to 
bear no meaning. Someone who is able to read in silence has a seemingly passive 
relation to writing; he is no longer the instrument of writing, which ‘speaks’ to 
him unaided. It is the reader’s task to listen passively. (Svenbro 1999, 54)

Except for some rare devoted fans of poetry who read poems aloud for themselves 
if no one is around the modern reader is a silent one, something the passionate 
reader Stein knew very well. In contrast to the ancient writers she as author had to 
make the readers understand that she wanted them to read aloud. And it is not by 
chance that one of her means to do so makes her texts look so much like ancient 
ones: the lack of helpful punctuation. But still, neither the way her literary texts are 
composed nor her poetics are in any way comparable to ancient poetic texts – but 
the result is, to some degree. A Book Concluding With As A Wife Has A Cow: A 
Love Story begs to be read aloud, an abundance of rhetorical means are used in 
order to get the reader to that point. In other works, like in Lifting belly (1917), e.g., 
an addressed “you” that could be the reader is constantly asked to sing (Stein 1989, 
5, 28, 33–36). Thus the body of the modern reader is activated as was the body of 
the ancient one, and even more: Stein’s acoustic and mimic metaphors transgress 
the aural reading concept of antiquity by introducing a new layer of semantic 
meaning independent of linguistic understanding. The modern reader’s body is 
addressed even more completely than the ancient one’s was, whose task was lim-
ited to sonorization. With this activation of the reader’s body Stein’s texts blur the 
borderline between reader and writer, again in a certain analogy to the ancient 
understanding of reading and again beyond it: The Stein reader is not an activated, 
but nevertheless “passive partner” of the writer, as Svenbro characterizes the an-
cient reader. Demolishing intentionally the traditional hierarchy between writer 
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and reader by avoiding any certain guidance Stein leaves the reader alone with the 
text. At this point the helpful although false analogies with the ancient reading 
practises have finally come to their end. Reading was something active in antiq-
uity, but it meant executing the programme of the writer. The Stein reader does not 
execute Stein’s programme; he or she finds a textual offering and is invited to re-
create it as a recreation.

Figures

Figure 1.  “Woman leafing through an opened book”  
(by Juan Gris from Stein 1973 [1926])
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Figure 2. “Man playing the guitar” (by Juan Gris from Stein 1973 [1926])

Figure 3. Front page for the second part of the book:  
the love story As A Wife Has A Cow (by Juan Gris from Stein 1973 [1926])
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Figure 4.  “Finis” (by Juan Gris from Stein 1973 [1926])
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Work, rhythm, dance

Prerequisites for a kinaesthetics of media and arts

Reinhart Meyer-Kalkus

1 Cross-sensory integration: Eye and ear

Since pictures began moving, people have expected them to be accompanied by 
tones, noises, voices, and music. Silently moving images cannot seem but uncanny 
like allegories of a ruined reality. Wasn’t this precisely why the images of the Twin 
Towers’ destruction on September 11, 2001 were so terrifyingly outrageous? They 
lack a sound track. One hears nothing of the tremendous explosions that have bur-
rowed into our memories, nothing of the desperate cries of the victims in the up-
per stories, nothing of the approaching second plane and the fireball in which it 
disappeared. An acoustic emptiness that amplifies the incommensurable.

On what are such expectations of an audio-visual co-expressiveness in film, 
video, and television based? Have they been created by the consumption of media 
and consequently become part of our perceptual apparatus (Hörisch 1990)? A 
connection among the senses that one could justifiably call ‘media synaesthetics’? 
As a matter of fact, the silent film was, from its beginnings, never silent; it was ac-
companied by music, sound, and voices produced behind or alongside the projec-
tion screen. ‘Talkies’ canonized this audio-visual complementarity beginning in 
the 1930s, and television, video, and DVD took it from there. And today, monitors 
with moving images but shut-off sound seem either totally ridiculous or are en-
durable only because they receive a kind of second-level image-acoustics through 
the sounds of the environment. The media thus indeed intensify the expectation of 
an audio-visual circuitry between our sensual experiences, so that we can only be 
dumbfounded when, for once, it is dissolved and we see moving images without 
corresponding tones.

Could this expectation be based in deeper, perceptual-psychological and neuro-
logical prerequisites? Our senses work together also independently of the consump-
tion of media, for example in spatial orientation. Here, our sense of hearing plays a 
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particular role in distinguishing between left and right, behind and in front, high 
and low, close and far, etc. In connection with the senses of touch and of balance, it 
even assumes directing functions over the eye. Banal gestures confirm this coupling 
of acoustic spatial perception and visual object recognition: We hear a sound beside 
us and involuntarily turn our head in the direction of its suspected source to bring 
the cause into our field of vision. We also want to visually identify what our acoustic, 
proprioceptive, or tactile perceptions have noted. There are apparently synaesthetic 
experiences based in things deeper than a 100-year-old history of the consumption 
of electronic audio-visual media. Sure, human perception takes place also before 
and outside of media conditioning (assuming one does not apply a hypertrophic 
concept of media that would include the organs of perceptions).

Recent research in neuropsychology and cognitive neuroscience has changed 
our knowledge of the functions of perception in a remarkable way (Neuweiler 
2003). There is no dispute over the thesis that, in the purely quantitative terms of 
the number of receptors and neuronal matrices, the eye provides the brain with 
the most information. But we are only beginning to understand the actual process 
of visual perception in all its functions. The path is long between the sensory im-
pression on the retina and the real optical image we think we see. The brain must 
process the optical impulse in innumerable steps of selection and interpretation 
before a mental representation emerges. The brain works segregatively in various 
modules (perceiving colour, shape, identity, motion, etc.). What seems unitary 
owes this quality to the modular processing in various neuronal matrices. And yet, 
objects appear unitary and concrete to us. We still do not completely understand 
how this impression arises. But this much seems certain: an interplay between 
various senses and the mobilization of memory must be assumed, and with them 
the routines we have acquired in connection with specific objects. The thesis is 
very plausible that visual characteristics are decoded in connection with practical 
patterns of behaviour. Consequently, comprehending images means: finding pat-
terns which possess a behavioural compatibility with motor activity. Visual objects 
are not constituted without activities, for example haptic activities, that attribute 
their very specific characteristics to the objects we see; another example are acous-
tic experiences which must be assumed for the speaking face. Wherever such a 
context exists, visual perceptions are also processed in these parts of the cortex. 
Only completely new objects which we have not previously experienced are proc-
essed exclusively in the cortex’s neuronal matrices specialized in visuality.

Even when concentrating on specific objects, the eye is not independent of the 
other senses. The constantly shifting focus of the pupil is substantially steered by 
acoustic, tactile, and proprioceptive information, as well as by memory. For exam-
ple, the eye turns in the direction from which the ear perceives a specific sound. It 
constantly surveys its objects with foci that jump about in specific, non-random 
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directions of motion. These motions follow key points that are scanned for specific 
patterns of activity. In this sense, there is no static or ‘frozen’ image for the eye.

A differentiated research literature on such mechanisms of cross-sensory inte-
gration has meanwhile been accumulated. For example, the durability of visual 
and acoustic perceptions in small children has been tested in experiments that 
bring objects before the child’s eyes, always accompanied by the same sounds, so 
that the child is accustomed to the coupling of a specific visual perception with an 
acoustic perception and is correspondingly disoriented when the two are separat-
ed. The McGurk Effect has achieved some notoriety: It is used to examine multi-
sensory integration in speech. In its ‘fusion’ component, the illusion emerges when 
a participant is presented with an auditory bilabial (e.g. /pa/) dubbed onto a visual 
velar (e.g. /ka/). Under these conditions participants consistently report hearing 
an alveoloar /ta/, a virtual percept resulting from the audio-visual fusion.

The brain thus connects the acoustic and the visual information in an active 
way. It is anything but a blank wax tablet into which sensory perceptions are im-
pressed; it is more a highly complex processor that deals in its own way with the 
neuronal impulses from the retina, inner ear, and other senses. It is not my task 
here to discuss these research results on cross-sensory integration in greater detail. 
Besides the field is too dynamic for any outsider to convey the current state of re-
search. But I would like to take up a thought that seems to me to be very important 
for questions about the senses that are specific to the humanities and to media 
research, questions that have not yet received the attention they deserve.

Many neuroscientists think that the brains multi-sensoric integration is car-
ried out thanks to a temporal encoding. The integration of the senses is not any 
kind of static ‘fusion’ of various perceptions, as the Gestalt theoreticians of the 
1920s like Rudolf Arnheim ([1929] 1977) suspected who chose the examples of 
ballet, opera, and other arts and media. Rather, this integration of the senses is 
carried out on a temporal axis that sequences the various neuronal impulses of 
perception in terms of their temporal differences, bringing them into a structural 
connection. Visual, acoustic, and other sensory experiences are thus coordinated 
in the millisecond range. If this coordination happens not to run smoothly, then 
we have difficulty adjusting our perception to this changed situation. For example, 
if a film’s sound track is shifted even a fraction of a second from the images of the 
speaking actors our expectations are contradicted. Such a suspended co-expres-
siveness (Meyer-Kalkus 2001, 51 f., 60 ff.) underscores how accustomed we are to 
well-functioning coordination on the temporal axis.

This temporal encoding determines not only our perception, but also our mo-
torics. When we carry out certain speech actions, various muscle groups simulta-
neously or sequentially receive neuronal impulses that are very precisely tempo-
rally coordinated. Speech ability and gesture presume this temporal control. In 
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comparison with other primates, human beings apparently have a much greater 
capacity to plan long chains of impulses and to convey them to muscle groups in 
the mouth, enabling humans to carry out complex processes like the linguistic 
sequencing of phonemes on the axis of contiguity. Without this ability, the ability 
to speak is unimaginable in terms of evolutionary history (Neuweiler 2003). But 
speaking is just one case of application among many temporal orderings found on 
many levels in the brain.

If we accept these assumptions of a temporal encoding of multi-sensory inte-
gration of our perceptions, the question arises whether our understanding of phe-
nomena like meter and rhythm can profit from them. Even if there are not yet any 
really robust experimentally secured results, such assumptions enjoy great plausi-
bility. However one grasps meter, the term points to temporal orderings of our 
perception, in which the beats or accentual impulses stand in a temporally deter-
mined or repetitive context. Meter – the ideal pattern underlying speech, music, or 
dance – is distinguished from phenomena of rhythm, like the fluid structuring 
conveyed by the swing of voice and posture in a singing performance. Tiny delays 
or anticipations in relation to the meter repeatedly create expectations that are 
then fulfilled. Rhythm can be understood as one way in which metric patterns can 
appear: in a certain way, as the phenotype of the genotype meter, mediated by the 
respective symbolic means of presentation and their syntactic, semantic, and pro-
sodic characteristics.

Such body-based rhythms seem to have great relevance above all in musical 
performances, as well as in rap and spoken poetry. What fuses the heard and the 
seen here is primarily the kinaesthetic dimension that takes possession of viewers 
and listeners and that indeed, in swinging along, becomes bodily reality for them. 
What grabs ahold of us and takes us out of ourselves is the coordinated rhythm of 
tones and motions.

If humanities scholars can claim any advantage over neuropsychologists, biolo-
gists, and other natural scientists, it is a sharpened awareness of the scientific his-
tory of their questions. These questions are not simply taken for granted as a fact 
documented by the newest technologies of investigation. In contrast to the natural 
scientific belief in facticity, reflecting scholars in the humanities first look at the 
history of the problems confronting them, since they are convinced that history is 
the ultimate horizon of the phenomena they examine. Their meta-language is not 
computing, but language. Their primary critical task is to make the historical se-
mantics of their concepts comprehensible and testable. Only if they make the pre-
requisites and implications of their concepts transparent in this way they can hope 
to achieve durable and comprehensible results. But this also entails the expectation 
that such delving into the history of their questions will change the questions them-
selves, perhaps even leading to new discoveries about what is seemingly known or 
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about what has been repressed, thus advancing our knowledge. That humanities 
scholars, through the elegant reconstruction of discourse, often forget the problems 
themselves and fail to thematize them within the horizon of the state of natural 
scientific and technological knowledge of their time, is a different issue.

In the following, I would like to use a few examples to show how these ques-
tions about the temporal structuring of synaesthetic perceptions can generate new 
questions, precisely when one asks about the history of the problems’ contexts. 
Furthermore I will show how they may offer answers that stimulate insights. The 
first example is historically rather distant: It concerns a now mostly forgotten at-
tempt to understand the rhythm of folksongs in connection with the rhythm of 
physical labour: Karl Bücher’s cultural-comparative investigations of work and 
rhythm in the songs of nations (Bücher 1924). Starting from this, conclusions can 
be drawn about the prerequisites of the contemporary consumption of media, es-
pecially music. I will make some remarks about the aesthetics of dance and of the 
music clip, then conclude with a look back at the widely ramified discussions about 
rhythm conducted in the 1920s and 1930s in musicology, art history, philology, 
and philosophy. This historical sequence should provide building blocks for an 
audio-visual kinaesthetics of the arts and media that can be made visible only in 
outline here.

2 Karl Bücher’s ‘Labor and Rhythm’

What do we hear when we concentrate on sounds in our environment? Again and 
again, the motors of cars, trucks, buses, trams, trains, and motorcycles; also lawn 
mowers and electric saws; in our immediate surroundings, the humming of the PC, 
air conditioners, doorbells, the ringing of telephones and mobile phones. Radio 
and television voices penetrate walls and ceilings; music comes through open win-
dows. Motors and communication technologies assert an acoustic diktat over the 
environment. In contrast, birdcalls, the patter of rain on the roof, wind in the trees, 
and footsteps on the street or in the stairwell have become secondary voices.

To the silenced tones belong also the traditional sounds of labour that for cen-
turies lent European villages and cities their acoustic locality: the blows of the flail 
on the threshing floor, the sharpening of reapers’ scythes with the whetstone, the 
rolling sounds of oxcarts and horse wagons, the pounding and hammering of cob-
blers and smiths, the hacking of vegetables and meat in the kitchen, the accompa-
nying babble of voices and solitary song, finally church bells marking the day’s 
passage. Traditional forms of labour have disappeared, and with them the acoustic 
backdrop that served as a world of orientation for centuries. This change affects 
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more than our aesthetic experience. Rather, the technicalization of labour has 
yielded a profound change in our orientation in the world. Listening reveals this.1

The smith, the toolmaker, the plumber, the boilermaker let the hammer fall on the 
metal in the same tact; the carpenter lets the blows of the plane, the saw, the rasp, 
and the drawing knife succeed each other with the same intervals, and who does 
not know the peculiar sound of the sledgehammer, the flax brake, the weaver’s 
shuttle, the carpenter’s hatchet, the paving ram, the stonemason’s chisel. (Bücher 
1924, 24 f.)

In his book Arbeit und Rhythmus (“Labor and Rhythm”), which was published in 
six ever-larger editions between 1896 and 1924, the economist and economic his-
torian Karl Bücher (1847–1930) devoted a fundamental investigation to the disap-
pearing world of labour and its acoustics. Bücher’s ideas are based on a psycho-
physiological concept of labour tied to physical movement. Regularly repeated 
work processes are rhythmically shaped to ensure greater efficiency. Rhythm is the 
most strength-saving way to work when lifting and lowering, pushing and pulling, 
stretching and pulling together, etc. We become aware of such physical work proc-
esses when they are accompanied by the rhythmic use of tools that produce tones 
that indicate the “strength of the productive power” and “the same temporal (and 
spatial) proportions as the accompanying motions” (Bücher 1924, 23):

In the industrial society, these repetitive physical labours are increasingly car-
ried out by machines, and in the end by automation. Even the former terminology 
is no longer familiar to us. What still shaped the life world of broad segments of 
the European population as late as the mid-20th century survives in the develop-
ing countries, if anywhere. Bücher examines these work processes not from an 
economic, social anthropological, or cultural historical standpoint, but in terms of 
the connections between purposeful physical movement, rhythm, and voice.

He begins with the observation that many household and agricultural activi-
ties are structured by noises and tones that mark their working rhythms. Keeping 
to the same tempo supports the movement and has a spurring effect. The indi-
vidual’s labour is acoustically coupled to that of others and integrated in a com-
mon working rhythm (Bücher 1924, 25). The rhythm of sound steers labourers’ 
interaction in a group, for example in the motions of smiths striking and stamping, 
carpenters chopping logs, stonemasons working in parallel, maids thrashing can-
vas and beating carpets, or farmers threshing grain with a flail.

Bücher distinguishes more closely between forms of communal labour in 
which groups cooperate to accomplish their tasks (as in threshing, ramming, tow-
ing, setting sails, etc.), and forms of individual labour in which each worker is con-

1.  In the following all translations are my own.



 Work, rhythm, dance 

cerned with his own work process, but is acoustically tied to the other labourers (as 
in spinning, picking crops, turning hay, etc.). The first is a rhythmically coordinated 
group task, the second is gregarious work. In the first case, instrument signals, calls 
or sequences of signals and calls, or work songs organise the temporal sequence of 
working acts or steps, with corresponding pauses for the necessary working mo-
tion. The second case offers greater rhythmic and playful freedom.

Bücher’s interest, however, is not in forms of labour as such, but rather in the 
accompanying work songs, which he documents historically and in cultural com-
parison: songs for the hand mill, for spinning, weaving, lacemaking, and plaiting, 
songs for fetching water or picking crops, for plowing or rowing, tradesmen’s, coo-
lies’, and pilots’ songs, household songs, songs sung while working with animals. A 
separate chapter is devoted to the songs of Afro-American farmhands in the Unit-
ed States and their work songs when chopping or picking cotton, when rolling or 
lifting logs, when building railways or ships, when loading freight, etc. Bücher 
concedes that such songs, along with their controlling and disciplining functions, 
also have a playful purpose. In many cases, the lyrics of these songs are entirely 
senseless, he says, and what counts is the rhythm of physical motion required by 
the work. Meaningless fillers are used because they carry the rhythm. Speech im-
pulses and phonetic material are adjusted to the demands of the rhythm. Accord-
ing to Bücher, labour was the origin of many of our folk songs, and rhythm was the 
law underlying their composition (Bücher 1924, 378), which

involuntarily inspires vocal imitation, as we can still observe in children’s songs, 
which imitate in words the clacking of the mill, the blows of the flail, and the 
various tradesmen’s sounds, but also in the folk lyrics that soldiers give to trumpet 
and drum signals, farmers to the ringing of bells and the call of the shepherd’s 
horn (Bücher 1924, 388).

In terms of the history of science, Bücher’s hypothesis is to be seen in the context 
of speculations about the origin of language and of song. These ideas arose in the 
18th century and boomed right around 1900 (Cassirer 2001, 78 ff.). One could 
consign them to the dust heap of history and ignore them as outmoded. But what 
lends them a certain interest even today – and what led the Cassirer student Su-
sanne K. Langer (1953, 246 ff., 254) to field them in establishing what she called 
the symbolic transformation of rhythms in the arts – is the systematic connection 
between physical movement, work, rhythm, and art. Even if one is skeptical about 
Bücher’s hypothesis that it was “the energetic rhythmic physical movement that 
led to the emergence of poetry, particularly the motion that we call labour”(Bücher 
1924, 386), it is hard to dismiss the assumption that the rhythmic motions of la-
bour and their accompanying sounds have a great musical potential and form the 
basis for many areas of vocal music and poetry. According to Bücher, they can
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involuntarily inspire vocal imitation, as we can still observe in children’s songs, 
which imitate in words the clacking of the mill, the blows of the flail, and the 
various tradesmen’s sounds, but also in the folk lyrics that soldiers give to trumpet 
and drum signals, farmers to the ringing of bells and the call of the shepherd’s 
horn (Bücher 1924, 388).

Bücher extrapolates from this observation the hypothesis that, in the final analysis, 
poetic language took its rhythms – i.e., the distinction among syllables and words 
in accordance with the quantity or with stressed and unstressed syllables – from 
rhythmic bodily movements: “Since the language of poets cannot have its rhythm 
from itself, it must have gained it from outside, and here it seems all the more rea-
sonable to assume that rhythmically organised bodily movements of speech con-
veyed the law of its performance” (Bücher 1924, 378). Bodily movements and 
rhythm comprise the laws of the performance of poetry and song.

Bücher makes a systematic distinction between song and dance. In the latter, 
unlike in song, rhythm is “seen as something freely invented […], while in labour, 
as we must assume, it necessarily results from our inner bodily constitution and 
from the technical preconditions of the work” (Bücher 1924, 335). Dance, he con-
tinues, is therefore a rhythmic bodily movement per se (Bücher 1924, 336).

Accordingly, the movements of work and dance are both rhythmic ‘primeval 
phenomena’ that are symbolically transformed in music and poetry. Taking Bücher 
as her starting point, Susanne Langer calls rhythm the “skeleton of music in an em-
bryonic state”: “Apparently, one and the same metrical pattern, a general, dynamic 
form, can be sung, danced, clapped, or drummed; it is the element that can be end-
lessly repeated and thus permits the preservation of tradition” (Langer 1953, 126 f.). 
Rhythm as the fundamental phenomenon of arts and media – is such a hypothesis 
sustainable, even going beyond Bücher’s speculations on the origin of language?

3 Rhythm and dance

In terms of history of science, Bücher’s Arbeit und Rhythmus belongs to the con-
text of folksong research and ethnology, where it is discussed to the present day 
(Stockmann and Sevag 1992). More recently, social anthropologists also consult it 
to find building blocks for an anthropology of labour, especially in regard to pre-
industrial societies in Africa and elsewhere (Spittler 2005). In the following, I 
would like to extrapolate some ideas and possible conclusions for aesthetic or, 
more precisely, kinaesthetic considerations concerning dance and song, as well as 
other temporal arts – shuttlecocks that I toss into the air without being certain that 
I will be able to catch them all again. I use the term “kinaesthetic” following Ed-
mund Husserl’s analysis of corporeality: the processes of perception are linked to 
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our movements in the world, to our perspectivity, and to our self-awareness. Per-
ception is embodied: The “I know” or “I see” is coupled to the “I move” (Husserl 
2003, 196 ff.).

Bücher’s Arbeit und Rhythmus initially inspires a kind of social-psychological 
and cultural-historical diagnosis: What happens when work processes no longer 
demand more than reduced physical actions, almost all of them carried out while 
sitting, for example operating keyboards, steering wheels, and joysticks, telephon-
ing, taking written notes, etc.? Rhythmic physical movements are here reduced 
almost to zero. Certainly, there are physical tasks in the household, the garden, and 
the harvest, and with them manual and corporeal activities that have their own 
rhythm. In the developed countries, however, this work, if physically exhausting, 
is usually replaced by machines. Isn’t it a reasonable assumption that our societies 
must seek compensations for this disappearance of rhythmic physical exertion? Is 
there potentially an anarchic physical unrest and instinct that needs to be bound 
up or to find socially regulated forms of discharge? Sports, fitness training, danc-
ing, hiking, strolling, do-it-yourself activities, and gardening are the obvious can-
didates serving as such compensations – movements that stand outside of the 
work context and that contribute to relieving it or that help to relax, for the pur-
pose of recreation, health prophylaxis, or rehabilitation.

With the changed work processes the collective work songs described in 
books, too, have disappeared. It is absurd to imagine bank employees breaking out 
in song when filing vouchers. Where one awaits the next telephone call, one need 
not swing along with common rhythms. Everyone’s responsiveness and accessibil-
ity by telephone at all times is the primary principle. Song has lost its place not 
only in the working world, but also in areas like the family, school, and the mili-
tary; it survives in church and professional or semi-professional musical practise, 
at best. Where do mothers still sing children’s songs or songs tied to the ecclesiasti-
cal year? Where does one hear hiking or even work songs? Today, the disappear-
ance of traditional forms of song tied to physical labour is compensated by the 
consumption of music and voices from the radio, CDs, and other media.

There is a kind of reception, though, that depends fundamentally upon collec-
tive activity: dance and some of its derivatives. It is no coincidence that dance and 
music have become the feverish focus of many people’s lives. Dance parties and 
processions possess a cult character and mark essentially the departure from the 
everyday, a new form of bacchanal. Dance is a component of many people’s iden-
tity, intertwined with specific music cultures like rock, techno, hip-hop, or world 
music. New forms of discharging collective rhythmic energies have developed in 
dance. One does not dance alone, but in groups, swinging to the rhythm of acous-
tic impulses coming from loudspeakers. This motoric sympathetic vibration is 
part of a counter-world that seemingly permits youth to drop out of school and 



	 Reinhart Meyer-Kalkus

family or out of their working and occupational world at any time. In dance, the 
ego imago seems to restore itself in the cathartic discharge of physical energies and 
in collective rhythmic integration.

We have to assume that these processes lie to a great extent below the thresh-
old of consciousness, connecting cognitive and motoric processes. Dancing, I re-
spond to the physically perceived vibrations of specific rhythmic patterns by mov-
ing my body, partly spontaneously, partly encoded by movements learned from 
others. These processes are apparently only partially subject to my conscious in-
tentions; they are essentially pre-reflective, imitative, and mimetic. I neither want 
to nor am I able to control every detail of my movements; rather, I join a current 
of sounds whose impulses I permit to take effect in my own body. The fusion with 
the environment is limited to elementary physical signals and the opposite of com-
munication in speech with the help of discourse and argument. Doesn’t it seem an 
obvious step to interpret such motoric-rhythmic sound circuitry as compensation 
for the essentially consciously steered control processes that keep the body immo-
bile, control processes demanded by the world of work? The cerebralism of our 
office world would find its release in this motoric discharge of energy.

This altered constellation of work, rhythm, and dance creates new desires 
whose implications we can hardly discern. What about a genre like the music clip 
and its consumption, for example? Isn’t the clip – like many other temporal arts – a 
kind of ‘canned’ motoricity? Examined from a kinaesthetic standpoint, one first 
notes the rhythmic coordination of various formal levels, the syncopated percus-
sion rhythm of the music, the motions of the singers and dancers, the movement 
of the camera, and not least the film cutting. The stream of images is subjected to 
the meter of the musical form in speed, acceleration, deceleration, and caesura. 
The voices and images are ruled by an audio-visual metrics. The breakneck tempo 
of the cuts and their ‘hashed’ technique are the very identifying characteristics of 
the clip – akin to fun commercials. The exaggerated velocity of images and tones 
seems to barely brush against consciousness, appealing instead to one’s motoricity. 
Singers and dancers thereby fulfill the role of a living window-dressing; they no 
longer pretend to have been recorded while singing their songs, as was still cus-
tomary in the music videos of the 1970s, in which the physiognomy of the indi-
vidual singer seemed to guarantee authenticity. Important in this specific genre are 
the tempo and beat of tones and images, which are essentially structured by 
rhythm, by the basso continuo syncopato. The swing-along of live performance is 
replaced by audio-visual simulations that find their anchor in the haptics of the 
place I take in front of the television set – a canned diet for monadic consumption. 
One can say that the video clip glues up brains with machismo, fantasies of vio-
lence and annihilation, and racist connotations, but its effect can be understood 
only in the context of the motoric energies it mobilizes.
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However, there is a difference between canned motoricity and motoric dis-
charge in group processes. What fuses the heard and the seen sensations here is 
above all the kinaesthetic-rhythmic dimension that takes possession of us and, in 
resonance, becomes bodily reality. The repetitions and great arcs of intensification, 
the moments of calm and discharge can have the effect of a concentrated sensory 
thunderstorm that fuses the dimensions of hearing, seeing, feeling, and resonat-
ing. Microphone in hand, rock singers and performers of spoken poetry know 
precisely what significance their gestures and other physical movements on the 
stage have. Even if their voice pauses or they violate the meter, their legs, upper 
bodies, arms, or heads continue the beat. A kind of body rhythm signals to the 
audience a tempo that lies deeper than voice and language. But this is not to be 
understood in the sense of totally bringing every movement into one line; rather, 
it is the minimal variations in the register of expressions, the accelerandi or ralen-
tissimi, the shifts and delays, the run-ups, dischargings, and periods of calm, the 
hesitations and accelerations that convey to us the overall rhythmic impression of 
a coordinated richness of individual optical, acoustic, haptic, and proprioceptive 
events. Precisely this is the specific characteristic of the rhythmic, as opposed to 
the metric: it is not the ticking of a clock that seems rhythmic, but rather every-
thing that appeals to anthropomorphic kinetic energies of swaying, intensifying 
and slackening, of speeding up and slowing down.

This rhythmic simultaneity of sensory experiences can resolve downright ex-
plosively in ever new inceptions. The multisensorial interconnection creates a sy-
naesthetic overall impression that goes deeper than a single sensory dimension 
could achieve. The impressions of the ear, the eye, and the whole body are not sim-
ply added or fused; rather, their connection creates a new quality of impression in 
which the ear cannot be abstracted from what the eye sees, and in which the eye 
sees what is not independent of what the ear discerns – and both dimensions are 
swept along in common motion. Not least, hearing and seeing are accompanied by 
proprioceptive motoric impulses and haptic perceptions that grasp one’s own body 
and make it resonate (in which the sense of balance also participates). Moving with 
the rhythm in a group of people swinging together, for example, influences my 
perception hic et nunc. What I feel is not independent of how I move. One can 
make oneself conscious of this kinaesthetic phenomenon ex negativo with the ex-
ample of the isolated audio-visual consumption of video and television at home, 
where a specific dimension is always lacking. It is clearly not the same thing as what 
I could experience if I had been present with all my senses and movements; it is not 
being rhythmically swept along in a group of others being swept along. Precisely 
this is the thrill of live performances in a world of media and simulations.
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4 Rhythm and the body

Rhythm is in accordance with our nature, as already Aristotle asserted with an eye 
to the physiological sequence of movements in the heartbeat, breathing, the mo-
tion of legs and arms when walking, and, finally, to the macro-rhythms of waking 
and sleeping, etc. In music theory, in metrics or versification, and in dance teach-
ings there have always been considerations and theories on the phenomenon of 
rhythm. Around 1900, these ideas culminated in Germany in a full-blown hyper-
trophy. For the Berlin “Sturm” circle (a group of artists and literary critics), for 
example, rhythm was the central category of art and poetry in general: “The mate-
rial of poetry is the word. The form of poetry is rhythm” (Meyer-Kalkus 2001, 
272). Rhythm was invoked to interpret all phenomena that eluded rational expla-
nation, especially in understanding the expression of individual character traits. 
Physiognomists like Ludwig Klages, Ottmar Rutz, Gustav Becking, and others be-
lieved they could identify rhythm as the specific aspect of individual expression in 
speech, gesture, and art (Meyer-Kalkus 2001, 88 ff.). No wonder that this overex-
tended and finally vague term faded into the background after 1945.

Today, in seeking to understand rhythm as well as kinaesthetic experiences, 
we can only profit from the neuropsychological and neurophysiological research 
on perception and motoricity, which I have outlined in the first chapter. Even if we 
are still a long way from an adequate neuropsychological explanation of kinaes-
thetic experiences the neuroscientist approach promises to provide new deep in-
sights also into cultural phenomena. The world seems unitary to us, even though 
our brains process perceptions segregatedly. The neurons begin firing when they 
hear their own specific melody. Many researchers think that the brain integrates 
these various neuronal impulses on a temporal axis: it sequences the temporal dif-
ferences among various perceptions, thus bringing them into a coherent pattern. 
This temporality of the multisensorial integration of our sensory experiences can 
be used to establish a concept of rhythm, especially as this temporal coding deter-
mines not only perception, but also motoricity.

Human beings possess not only cognitive abilities but also a kind of “motoric 
intelligence” (Neuweiler 2004). Its significance for human behaviour and the inter-
play between human physical functions and the environment has yet to be appre-
ciated. The term motoric intelligence describes innumerable processes, mostly 
beneath the threshold of consciousness, with which the brain coordinates the var-
ious muscle groups responsible for the heartbeat, peristalsis in the intestines, the 
movement of the limbs, breathing, or the expressive abilities of speech and gesture. 
This motoricity is not completely different from cognitive intelligence; there are 
interfaces and interactions. When I throw a ball, for example, I connect visual in-
formation with ballistic anticipations and corresponding muscle coordination. 
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But it seems to make sense to initially isolate the realm of motoricity and to elabo-
rate its essential functional characteristics as a neurophysical feedback mechanism 
between the brain or neural pathways and the muscles.

Today’s discussion between the humanities and the natural sciences will pro-
duce a new starting point for a usable definition of rhythm. Recent research in 
neuropsychology and cognitive neuroscience will fruitfully influence the analysis 
of media and of culture and will allow to arrive at robust statements. Our assump-
tions about multisensoric processes of perception, for example in synaesthetic ex-
periences, could be more plausible if based on experimentally proven concepts, 
even if one must guard against premature deductions. The question of the tempo-
ral structuring of synaesthetic perceptions – as a building block toward a kinaes-
thetics of arts and media – could help reveal essential prerequisites of today’s con-
sumption of the media and, in particular, music.

5 Kinaesthetics of media and art

The temporal arts (i.e., film, video, music clip, theater, opera, dance, performance, 
etc.) can be characterised as energy sources – or, more pointedly, as canned moto-
ricity – with the energetic capability to create a responsiveness in the audience that 
consequently is swept away by the performance, even intoxicated. This potential of 
the temporal arts has infinite preconditions, but rhythm is one of the necessary 
conditions hereby. But how is rhythm to be described? And how does this dimen-
sion relate to the “pleasure in reflecting” (Kant) that a work of art can give us, to 
sense and meaning?

Three different concepts of rhythm seem to be current in today’s discussions 
in cultural studies:
1. The first concept has been developed for oral and musical meters since classi-

cal antiquity. This discussion is by no means concluded, but in the area of 
speech metrics, a certain plausibility is enjoyed by ideas that meters represent 
deep structures, i.e., “patterns of stress,” that can be articulated only in connec-
tion with other parameters, like syntactical and prosodic/intonational struc-
tures, as elaborated by the phonologist Morris Halle (1995). What we term 
rhythm is therefore the specific way these various systems interact. Whereas 
meter offers unchangeable patterns of longs and shorts, or stressed and un-
stressed syllables, or accents, rhythm is the impulse we get through each spe-
cific expression, its prosody, and its intonation.

2. A second concept of rhythm arises, also since antiquity, from the sphere of 
human activities and their varying duration. Aristotle (1994) already consid-
ered the total duration of a tragedy and the comprehensibility of a plot and 
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established crucial concepts of how a plot should be scanned (like exposition, 
peripetia, and catastrophe). Philology’s narrative theories examine the differ-
ence between narrating time and narrated time, along with epic operations 
like anticipation and retention or retrospection. Modern music theories, in 
turn, have contributed ideas on the synchronism of different tempi, on polyr-
hythmic vs. monorhythmic structures, on primary and secondary tempi, ac-
celerandi, ritardandi, etc. In music theory and philological research on narra-
tion, these aspects of temporal structuring have already been fairly fully 
developed, but this is much less the case with theater and almost not at all with 
film. What is illuminating here is that these temporal determinations have a 
crucial structure-forming function in every work of art. In connection with 
other formal categories like contrast, parallelism, variation, proportion, the 
part and the whole, polyphony and monophony, which were established above 
all by the Russian formalists, we have an entire conceptual arsenal for analys-
ing temporal structures. With the aid of these tools, we may ask how art works 
organise their own world of sense and meaning.

3. Finally, the concept of rhythm can be based in the sphere of human physical 
movement and gesture. Here, Karl Bücher’s analyses could attract renewed at-
tention, at least as a historical example. Susanne K. Langer took up this thread, 
initially in Philosophy in a New Key (1942), then in Feeling and Form. A Theory 
of Art Developed from ‘Philosophy in a New Key’ (1953). There she sought to 
supplement what Ernst Cassirer had left open in his work: a theory of the arts. 
One of her central concepts, along with “expression, creation, symbol or sym-
bolic transformation,” is rhythm. Langer uses it entirely in the sense of the 
discussions of the 1920s in Germany, in which rhythm is synonymous with 
the interior life of the ‘organic form’ of the work of art and lends the latter the 
illusion of life. The precondition for the impression of such life is the illusion 
of an organic movement or of an indivisible whole. This rhythmic character is 
perceptible above all in music. Music, she says, is the symbolic depiction of 
people’s emotional life and provides a glimpse of what one could call the true 
life of feelings, of the subjective unity of our experience; and it does this thanks 
to the same principle that organises physical existence: rhythm.

Langer’s concept allows some further thoughts on the kinaesthetics of media and 
arts discussed here. She asserts that periodicity and regular recurrence of events 
are important, but not essential characteristics of rhythm:

The essence of rhythm is the preparation of a new event by the ending of a previ-
ous one. A person who moves rhythmically needs not repeat a single motion ex-
actly. His movements, however, must be complete gestures, so that one can sense 
a beginning, intent, and consummation, and see in the last stage of one the condi-
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tion and indeed the rise of another. Rhythm is the setting-up of new tensions by 
the resolution of former ones. They need not be of equal duration at all; but the 
situation that begets the new crisis must be inherent in the denouement of its 
forerunner. (Langer 1953, 128)

Thus, it is not the meter of the metronome that is the essence of rhythm, but some-
thing much more comprehensive, as Langer writes with reference to music:

Everything that prepares a future creates rhythm; everything that begets or inten-
sifies expectation, including the expectation of sheer continuity, prepares the fu-
ture […]; and everything that fulfills the promised future, in ways foreseen or 
unforeseen, articulates the symbol of feeling. Whatever the special mood of the 
piece, or its emotional import, the vital rhythm of subjective time […] permeates 
the complex, many-dimensional, musical symbol as its internal logic, which re-
lates music intimately and self-evidently to life. (Langer 1953, 129)

Works of art, Langer (1953, 129) continues, carry out this “symbolic transforma-
tion” ever anew.

Langer’s organological metaphorics suggest that a work owes its aesthetic value 
above all to the “organic unity and individuality in rhythm.” Doesn’t this put her in 
danger, against her intention, of hypostatizing the immediacy of rhythm? Of cut-
ting the connecting lines to the other formal aesthetic aspects of the work of art? 
Her achievement in introducing the concept of rhythm into the philosophy of the 
symbolic form is unquestionable; but established in this way, it is unfit as a formal 
analytical term, because it truncates the other dimensions of the experience of art.

The composer Dieter Schnebel (1970, 11f.) has suggested that, in modern com-
positions like the String Sextet (composed in 1953) of the German-Argentinian 
composer Mauricio Kagel, we should speak of an opposition between henometrics 
and polymetrics. Passages are henometric when all voices are subject to a single 
meter, however rhythmically differently they may fulfill it (and to this end, they 
dispose of every imaginable possibility, from trioles, sextuoles, etc., through synco-
pes and irrational divisions to enjambments); passages are polymetric, on the other 
hand, when every voice has its own meter, even if the impression of a common 
pulsation is created or given through the overlapping of the meters. Many varia-
tions are possible, though: henometrics can appear polyphonically frayed and 
splintered, while polymetrics can seem to be imbued with a single pulse.

Such different rhythmic possibilities are not restricted to music. Other tempo-
ral arts, too, experiment with these dimensions that are so essential for every art; 
for example, video art does this when it couples sounds and image. Bill Viola’s 
“Going Fourth by Day” (Berlin-Guggenheim, 2001) is polymetric, with its five 
videos installed in one room, but which display five different rhythms. A polymet-
ric installation that ineluctably confronts the viewer with the question whether 
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five audio-visual meters still have a common rhythm. The problem of time proves 
to be the key theme here. Certainly, the five videos share a common beginning and 
end, even if each of them could be without beginning or end (like the video with 
the stroll in the woods). But their polymetric coordination is not exhausted at all 
thereby. The first video is completely static, while the second is statically moving, 
the third, by contrast, is excited and in the end even catastrophically moved, while 
the fourth and fifth videos seem to adhere to a different temporal order: on the one 
hand dying and parting in the final stretch of time, on the other hand rebirth as 
sudden Kairos that fractures a continuum. This is an exemplary case of polymetric 
art in which the simultaneity of differing durations has a suggestive effect.

As one recognises in these examples, rhythm is anything but a category of 
obsolete aesthetic systems. Rather, it is one of the central formal aspects of con-
temporary temporal arts – and one of the central points of art’s reflection and ex-
perimentation. Especially at a time when aesthetic considerations are developed 
primarily from the realm of statically conceived pictoriality, from frozen images, 
excluding the synaesthetic dimension and all temporal-rhythmic aspects, it is im-
portant to take this artistic consciousness into account in order to develop a ki-
naesthetics of media and art.
(Translated by Mitch Cohen/Berlin)
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part 5

Therapy





Body, mind, and psychosomatic medicine

Gerhard Danzer

The concept of embodiment and the term itself have been used for decades in the 
fields of psychosomatic medicine and depth psychology. Here, especially the idea 
that man’s soul expresses itself in and through the body has played and still plays 
an important role.

An early advocate of a theory that regards the soul as embodied was the Zu-
rich theologian and writer Johann Caspar Lavater. In his four-volume magnum 
opus Physiognomische Fragmente zur Beförderung der Menschenkenntnis und Men-
schenliebe (Physiognomical Fragments for the Promotion of Our Knowledge of Man 
and Our Love of Mankind, German edition published between 1775 and 1778) he 
held the view that character, gait, essence and biography of a person are mani-
fested and legible in his or her physique and especially in his or her face. Accord-
ing to Lavater, a physiognomist could discern an individual’s psychic dynamics 
and constitution by observing the surface of his or her body. As the outside and 
inside correspond to one another Lavater formulates a semiotics of the body which 
allows information about the individuals moral calibre as well as his or her intel-
lectual abilities. Here is one example from many:

Women with brown, hairy or bristly warts on their chin, especially on the lower 
part of the chin, or on their neck, are for the most part upright, active, good 
housewives, but extremely temperamental. They easily fall in love in an almost 
foolish, yes even insane manner. They chatter a lot and most often about sex. They 
impose themselves thoughtlessly on others and it is hard to get rid of them again. 
One must treat them very considerately and in a calm and friendly manner, and 
try to keep them at a distance with gentle but cool respect. (Lavater [1772] 1991, 
95; my translation)

During the first half of the 20th century Sigmund Freud ([1895] 1973) and his col-
league for many years, Alfred Adler ([1907] 1977), the founding fathers of depth 
psychology, contributed significant impulses to the development of psychosoma-
tic medicine. Their theories of psychology and psychosomatics took into account 
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and modified various philosophical models dealing with the body-soul-problem 
and, originating from this, the process of embodiment. Practitioners of psychoso-
matic medicine realized that the causes and meanings of physical illnesses were 
connected with the question as to how body and soul are made up, how they inter-
act and whether the psyche is possibly expressed and embodied in the body 
(Weizsäcker [1947] 1987).

For their answers to these questions they wisely avoided borrowing from 
Lavater, but rather looked to life philosophy and existentialism. One of their sourc-
es, often used by Sigmund Freud, is the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer who 
belonged to the first thinkers questioning the existence of an immortal soul and the 
notion of dualism derived from it. For the monist Schopenhauer (1818) there is 
only one basic life force in the cosmos and in the realm of the living: the will-to-life. 
From this will-to-life emerges the diversity of the physical world. It is responsible, 
for instance, for the particular form of animal existence and for all its manifesta-
tions in life. At the same time, it is the thing-in-itself, which Immanuel Kant defined 
in Critique of pure Reason (1781) as unknowable. Schopenhauer, however, discov-
ered this universal life force through introspection. According to him everyone 
listening attentively enough to his inner self can feel and experience a muffled im-
pulse which breathes life into everything living. In a dangerous and threatening 
world the will-to-life could not exist without knowledge. The will-to-life created 
therefore the intellect which illuminates the paths on which human beings progress. 
The intellect is the lantern which, however, does not have a driving force of its own. 
It is the servant and slave of the will whose motives it must carry out. According to 
Schopenhauer, the unconscious will is embodied in man’s conscious imagination as 
well as in the vegetative and animalistic functions of his organism.

Nietzsche moved on in Schopenhauer’s footsteps. He, too, fought passionately 
against the traditional division of body and soul as well as against the dualism of a 
natural and a supernatural world. This division into world and over-world was for 
Nietzsche the primordial sin of western civilization. Nietzsche adopted monism 
from Schopenhauer, replacing however will-to-life with will-to-power. The fol-
lowing, often-quoted passage from Zarathustra (1883ff.) clearly shows how much 
Nietzsche thought in terms of monism and how convinced he was that the will-to-
power was embodied in the body. Under the heading “On the Despisers of the 
Body” he writes:

Body am I, and soul – thus speaks the child. And why should one not speak like 
children? But the awakened and knowing say: body am I entirely, and nothing 
else; and soul is only a word for something about the body. The body is a great 
reason, a plurality with one sense [...] Behind your thoughts and feelings, my 
brother, there stands a mighty ruler, an unknown sage – whose name is self. In 
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your body he dwells; he is your body. There is more reason in your body than in 
your best wisdom. (Nietzsche [1883ff] 1978, 57)

Psychoanalysis is an offshoot and continuation of life-philosophy, but with regard 
to monistic positions it is retrogressive compared to the latter. Freud speaks, for 
example, with particular fondness about the “psychic apparatus,” whose main task 
is, according to him, to work through and neutralise the excitations caused by the 
instinctual-bodily base. Beginning with Freud’s meta-psychology and his concepts 
of instinct and energy a whole series of psychosomatic theories and models 
emerged during the first half of the 20th century. Taken together they shaped the 
theory that psycho-social conflicts and traumas during a person’s childhood as 
well as at the present time express and embody themselves in his or her physical 
illnesses and in somatic symptoms.

A very early model in this respect originates with Freud ([1895] 1973) himself: 
it has become known far beyond the realm of psychosomatic medicine as the ill-
ness termed hysteria. According to this model, hysterical symptoms occur, when a 
conversion (or transformation) of psychic energy into physical symptoms such as 
paralyses, sensory disorders or dysfunctions of consciousness takes place. An un-
resolved conflict induces the person in question to transfer the underlying sexual 
or aggressive problems to the body and, hence, to embody them.

The possible connection between childhood, character and illness cannot be 
completely denied. The therapeutic value of this insight, however, is questionable. 
What should a physician do with a patient who hardly remembers anything about 
tragic events in his early childhood or who has to be convinced that they ever took 
place? That his stomach ulcer, for example, might be a result of his being spoiled 
by his mother and of his permanent need of love is something that he cannot read-
ily see. Even if he were to admit that his way of loving is somehow symbiotic, that 
does not necessarily mean that his stomach has to produce more acid than is nor-
mal and appropriate, or that his intense wishes for symbiosis have to embody 
themselves in an ulcer (Alexander 1951). As far as they have been studied empiri-
cally within the past several decades, the original psychoanalytical hypotheses in 
the area of psychosomatic medicine cannot be verified for the most part. One may 
neither conclude with certainty that specific physical symptoms indicate certain 
conflicts, traumas or character structures, nor can one deduct a specific system of 
repression and defence mechanisms (Uexküll et al. 2003).

Within the past several decades psychosomatic medicine tends to avoid naive 
physiognomy in Lavater’s sense as well as all forms of body-soul-dualism. Its con-
cepts of human beings, their bodies, and their illnesses, date back to ideas and 
anthropological models first introduced by Schopenhauer und Nietzsche as well as 
by phenomenologists and existentialist philosophers. Viktor von Weizsäcker 



	 Gerhard Danzer

([1956] 2005), for example, advocates a position on the body-soul-problem which 
has been called monistic aspect-dualism. This means that one can recognise and 
describe biological aspects as well as aspects of the soul and mind in the human 
organism without separating them into two different entities. This concept leads to 
the appropriate observation that every moment in the life of a human being can be 
understood as a material and simultaneously a mental and psychical state. 
Weizsäcker expresses his conviction in the following words: Nothing psychical has 
no body, nothing bodily has no meaning! (Weizsäcker [1940] 1988, 146). Thus he 
inaugurates a psychosomatic theory of illness which assumes that illness is not the 
result of something psychical effecting something physical; rather a person’s life-
history and his or her existential situation effect the complete organism and make 
it possibly fall ill. It is interesting to note that Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes the 
body and man respectively in a similar way in his book Le visible et l’invisible 
(1964), when he writes:

The soul is planted in the body like a stake in the ground without there being a 
specific connecting point between the ground and the stake, or better: the soul is 
the cave of the body, the body is the swelling up of the soul. The soul adheres to 
the body as things adhere to their cultural meaning, whose reverse or other side it 
is. (Merleau-Ponty 1969, 88)

If physicians consider patients to be such a “cave that swells up” as individuals, 
integrated subjects or persons, they can diagnose the material, the biological, the 
psychical, the social or also the mental without declaring one of these dimensions 
to be the dominant one. Admittedly, with illnesses one or the other dimension 
pushes itself into the foreground and then one talks about a physical or psychical 
dysfunction. But it would be wrong to conclude from this that one dimension di-
rectly influences the other, expresses itself in the other or uses the other as a means 
of embodiment.

It makes no difference whether bio-medical or psycho-social aspects are more 
important because specific conflicts or instinctual fates are never or only very sel-
dom expressed in illnesses. What is important is that anthropological and existen-
tial facets of human existence are manifested in them. Therefore, every form of 
being taken ill can be characterised, for example, as a restriction or loss of a degree 
of freedom as well as its suppression. In her actions, an ill person becomes more 
inflexible, in need of help and dependent on others, and senses in herself a painful 
gap between what she would like to do and what she actually can do (Danzer et 
al. 2002). In general one can observe a change in an ill person’s directedness, in his 
interests, in the horizon of his values and in his openness to the world. Pain, dizzi-
ness, weakness and other symptoms often lead to diminishing curiosity. Alertness 
or interest are reduced to a bare minimum. In very bad cases the ill person is only 
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interested in his vital functions and sheer survival. In addition patients suffer fre-
quently from a deficit in their feelings for themselves as subjects. The illness be-
comes that which is pathic, that which overtakes the person. Often the person af-
fected experiences himself as an object, which destiny or chance has attacked. For 
the most part, ill people can only recapture an autonomous subject role for them-
selves with great effort – not in the least because our system of medicine locks 
them into the object role (Danzer & Rattner 1999).

As a rule, a change in a patients mood takes place within the context of his or 
her illness. No matter what illness has struck: the ill person shows almost always 
emotions like fear and worry, possibly sorrow, anger, despair, and resignation. Op-
posite states of emotions are possible, too; some ill people’s exaggerated lack of con-
cern extends to euphoria – a mood which can be interpreted as counter-phobic.

The neurologist and practitioner of psychosomatic medicine Kurt Goldstein 
describes in his book Der Aufbau des Organismus (The structure of the organism, 
1934) the emotional state involved in illnesses as reactions to catastrophes. In the 
face of all kinds of suffering, people are confronted with nothingness or being-no-
longer, to which they respond with more or less intense attacks of fear as well as 
with the attempt to avoid nothingness and overcome the illness. Illness and par-
ticularly the possibility of an eventual death mean something nonsensical, absurd, 
and nihilistic.

Today, the physician, the psychologist and the practitioner of psychosomatic 
medicine together with the patient and his or her family have the task to make the 
nature, the cause and the course of an illness understandable for all of them (Rich-
ter 1970). In our opinion, neither specific conflicts nor the soul embody them-
selves in the human body, but rather the conditio humana itself, the problem and 
meaning of human existence. Human beings are living matter searching for mean-
ing, and to live one’s life can be understood as conscious or – more frequently – as 
unconscious answers to questions concerning the meaning of the universe, life it-
self, human beings and culture.

Let’s return to the paradigmatic patient, whom we have already introduced. We 
noticed that the psychoanalytical psychosomatic explanation and interpretation of 
his stomach ulcer wasn’t completely satisfying. If we, however, use the ideas just 
presented to explain the patient and his illness, a more satisfactory picture should 
emerge. Let us assume that our patients goal in life should be to realise all the di-
mensions of his existence mentioned before: becoming a subject, accepting the ob-
ject role, attaining a certain degree of freedom, leading an emotionally stable and 
directed life, having interests, expanding the horizon of values, searching for mean-
ing and so on. In contrast to these goals his actual plan of life is rather narrow. He 
is perhaps professionally quite capable, which goes along with pronounced ambi-
tion and a will to succeed above average. Because of his increased claim to power 
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he is frequently angry and disgruntled when others do not act the way he would 
like them to. He often cannot express this anger and gradually becomes moody. 
Acquiring things and playing a leading role in his professional and social life is very 
important for him. He wants to dominate, and this character trait follows him even 
into his love relationships. His lovers repeatedly reproach him for acquiring and 
consuming them like a thing. Dominating others is often a compulsive enticement 
for those who are not in possession of a self. And so we can notice that his compul-
sive striving for success and his will-to-power are bound to the fact that he could 
only rudimentarily develop a stable self. He defines himself according to Schopen-
hauer ([1851] 2001) with what he has and what he imagines himself to be in the 
world. He is externalising his being, shaking off balance and harmony.

Let us now connect this behaviour in his professional and love life to his stom-
ach ulcer. The function of the stomach is to break down food into small pieces, 
dissolve and prepare them to be integrated into the organism. Looking at it this 
way, a person’s character, his way of looking at life and the world around him as 
well as the total makeup of his existence is like a kind of stomach. The same char-
acteristic traits can be observed in a person’s relationships, emotional moods, in-
terests, goals and values right down to the functioning of his or her vegetative 
nervous system. In the case of our patient this means that he is constantly too 
hungry: in his way of thinking, his relationships, his psyche, and his body (Boss 
1975). We practitioners of psychosomatic medicine think that we can help the 
patient better with such an interpretation than if we were to present him as con-
stantly hungry for love because of infantile fixations.

The concept of embodiment is, therefore, definitely useful for psychosomatic 
medicine as long as it is not understood within the context of a body-soul dualism 
or a strict theory of conflict. Certainly we embody ourselves constantly in our 
body; but these processes involve complex learning and developmental processes 
as well as the interplay between biology and biography, between determinism and 
freedom and between the individual and the environment, all of which express 
themselves in the body and are reflected therein.

In a certain way one can say that organs or systems of organs express them-
selves in physical illnesses, which vicariously mirror the fate, style of life and his-
tory of the whole organism. Alfred Adler ([1907] 1977) uses the expressions “organ 
language” and “organ dialect” to describe this. He assumes that individual illnesses 
do not embody conflicts or instinctual fates, but rather the individual’s whole style 
of life and character. As a follower of Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophy Adler paid 
special attention to the melody of power which he thought he could hear in a per-
son’s physical and psychical state. However it is extremely difficult to correctly in-
terpret a symptom in the sense of organ language and organ dialect, i. e. to under-
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stand how an entire human life is embodied. Thomas Mann’s short story Die 
Betrogene (1953, The Black Swan) may be used as a literary medical example.

Rosalie von Tümmler, approximately fifty years old, is the widow of a lieuten-
ant-colonel who died in the First World War. She lives in Düsseldorf, together with 
her daughter Anna and her son Eduard, who is considerably younger. Anna has a 
club-foot and compensates for this physical handicap by her interest in art. After a 
disappointing love affair she has lost all interest in men. In this three-person 
household the young American Ken Keaton turns up to give English lessons to 
Eduard. His physical qualities, his athletic build are impressive; otherwise he is a 
simple soul. He seems to get along well with the fair sex in Düsseldorf.

Frau von Tümmler has already been through most of menopause. She no 
longer menstruates, but the postmenopausal hot flushes cause her a lot of trouble. 
Actually, she is happy that she no longer has to deal with the subject of her body 
and the tasks accompanying femininity. But the transition from middle to old age 
does not take place without causing her a tremendous crisis. Her daughter Anna 
soon notices that the young American is making more than just an innocent im-
pression on her mother. A warning word proves to be ineffective. Gradually, Frau 
von Tümmler begins to believe that she can compete with other women and that 
Ken Keaton might really be interested in her. She virtually lulls herself into hoping 
that the young man might be falling in love with her. A new and youthful life ap-
pears to begin for her.

The author describes the growth of this passion with utmost sensitivity. The 
aging woman slips consciously and unconsciously into this amorous affair until 
she is the helpless victim of her emotions and desires. This situation drags on for 
weeks and months. Finally Keaton and Frau von Tümmler kiss and she promises 
to see him in his room. She is encouraged in her sensual exuberance by the fact 
that apparently her menstruation has begun again. She takes this as proof that she 
is growing younger. When the bleeding does not stop a medical examination diag-
noses a tumour in the abdomen. A surgical intervention reveals that the whole 
abdomen is covered with metastatic growths from ovarian cancer. The patient, ter-
ribly deceived by the cancerous growth, dies a few days later; her supposed rejuve-
nation turns out to be a deadly illness.

Frau von Tümmler’s bleeding was not a sign that a desired hormonal activity 
returns – rather it “tells” about the fateful development of a malicious disease. 
Thomas Mann avoids reflecting on where the cause and the effect of this tragic 
event lie. We do not want to venture into this area either and cannot make a state-
ment as to which specific and individual life history embodied itself in this illness. 
A psychoanalytical doctor of psychosomatic medicine would perhaps refer to Sig-
mund Freud’s last instinctual theory on the mythical powers Eros and Thanatos 
working against each other. Did the advance of Eros in Frau von Tümmler call the 
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opposing power of the death instinct into action? Or did the quiet work of Thana-
tos provoke a last rebellion of the life instincts?

Most likely the dynamics between Eros and Thanatos embodies itself in a figu-
rative sense in these kinds of diseases. Diseases like Frau von Tümmler’s represent 
the principle of everything living, namely death; and they remind us of the possi-
bility and reality of the absurd, which marks the edge of our existence. In addition, 
every serious illness calls upon the patient as well as the healthy person to search 
for the meaningful and valuable in his or her existence for as long and as inten-
sively as possible. “Our little life,”Prospero says in Shakespeare’s The Tempest, “is 
rounded with a sleep.” – We should do everything in our power to remain awake 
for as long as possible.

References

Adler, A. ([1907] 1977). Studie über Minderwertigkeit von Organen. Frankfurt am Main: 
Fischer.

Alexander, F. (1951). Psychosomatische Medizin: Grundlagen und Anwendungsgebiete. Berlin: de 
Gruyter.

Boss, M. (1975). Grundriss der Medizin und der Psychologie: Ansätze zu einer phänomenolo-
gischen Physiologie, Psychologie, Pathologie, Therapie und zu einer daseinsgemäßen Präven-
tiv-Medizin in der modernen Industriegesellschaft. Bern: Huber.

Danzer, G. & J. Rattner (1999). Der Mensch zwischen Gesundheit und Krankheit. Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft.

Danzer, G., M. Rose, M. Walter, & B. F. Klapp (2002). On the Theory of Individual Health. Jour-
nal of Medical Ethics, 28, 17–19.

Freud, S. ([1895] 1973). Studien über Hysterie. In Gesammelte Werke. Vol. 1. Frankfurt am Main: 
Fischer. English edition (1989): The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works. 
New York: Norton & Company.

Goldstein, K. (1934). Der Aufbau des Organismus. Einführung in die Biologie unter besonderer 
Berücksichtigung der Erfahrungen am kranken Menschen. Den Haag: Nijhoff. English edi-
tion (1995): The Organism. A Holistic Approach to Biology Derived from Pathological Data 
in Man. With a foreword by Oliver Sacks. New York: Zone Books.

Kant, I. ([1781] 1998). Critique of Pure Reason. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lavater, J. C. ([1772] 1991). Von der Physiognomik. Frankfurt am Main: Insel. English transla-

tion (1853): Essays on Physiognomy. London: Tegg & Company.
Mann, T. ([1953] 1995). Die Betrogene. In Sämtliche Erzählungen. Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 

906–979. Engl. Edition (1990): The Black Swan. Berkeley: California Press.
Merleau-Ponty, M. (1969). The Visible and the Invisible. Evanston: Northwestern University 

Press. First: Le visible et l’invisible. Paris: Gallimard, 1964.
Nietzsche, F. ([1883ff]. 1978: Thus spoke Zarathustra. East Rutherford: Penguin Books.
Richter, H. (1970). Patient Familie – Entstehung, Struktur und Therapie von Konflikten in Ehe 

und Familie. Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt.



 Body, mind, and psychosomatic medicine 

Schopenhauer, A. ([1818] 1966). The World as Will and Represention. New York: Dover Publica-
tions.

Schopenhauer, A. ([1851] 2001). Parerga and Paralipomena. Short Philosophical Essays. Oxford: 
University Press.

Uexküll, T. von, et al (2003). Psychosomatische Medizin. München, Jena: Urban & Fischer.
Weizsäcker, V. von ([1940] 1988). Der Gestaltkreis. Theorie der Einheit von Wahrnehmen und 

Bewegen. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.
Weizsäcker, V. von ([1947] 1987). Körpergeschehen und Neurose. Analytische Studie über soma-

tische Symptombildung. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.
Weizsäcker, V. von ([1956] 2005). Pathosophie. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.





What does laughter embody?

Brian Poole

In Dostoevsky’s second last novel, The Adolescent (1875), the young protagonist 
Arkadii Dolgorukii encounters a tall, gray-haired man with a large entirely white 
beard, over 70 years old. The man had a lively air to him despite his illness, al-
though he was rather pale and thin (Dostoevsky 1975, 284).1 Let us note the inter-
action Dostoevsky is at pains to describe here in precise detail:

He didn’t move when he saw me, he looked at me intently and silently, as I did at 
him, but with the difference that I looked at him with immeasurable amazement 
and he with no amazement at all. On the contrary, after he looked me over from 
head to toe, taking in every last detail during those five or ten seconds of silence, 
he suddenly smiled and even laughed quietly and inaudibly, and although his 
laughter passed quickly, a bright, cheerful trace of that laughter remained in his 
countenance and, above all, in his exceedingly blue eyes, beaming and large, but 
[...] surrounded by countless tiny wrinkles.
I think that when someone laughs, in most cases it is unpleasant to look at him. 
More often than not something vulgar is revealed in people’s laughter, something 
demeaning the person laughing, although the laughing individual almost always 
has no idea of the impression he is making. He has no more idea than others who 
don’t know what their face looks like when they are sleeping. [...] I don’t know why 
it turns out that way, but all I want to say is that most people have no idea what 
their face looks like when they are laughing or sleeping. A large majority of people 
don’t know how to laugh at all. Anyway, there’s no real ability behind it: it’s a gift, 
it can’t be imparted to you. Or if it can be imparted to you, then only by re-educat-
ing yourself, forcing yourself to be better and to overcome the bad instincts of 
your character: only then, perhaps, could the laughter of such a man likely change 
for the better. Some people reveal themselves entirely by their laughter and you 
suddenly know all there is to know about them. Even the incontestably smart 
laughter is sometimes disgusting. Laughter requires first and foremost honesty, 
but where do you find honesty among people? Laughter bears no malice, but peo-

1.  Here and in the following all translations of Dostoevsky are my own.
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ple most often laugh maliciously. Honest laughter, laughter without malice, is 
cheerfulness, but where in our day and age do you find such cheerfulness, and are 
people still capable of being cheerful? [...] One’s cheerfulness is one’s most reveal-
ing characteristic, from head to foot. There are some characters you just can’t fig-
ure out, but when a person laughs in a very honest way, he is suddenly wearing his 
entire character on his sleeve. Only the most developed and happiest of people are 
capable of being cheerful communicatively, that is, irresistibly and good-natured-
ly. I’m not talking about their intellectual development, but about their character, 
about the whole human being. Thus: if you want to examine someone and know 
his heart, don’t investigate how he is when silent, or how he talks, or how he cries, 
or even how he gets excited about the most noble ideas; rather, take a good close 
look at him when he is laughing. If he laughs well, then he is a good man. [...] I 
place this long tirade on laughter here quite intentionally, sacrificing to it the flow 
of my story, for I hold it to be one of the most serious of my deductions from my 
life. I recommend it in particular to those young girls, the brides, who are just 
about to get married to the man of their choice, but who still regard him with an 
air of reflection and distrust and have not been able to make their final decision. 
[...] If there is one thing I have understood, it is that laughter is the most reliable 
test of the soul. Look at a child: only children are perfectly capable of laughing well 
– and that is why they are so captivating. [...] A laughing and cheerful child is a ray 
of light from heaven, it is a revelation from the future when man himself becomes 
at last as pure and simple-hearted as a child. And something childish and incred-
ibly attractive could be glimpsed in the fleeting laughter of that old man. I imme-
diately walked over to him. (Dostoevsky 1975, 284–286)

Dostoevsky’s description of laughter is a challenge to countless theories of laugh-
ter. First and foremost, there is no joke, no play on words, no satire and thus no 
questions of literary genre to comment upon. Secondly, here the narrower defini-
tion of laughter appears useless to those who hold that laughter is a means to intel-
lectually dominate one’s opponent – a theory reaching from Hobbes’ theory of 
degradation back to Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Hobbes 1658, Chap. 12, § 7; Skinner 2002, 
142–176). Finally, the standard questions of how laughter is motivated, whether by 
classic forms of paronomasia and malapropism, Freud’s observations on Verdich-
tung, Verschiebung, and Fehlleistung, graphic representations (caricature) or the 
proverbial mechanical gestures of a clown (Bergson 1900), are eclipsed entirely, as 
if they were inconsequential to the essence of laughter itself. It would seem, then, 
that neither literary studies nor cultural history has much to gain from this “ti-
rade” on laughter.

But that is, I would suggest, one important issue directing us to the relation-
ship between laughter and embodiment. Laughter has often led philologists and 
philosophers to printed sources of verbal exchanges, and for good reasons. Here, 
however, the pure expressiveness of two human bodies interacting spatially pre-
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cedes the exchange of any verbal content. Dostoevsky’s text is a manifestation of 
the immediacy of psychophysical data in human interaction and a model of the 
primacy of emotional expressiveness over linguistic utterance. Laughter here is 
inseparable from the characterological essence of those engaged in it. Dostoevsky’s 
aperçu on laughter warns us that the fundamental phenomenon behind real laugh-
ter is spontaneous, thus only possible among beings capable of spontaneous laugh-
ter. Laughter characterizes an exchange that is both illusive to conscious control 
and verbal initiation, and it does not necessarily require a preceding linguistic in-
terpretation, even when words themselves can catalyze laughter as a response. In-
deed, Dostoevsky reminds us that verbal utterance can be falsified, that the noble 
ideas of one’s future husband can be insincere, that the rational control of the or-
gans of speech like other methods of literal communication can give us erroneous 
notions of someone else’s character. Not laughter. Laughter marks a breaking point 
in man’s control of his anatomy as a machine for the expression of logical or con-
sciously intended content. It overrides the Cartesian dualism of res cogitans and res 
extensa and the Platonic dualism which subjugates the body to the control of the 
mind. In this elimination of the intellectualism and idealism dominating theories 
of human expression and communication we ought to sense a helpful reminder 
that comic theory arose not in poetics, but in the field of medicine.

Before turning to these medical, anthropological and ethical issues I would like 
to complete my analysis of Dostoevsky’s passage. One can confidently say that Dos-
toevsky is speaking here for himself and not just for his character. Some 14 years 
earlier, in a biographical work on the time he spent in a Siberian prison, Dostoevsky 
describes a good-natured old man and fellow convict in the following manner:

His character was one of extraordinary sociability. He was a cheerful fellow, he of-
ten laughed – although not with the coarse cynical laughter other convicts laughed, 
but rather with a clear, quiet laughter in which there was much of the child’s sim-
ple-heartedness and which somehow suited his gray hair very well. Perhaps I am 
wrong, but it seems to me that you can tell a man by his laughter, and if some com-
pletely unknown stranger’s laughter appears pleasant to you when you first meet 
him, you can confidently say that he is a good man. (Dostoevsky 1972, 34)

In both instances real laughter is of only one kind, although Dostoevsky notes that 
there are many types of laughing; laughter is modeled on the child’s simple soul, 
and this ability to laugh is often lost while aging. While real laughter in Dosto-
evsky’s sense is neither cynical nor malicious, other types of laughing unmask 
laughter’s dangerous messages in the very act of laughing.

But there is another detail to which Dostoevsky pays consistent attention. 
Whereas laughter is sublimely inherent in the child’s nature, it is all the more no-
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ticeable in these elderly examples of childish levity.2 Dostoevsky loves to describe 
these old men: they are impoverished, or imprisoned, seemingly undernourished, 
but comparatively healthy considering their unfortunate biographies. They’re still 
laughing – well beyond the average age of mortality. Statistically speaking, they 
should be dead. In Dostoevsky’s oeuvre there is a poetic correlation between a 
character’s levity and longevity.

Dostoevsky appears to be close to the experience of everyday life when he 
stresses the continuous link between a spontaneous smile and a spontaneous 
laugh. The “honesty” contained in such laughter reflects both a highly advanced 
characterological quality and offers us an approach to that character, to the “whole 
human being.” It is obvious to Dostoevsky that there are many types of laughter – 
among them cynical laughter, disgusting smart laughter, coarse laughter, mali-
cious laughter – and because laughter reveals to the observing Dostoevsky its 
character in the very act of laughing, “laughter is the most reliable test of the soul.” 
But while presenting us these differentiations, Dostoevsky is also convinced that 
there really is only one genuine type of laughter. It is inseparable from the larger 
quality of cheerfulness and is apparent in any manifestation of ‘honest’ laughter.

There are significant methodological implications in Dostoevsky’s comments. 
It would appear here that the isolation of laughter from other psychological and 
physiological expressive gestures is futile. The physiological act itself is ambivalent, 
and not simply in need of interpretation, but always already (whether correctly or 
falsely) interpreted. Although we scarcely consciously say to ourselves “that was a 
kindhearted laugh” (expressing enjoyment and sympathy) or “that was a malicious 
laugh” (expressing animosity), we cannot ignore the fact that such interpretation 
takes place; indeed, the neurological pathways generating such interpretations are 
both different from and not essential to whatever linguist content may surround 
them (Goel and Dolan 2001).

1 Laughter research

There seem to be very few characteristics of laughter upon which writers from a 
broad range of disciplines can agree. It is obvious that laughter involves a physio-
logical process that for over a century now has been studied in great detail (Hecker 
1873). But there is little agreement over the expressive content of laughter or the 
social functions laughter obtains and the methodologies required to study it both 
under laboratory conditions and in public and private manifestations. Studying the 

2.  With age the frequency of laughter declines. Children laugh 300 to 400 times a day, adults 
only 15 times a day (Papousek 2004).
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physiological effects of laughter involves ‘producing laughter’ among a select group 
and comparing it to a control group that didn’t (for example) get to see the same 
comedy. Or telling jokes to a select group and monitoring the changes in their cor-
tisol levels and T-cell counts. The response to humor is, however, intimately con-
nected with its social environment. People tend to laugh more when being told 
jokes by someone they like; indeed, people like to laugh at jokes told by someone 
they see and like to see and by people they don’t mind being watched by while they 
laugh. Conversely, there are people we don’t like to laugh in front of. When others 
laugh, the inhibition often subsides and the urge to laugh with them grows. People 
laugh more at the movies when the cinema is filled with others who are also laugh-
ing than when sitting alone with someone whose character is still a mystery to 
them. Each of these observations suggests that the apparent catalyst of laughter (the 
joke, the comedy) is secondary to the overall context in which laughter occurs.

Such observations clarify very few of the common characteristics of laugh-
theory (were there such a discipline). From an evolutionary, an anthropological, a 
psychological or sociological perspective it is clear that laughter is a social phe-
nomenon par excellence. A deceptive platitude. For even if laughter bonds social 
groups, thus fulfilling a fundamental function in the evolution of a socially de-
pendent species, that social function is subject to endless differentiations. Laugh-
ter can bond social groups and manifest the enmities between them. Laughter 
forges conspiratorial unions among those perpetrating violent crimes against de-
fenceless victims. Under certain social or historical conditions laughter and re-
cidivism appear closely linked. Historically, laughter’s role in lowering inhibitions 
has bolstered the suspicion that it plays a seminal role in both religious and politi-
cal sedition. By the same token, mutatis mutandis, laughter has been considered a 
force leading to historical change because it calls into question the dogmas sup-
porting political, religious and social hierarchies; it is the litmus test of a “human-
istic” culture of tolerance (Cassirer 1930–1931, 138–140).

With such ambivalent functions, there is no reason to doubt that ‘laughter 
kills’ and yet champion its constructive cultural significance. But how do we dif-
ferentiate between these functions? We begin by admitting that there is no reason 
to consider laughter a single phenomenon simply because of the similarities in its 
physiological manifestations. Those advocating the emancipatory function of 
laughter or (more recently) endorsing its broad use in modern health care ought 
to admit that their predisposition towards laughter operates on ethical considera-
tions their arguments fail to objectify. They fail to state the obvious: that they, like 
Dostoevsky, have isolated the ‘true’, the ‘honest’ and ‘good-natured’ laughter from 
all the rest. And perhaps for very good reasons. Yet how can we learn to differenti-
ate between ‘honest’ and ‘malicious’ laughter? And where can we learn about the 
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relationship between laughter and ethics? I can think of only three authors: Shaft-
esbury, Cassirer, and Bakhtin (Poole 1998 and 2004).

2 Gelotology

Laughter is an ethical issue not only because of the damage it can do, but also for 
the health benefits it may offer. Thanks to the growing numbers of its well organ-
ised advocates, laughter is increasingly part of national health care programs. A 
comparatively new science of laughter, gelotology, is now practicing therapeutic 
applications of laughter and studying its results. Gelotology – from the Greek work 
gelos (laughter), thus the study of laughter – now provides a wider context for an 
investigation into the physiological effects laughter has. But gelotology’s roots lie 
not so much in pure medicine; it appears to have grown out of the study group of 
psychologists, psychiatrists and social scientists around Gregory Bateson in Palo 
Alto. Bateson formulated the famous double-bind theory based on the observable 
tension between language and body-language. The double bind addresses the 
common paradox of using the body as a mechanism for communication and being 
simultaneously betrayed by the body’s own expressiveness.3 Bateson used the dou-
ble-bind phenomena to explain the psychogenesis of schizophrenia in families 
(Bateson et. al. 1956). Other members of Bateson’s group focused, however, on the 
role of humor in cementing feelings of family or group cohesion or in alleviating 
inhibitions (Watzlawick 1977, Marc and Picard 1984). Although Paul Watzlawick 
is now perhaps the best known advocate of laughter among the members of Bate-
son’s group, the actual founder of humor-physiology and gelotology was the psy-
chiatrist William F. Fry. During the 1960s Fry studied comedians, cabaretists and 
clowns and initiated a program to train pediatricians, nurses and social workers as 
hospital clowns (Fry 1963, Fry and Allen 1975, Fry and Salameh 1987, 1993 and 
2001). This direction of research obtained broad popularity with the publication of 
Norman Cousins’ (1976, 1458–1463) Anatomy of an Illness. The theory was fol-
lowed by a personal record of a medical success.

Since antiquity laughter has been believed to be effective against illness. But of 
course this does not mean that the early results of gelotology were taken seriously 
by the self proclaimed hard science branches of medicine: particularly immunology 
and virology. That wouldn’t surprise most specialists trained in psychosomatic 
medicine or psychiatry, many of whom operate with a definition of health unknown 
to medical researchers working in a laboratory. The stoics knew that you feel better 

3.  This is one of the key phenomena leading to Plessner’s earlier concept of eccentricity. See Ples-
sner (1970, 31–55 on eccentricity and laughter and 1928, 288ff. on the concept of eccentricity).
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if you can maintain your good humor despite unavoidable ailments. But that does 
not prove that laughter has analgesic effects: a thesis requiring other methodologies 
(Cogan et. al. 1987, Neov et. al. 1993). In medical research it is not enough to prove 
that patients are free of or have reduced symptoms, or that they themselves claim 
that they feel healthier. Let us take the example of a patient suffering from allergies 
threatening his ability to function socially; after finding no help from classical aller-
gists he sought help from a doctor trained in psychology; following his analysis he 
no longer suffered from allergic symptoms, so from that point of view he was cured 
and he felt cured; yet his allergist still considered him allergic because he still re-
acted to a skin test (de Boor 1965). The key question in advocating broad medical 
applications of laughter appears in this light to be whether the science of laughter 
can prove its effectiveness using other methodologies, such as in branches of aller-
gology where purely immunological evidence is considered.

This is precisely what has recently changed the status of laughter in medicine. 
One study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association has shown 
that patients suffering from atopic dermatitis react significantly less to allergen 
skin tests after watching 90 minutes of Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times (Kimata 
2001). More important, the immunologists can explain why. Laughter stimulates 
the production of T-cells, it releases beneficial neurotransmitters and hormones; 
while raising the level of endorphins, it significantly reduces stress hormones such 
as cortisol and adrenaline which can impair the function of the immune system. 
The existence of both in vivo and in vitro evidence of the function of laughter has 
encouraged the efforts of the already existing science of psychoneuroimmunology 
to examine laughter in their studies of the effects of the mind, particularly the 
emotions, on health.

Most of the attention among psychoneuroimmunologists is focused upon the 
prefrontal cortex in the hope of explaining the link between stress or emotional 
disposition and immune function. Recent studies indicate that there is “bi-direc-
tional communication between the prefrontal cortex and certain immune cells” as 
well as “widespread connections to the immune system via the hypothalamic-pi-
tuitary-adrenal axis, hippocampus, and amygdala” (Rosenkranz et al. 2003, 11151). 
Gelotology has developed the bad habit of citing results of the effects of positive 
emotional dispositions upon immune response, despite the fact that the psychone-
uroimmunologists are not always concerned with laughter per se, but rather with 
optimistic emotional dispositions (Cohen et al. 2003). The trend is comparable to 
research on mindfulness meditation.4 Nevertheless, gelotologists do supply their 

4.  Immune function has also been shown to be influenced by “mindfulness meditation.” See 
Davidson et al. (2003); on the neurological changes brought about by meditation see also Lutz 
et al. (2004).
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own evidence. Laughter is now being used to aid those recovering from chemo-
therapy, to improve the healing of wounds and to alleviate pain. While lowering 
adrenalin und cortisol levels in the blood, laughter appears to increase natural 
killer cell activity.5 The recognition of these tentative results has wrought changes 
upon some national health care systems. In Great Britain, for example, you can 
now get a prescription for laugh treatment; the costs are carried by the national 
health care system which is investing millions in comic relief for their sick popula-
tion (Striegler 1999).

Not everyone finds this amusing. Skeptical immunologists have suggested that 
laughter merely duplicates some of the physiological movement also obtainable 
through sports. But gelotology has an answer to this criticism. First of all, the ap-
plication of laughter appears to be both more effective and broader than mere 
sportive activity. And sometimes sports are too demanding, too stressful. Laughter 
researchers have found that laugh yoga reduces blood pressure among those re-
covering from a stroke; therapeutic physical exercise among a control group had 
little or no effect (Papousek 2004). In addition, the psychosomatic specialists 
among the gelotologists would quickly point out that being physically fit alone is 
not the same as being psychologically healthy. This distinction is important be-
cause sometimes laughter is used to make patients more content despite their con-
dition, and not in an attempt to heal it. Laughter is being increasingly employed to 
help terminally ill children, dying Aids patients and the aged. Modern medicine is 
too often confused with a progressive (and illusory) myth of perfect health, as if 
there were such a thing (see Gadamer 1993). Here the goal is an ancient balance 
advanced by the Stoics following a Socratic principle: “Mens sana in sano corpore.” 
The Stoics, in particular, knew that whereas nothing can save us from the pains of 
age and infirmity, we can learn to bear them in good humor. There are two sepa-
rate issues: does laughter help to cure the disease or to alleviate the ailment?6 But, 
conversely, we must ask: can the physiological benefits of laughter be exploited?

The answer: Laughter is already being exploited, misused, commercialized. As 
soon as laughter was recognised as a drug, a cure, a key to health liberating crea-
tive energies so valuable to strategists working in the service sectors of our new 
economy, clowns, comedians, cabaretists and laugh-yogis have been offering lu-
crative laughter seminars for managers. In an age where, according to Richard 
Sennett (1998), the global market has created a demand for flexible managers 
whose mobility masks the fact that the number of hours they work has increased 

5.  The pioneering studies by Lee Berk et al. (both 1989) on this subject have methodological 
flaws; see Provine (2000, 195–198).
6.  As Robert R. Provine (2000, 202) notes there is “modest but growing support for the anal-
gesic properties of humor and laughter.”
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dramatically since the 1970s, laughter has become a prophylactic against the burn-
out effect. It keeps those managers laughing at work instead of questioning seri-
ously why they remain there so long. For decades the sales personal in the service 
industry have been under pressure to smile and project a positive disposition at all 
times; now managers and executives are under pressure to laugh though their 
heart is aching, to maintain a façade of enjoyment. Like those individuals clini-
cally suffering from eating disorders yet hyperconscious of the need to smile,7 the 
physiological effects of laughter are now being instrumentalised to improve eco-
nomic performance while privatizing the personal sorrow or the social liability of 
an overworked and potentially unhappy class. It is difficult to admit you’re de-
pressed about your job when the company is paying for your laughter.

3 Critique of gelotology

Perhaps the most strident critic of advocates of the medicinal use of laughter is 
Robert R. Provine. Fancying himself a “curmudgeon and New Age pariah” (Pro-
vine 2000, 190) in the fold of academic researchers on humor, Provine’s book 
length study of laughter is rhetorically unkind to medical research on laughter al-
though the author agrees with its fundamental thesis that laughter “may indeed 
contribute to good health” (190). While the study provides helpful criticism of the 
rudimentary methodologies first used to test the immunological effects of laugh-
ter, its scope is broader, but rather iconoclastic; it lacks a systematic argument and 
is skeptical of a philosophical approach, deriding philosophers who show “clear 
symptoms of philosopher’s disease” (Provine 2000, 16). His most significant, yet 
flawed, contribution to the field lies in his evolutionary and neurological approach 
to the subject. His message to those misled advocates of healthy laughter that 
“laughter did not evolve to make us healthy” (Provine 2000, 190) deserves to be 
quoted in full:

Laughter no more evolved to make us feel good or improve our health than walking 
evolved to promote cardiovascular fitness.
The idea that laughter is a calisthenic for body and soul has become so pervasive 
that we tend to overlook the fact that laughter evolved because of its effects on 
others, not to improve our mood or health. The presumed health benefits of 
laughter, like those of walking, are secondary, coincidental consequences of an act 
evolved in the service of another function. And what are we to make of the effects 
of humor? Humor and joking are modern cognitive and linguistic triggers of 

7.  Literature on women suffering from bulimia is filled with descriptions of individuals 
outwardly well-dressed, attractive and smiling but inwardly miserable; see Wardetzki (1991).
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laughter, products of recently evolved cortical bells and whistles superimposed 
upon laughter’s ancient neurological core. (Provine 2000, 189–190)

Provine’s fundamental advantage over philosophical theories of laughter is that he 
states the obvious before allowing the heterogeneous fields of cultural studies, 
from literature to linguistics, to annex his terrain: laughter is a phenomenon that 
existed prior to the joke or the linguistic parapraxis occasioning it. “In fact,” Pro-
vine notes after much field study, “most laughter did not follow anything resem-
bling a joke, storytelling, or other formal attempt at humor” (Provine 2000, 40). 
Most cultural theorists, particularly in the field of literary studies, who study and 
write on “laughter” ought to come to terms with Provine’s subtle observation that 
“much normal, everyday laughter is not a response to humor, but to nonlinguistic 
prosodic and social cues” (Provine 2000, 180). But that does not save him from 
focusing upon the concept of a “laugh episode” defined as an event transpiring 
between a “speaker” and an “audience” (Provine 2000, 26). At the very least this 
reveals how difficult it is to study the “ancient neurological core” of laughter while 
acquiring access to it via the “modern cognitive and linguistic triggers” seemingly 
extraneous to the phenomenon of laughter itself. At what point can we presume 
that the absence of speech in an event leading to laughter is indicative of laughter’s 
ancient neurological core when the absence of a speech act itself may be a complex 
rhetorical trope (aposiopesis, deadpanning); thus Provine’s thesis of a neurological 
core – a very plausible hypothesis, for which the neurological evidence is accruing 
– is never characterised. What is its function? Why did it evolve? What physiolog-
ical effects explain its presence in the human species? Provine’s method of “side-
walk neuroscience” employing an “urban safari to study humans in their natural 
habitat” fails to provide a convincing answer; it fails to address the question (Pro-
vine 2000, 8ff, 25).

This is largely a result of two working hypotheses. The first: “The evolutionary 
history of tickle, physical play, and laughter are intertwined, with tickle and play 
predating laughter. Laughter began as a ritualization of the panting sound of row-
dy play of which tickle was a trigger and central component” (Provine 2000, 124). 
Provine dedicates less than a single page out of over 200 to “heinous laughter,” “evil 
laughter” and the association between “laughter and violence”: “Laughter scorns 
the victims and bonds and feeds the wrath of aggressors” (Provine 2000, 47). It is 
impossible to miss Provine’s message: he is almost exclusively concerned with the 
good-natured phenomenon of laughter he continuously relates to comedy, to so-
cially bonding events of humor, such as the search for an intimate partner, that 
nevertheless share a common evolutionary root with panting in primates (which 
can precede a collective attack or a call to collective defence). While he isolates 
laughter from other expressive gestures that accompany it, he nevertheless feels 
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justified in speaking about an ambivalent act in its good natured manifestations. 
But there is no evolutionary explanation for this selectiveness, no explanation of 
how Provine differentiates between ‘heinous’ and ‘good natured laughter’ – and 
Provine’s history of tickle clarifies the point. Even primitive biological organisms 
can respond defensively to external stimuli. In humans, as Provine notes, the “de-
tection and removal of nonself moving objects on our body surface (parasites, 
predators, and aggressors) are crucial, and the tickle response is part of the proc-
ess. Vulnerable body areas are the most ticklish and are the most vigorously de-
fended” (Provine 2000, 122). This is an involuntary defensive mechanism without 
emotional character. In Provine’s words: “The defensive response to tickling stim-
ulus is goal-directed, involving a neurobehavioral servomechanism (feedback-
controlled process) dedicated to turning itself off by removing the source of stimu-
lation” (Provine 2000, 122–123). How did this defensive response find its way into 
a book about laughter that socially “bonds” groups? Tickle, as Provine himself 
notes, can be a form of torture. In excess, it can be sexually invasive, the cause of 
significant psychological damage, and a prelude to or a form of incest.8 So how did 
such stimulation in smaller doses, yet still resulting in a defensive reaction, be-
come part of a socially cohesive and bonding act also characterizing laughter? Pro-
vine fails to suggest that there may be an automatic emotional characterization 
underwriting the bonding form of tickling play and distinguishing it from other 
forms of tickle.

The second of Provine’s hypotheses brings us no further. In his explanation of 
laugh epidemics (treated as “social biology”) Provine posits the existence of an

auditory laugh-detector – a neural circuit in our brain that responds exclusively to 
laughter. […] Once triggered, the laugh-detector activates (‘releases’) a laugh-gen-
erator, a neural circuit that produces the movement that we hear as laughter.  Pre-
vious accounts of contagious laughter by social scientists ignored the neurological 
basis of the phenomenon. (Provine 2000, 149)

This hypothesis leads Provine to conclusions at odds with the evidence he cites. He 
speaks of “the naked power of laughter to trigger laughter”; “laughter has the in-
nate capacity to trigger laughter” (Provine 2000, 149). But this is not true when 
laughter appears ‘out of character’, ‘inappropriate’, ‘threatening’ or lacking in emo-
tional expression. Even the naked sound of laughter is subject to immense emo-
tional differentiation.

I agree with Provine’s notion of a neurological basis for laughter, but not for all 
kinds of laughter. There appear to be various neurological pathways for laughter, 
and each may have fulfilled various contradictory functions. In this light Provine’s 

8.  As Provine (2000, 101) notes: “Tickling girls is even illegal in Norton, Virginia.”
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argument is reductive. He fails to entertain the thought we found in Dostoevsky’s 
text: that laughter is not a monolithic phenomenon, that even the sound of laugh-
ter can be upsetting or threatening, that the physiological act so characteristic of 
laughter is in need of immense differentiation and is sometimes ‘automatically’ 
differentiated, and that, if there is any neurological or auditory “laugh detector,” it 
would respond not simply to the sound of laughter (or to the stimulation of tickle) 
but also to the emotional character manifested in it via intonation as well as facial 
and gesticulatory emotional expression. (It would also respond to the absence of 
emotional content or to the threatening enmity or aggression expressed.) The 
physiological processes involved in laughter could not have evolved into the mod-
ern ‘socially acceptable’ phenomenon of laughter if laughter did not come to man-
ifest an emotional content of enjoyment subject to differentiation yet recognizable 
as benign in both its personal and collective character. In short, Provine provides 
no theory of ‘emotion’, the very substrate of the modern phenomenon of laughter 
he studies, although he notes the neurological necessity for such a theory in his 
work. For example, in his brief treatment of abnormal and inappropriate laughter 
Provine lists a number of neurological deficits leading to laughter, among them 
gelastic epilepsy, an “abnormal, massive synchronized discharge of neurons in the 
brain. The gelastic seizure is like having an unseen alien hijack your body, causing 
it to bark out an emotionless ‘ha-ha-ha’, a peculiar act that is not answered by 
laughter from witnesses, only discomfort and looks of amazement” (Provine 2000, 
166). What, then, the auditory laugh detector actually detects is not simply laugh-
ter, but its emotional expression. Here the real issues of laughter begin. Emotion-
less laughter is not only discomforting, it can be a reliable indication of a disease 
(Dabby, 2004).

4 Differentiating laughter

Let us assume a ‘null hypothesis’ with reference to the evolutionary function of 
laughter. Since laughter can prelude or express aggression or disdain, since tickling 
can be deadly or invasive, let us assume that laughter fulfills a complex of functions 
that appear differentiated only because (and when) they become linked to some-
thing else: a basic emotion. I am referring here to the theory of Paul Ekman, whose 
research had only a marginal influence upon Provine’s study.9 Ekman shares Pro-
vine’s interest in an evolutionary approach to the subject of smiles and laughter, 
but with an important shift in focus: both these phenomena remain ambivalent 
until the “basic emotion” expressed in them can be clarified. But the phenomenon 

9.  Provine cites just one article by Paul Ekman and Wallase Freisen (1982).
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underlying basic emotions is precisely here: Ekman posits, on the basis of substan-
tial neurological and behavioural evidence, the existence of an ‘autonomic nervous 
system’ (ANS), a system that carries with it two important implications. First, the 
notion that there must be unique physiological patterns for each emotion, and 
second, that there is an ‘automatic appraisal mechanism’ (Ekman 1999) which fa-
cilitates the rapid response to emotion. Neither the expression of a basic emotion 
nor its automatic appraisal refer to an intentional, that is consciously controlled, 
form of communication, since the evolutionary value of emotions lay in their mo-
bilisation of the organism while circumventing the ‘slower’ conscious (higher cor-
tical) processing.

Historically Ekman traces his theory of emotions back to the French neurolo-
gist Guillaume-Benjamin Duchenne, whose 1862 study of the mechanism of hu-
man facial expression led to the distinction between the spontaneous smile of en-
joyment involving the involuntary movement of the muscles which orbit the eyes, 
and the voluntary smile, which could be merely a ‘smile of politeness’ or a mask 
concealing treason or deceit (Ekman 2003, 212). The evolutionary role of such an 
emotional expression hinges upon the presupposition that the smile of enjoyment 
– Ekman (et. al. 1990) later referred to it as the “Duchenne-Smile” – was a reliable 
source of an actually subjectively experienced emotion to which an automatic ap-
praisal mechanism responded. Only the non-pyramidal systems of the brain are 
involved in its production and its ‘interpretation’. Thus here, the very word inter-
pretation is a misnomer. In such involuntary emotional expression, neither the 
intention to express something, nor a conscious interpretive act is required. We 
are dealing with what Ekman (1999), following Lazarus (1991, 191–192), refers to 
as a “psychobiological principle” which provides the foundation for Ekman’s plau-
sible theory of universal basic emotions. However, let us note carefully the change 
in subject. Ekman is no longer talking about the smiles per se, but rather about 
basic emotion, enjoyment, involuntarily expressed and automatically appraised. 
There are a myriad of smiles, but only one smile, the smile of enjoyment, is stere-
otypical and common to all members of our species; others are subject to social 
convention (display rules). The implications: we cannot study a certain character 
of laughter (an ambivalent phenomenon by any standards) without focusing upon 
its emotional content and evolutionary benefit, one that would provide a more 
convincing explanation of its evolutionary persistence. Thus, for example, without 
manifesting an emotional content of enjoyment, there is every reason to believe 
that the response to tickle would remain defensive. And when Provine (2000, 150) 
suggests that “laughter is innate, stereotyped, and present in all members of our 
species,” I believe that he is correct only because phenomena extraneous to the 
physiological act of laughing have conspired to make the act of ‘honest’ or ‘enjoy-
able’ laughter recognizable.



	 Brian Poole

What interested Duchenne the neurologist and Darwin the evolutionist, and 
what interests Ekman, is not simply the smile or the face as an expressive system, 
but rather the foundation of a particular type of smile in the involuntary expres-
sion of emotion. Where basic emotions are in play (and only then), we are dealing 
with non-pyramidal neurological behaviour deeply rooted in our evolution. “Dar-
win suggested that muscles that are difficult to voluntarily activate might escape 
efforts to inhibit or mask expression, revealing true feelings” (Ekman 2003, 206); 
from this suggestion Ekman extracted from Darwin the “inhibition hypothesis”: “if 
you cannot make an action voluntarily, then you will not be able to prevent it when 
involuntarily processes such as emotion instigate it” (Ekman 2003, 206). For Dar-
win, as for Ekman, the litmus test of this principle was Duchenne’s smile. And up 
to this point, Provine follows their arguments.10 However, with the emphasis on 
‘honest’ emotions and threatening social falsifications or aggressive variants, the 
paths divide. Ekman (1997, 333–344) believes categorically that it is “possible to 
distinguish false from true expressions of enjoyment;” the success of the distinc-
tion depends upon separating mere social “display rules” from involuntary emo-
tional expression. But when micro-expressions and patterns of facial movement 
are taken into consideration (for example: symmetrical smiles are genuine ‘enjoy-
ment’ smiles; asymmetrical smiles are not), the expression of enjoyment is not 
only almost impossible to falsify, it also performs the function of allowing us to 
recognise ‘honesty’ or ‘deceit’. Interestingly, and thanks to the early work of Duch-
enne and its inspirational influence upon Darwin, the morphology of the facial 
expression is “best documented for enjoyment” (Ekman 2003, 219). There may be 
evolutionary reasons for the importance of both the involuntary production and 
automatic appraisal of ‘enjoyment’ in such a socially dependent species as the hu-

10.  Provine (2000, 52) notes that it is easy to suppress a laugh but difficult to suppress a smile: 
clear evidence of one side of the inhibition hypothesis. He nevertheless suggests (erroneously, in 
my view) that it is difficult to laugh voluntarily, although he notes that there are cultures whose 
display rules require systematic “self-humbling” laughter. For example: “In southern India, men 
belonging to a lower caste giggle when addressing those of a higher caste” (Provine 2000, 30). 
That fact that Anglo-American cultures don’t use self-effacing laughter and are comparatively 
laughter-inhibited appears to cloud Provine’s vision. Interestingly, the now popular laugh-yoga is 
(not coincidentally) an Indian technique that begins by asking participants to laugh voluntarily.
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man.11 Similarly, it is easy to see how other facial gestures, and how laughter can 
take on a particular emotional significance when accompanied by ‘enjoyment’. 
Darwin himself failed miserably to terrify his own child because he could not wipe 
the smile off his face.12

The intriguing question here, again from an evolutionary and neurological per-
spective, is why we fail to recognise immediately when someone is lying – falsify-
ing, for example, through social courtesy, an expression of enjoyment (Ekman 1996 
and 1997) – or why some ‘professional lie catchers’ are better than others (Frank 
and Ekman 1997). The problem of lying appears to occur later in the ontogenetic 
and phylogenetic development of the human species. Briefly, the development and 
increasing use of speech centres and language displaces at least part of the capacity 
to appraise and react to the multitude of involuntary signals which, under the influ-
ence of language and social norms (display rules), fall partially, but imperfectly, 
under the command of voluntary control or acquired conventions. As Ekman 
(1997) continually reminds us, the face is a multi-signal system emitting both vol-
untary, conventional and involuntary emotional signals, although conversational 
signals and facial expressions of emotion nevertheless differ. The reminder would 
not be necessary if we could unlearn the attentiveness to language and conversa-
tional signals based on linguistic conventions – or if we never learned them. For 
this reason, there is much to be learned from patients who have suffered damage to 
their higher motoneurons and from global aphasics (Provine 2000, 52 and 179–
180). Lesions in the pyramidal systems impair the ability to smile on request, al-
though emotional expression is left intact so that the patient is capable of smiling 
when amused to the point of enjoyment (Ekman 2003, 206–207). While this pro-
vides evidence of the separate (and more primitive) neural pathways involved in 
basic emotions, the case of global aphasics shows that the ‘automatic appraisal’ of 
emotions also operates without the more complicated processing in the linguistic 
centres of the brain. In his chapter on aphasic patients, Oliver Sacks eloquently il-

11.  Provine (2000, 46), following the research of Susan Jones (Jones and Raag, 1989), claims 
that “the use of the smile as a social display develops early in life. Babies at play tend not to 
smile until they look around and make eye contact with their mother.” Strictly speaking, this is 
an error, if Provine is using Ekman’s terminology, since babies are certainly emitting a genuine 
smile of enjoyment, not a polite smile for the sake of civility (Ekman’s “display rules”). But more 
important: the observation suggests that from the earliest age the reciprocal expression of ‘en-
joyment’ has an important psychobiological function operating via involuntary non-pyramidal 
neurological pathways.
12.  “When this child was about four months old, I made in his presence many odd noises and 
strange grimaces, and tried to look savage; but the noises, if not too loud, as well as the grimaces, 
were all taken as good jokes; and I attributed this at the time to their being preceded or accom-
panied by smiles” (Darwin 1872, 358).
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lustrates the surprising capacity of global aphasics, who generally have substantial 
left lobe damage and can neither produce nor comprehend speech, to nevertheless 
understand, in perhaps a far more significant sense, what we are saying.

It was often said of these patients, who though intelligent had the severest recep-
tive or global aphasia, rendering them incapable of understanding words as such, 
that they none the less understood most of what was said to them. Their friends, 
their relatives, the nurses who knew them well, could hardly believe, sometimes, 
that they were aphasic. (Sacks, 1985, 80)

Sacks shows that their understanding depends upon their being addressed “natu-
rally,” but he also illustrates the great efforts needed to “speak and behave unnatu-
rally,” to “remove all the extraverbal cues” – one’s posture and one’s gesture – and 
to depersonalize one’s voice to the point where nothing is left to appraise but the 
words themselves in order to prove they are aphasics (Sacks, 1985, 80). Astonish-
ingly, it is not only difficult to prove someone is an aphasic, but also almost impos-
sible to deceive them:

[...] one cannot lie to an aphasiac. He cannot grasp our words, and so cannot be 
deceived by them; but what he grasps he grasps with infallible precision, namely 
the expression that goes with the words, that total, spontaneous, involuntary ex-
pressiveness which can never be simulated or faked, as words alone can, all to 
easily. (Sacks 1985, 82)

Sacks and Ekman appear to agree that in order to see beyond semantic expression 
and recognise deceit or honesty in another, we need to have a comprehensive ap-
proach to social interaction, both verbal and gesticulatory. “Taking into account 
not only what a person says, but also the sound of the voice, the expression on the 
face, gesture, and posture is of critical importance” (Ekman 2003, 218). Sacks ex-
tends the theory, arriving at a conception of utterance so close to that of Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s that Ill quote it here in full.

Utterance [is] an uttering forth of one’s whole being with one’s whole being the 
understanding of which involves infinitely more than mere word-recognition. 
And this was the clue to aphasiacs’ understanding, even when they might be 
wholly uncomprehending of words as such. For though the words, the verbal con-
structions, per se, might convey nothing, spoken language is normally suffused 
with ‘tone’, embedded in an expressiveness which transcends the verbal – and it is 
precisely this expressiveness, so deep, so various, so complex, so subtle, which is 
perfectly preserved in aphasia, though understanding of words is destroyed. Pre-
served – and often more: preternaturally enhanced […]. (Sacks 1985, 81)

From Duchenne through Darwin to Ekman and Sacks we learn that issues of de-
ceit and honesty, issues of ethics, erupt when we juxtapose the vicissitudes of lan-
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guage with the exchange of immediate emotional data that, in a preverbal and 
evolutionary context, or in the presence of those capable of interpreting them, 
cannot be falsified. In a very fundamental sense, Dostoevsky and Darwin, writing 
in almost the same year, are speaking about the same phenomena. In his later pub-
lications Ekman (2002) even treats emotions like Dostoevsky does laughter: they 
are highly recommended in testing the veracity of a potential spouse. Under nor-
mal conditions, however, Ekman warns that it is a positively adverse evolutionary 
trait to distrust one’s next of kin. But when the social dangers increase, the neces-
sity to retain the faculties of ‘automatic appraisal’ aiding the individual to deter-
mine honesty and deceit also increases. Thus, in a peaceful environment or in a 
society providing limited privacy, there is little evolutionary or social benefit to 
questioning the veracity of those close to us, yet, conversely, ‘abused children’ liv-
ing in an institutional setting were more accurate than other children in detecting 
lies from demeanor (Ekman 1996). The more brutal the social conditions, the 
more important it is to determine what type of laughter we are confronted with.

Few of us have encountered the physical and psychological brutality facilitated 
by laughter: the baiting of invalids, visible minorities, the aged, the defenceless. In 
the hands of aggressive school children, truculent colleagues or hostile masses, 
laughter is an exceptionally brutal weapon. The physiological act of laughter may 
thus have an equally aggressive evolutionary root, one at cross purposes to the 
humane variant, which is thus in dire need of ‘automatic’ signals of its benign in-
tentions, signals that evolution has also provided us with. If that is true, not laugh-
ter itself, but the signals are the key to the various evolutionary or social functions 
of laughter. These signals become visible when we accept the ambivalence of laugh-
ter and look beyond it. From this vantage I believe that many studies on laughter 
are guilty of an evolutionary anachronism, and Provine’s study is among them. 
Such studies project back in time the modern variant of socially acceptable laugh-
ter and attribute to laughter what may be only a single variant that is identifiable 
for reasons extraneous to laughter itself. Thus, as we have seen in Dostoevsky’s The 
Adolescent, the narrator offers us perhaps the most precise descriptions of a ‘Duch-
enne smile’ in Russian literature before he concludes that the laughter he hears is 
cheerful and honest: the “beaming” eyes “surrounded by countless tiny wrinkles” 
precede the interpretation (1975, 285).

Whether we dismiss the theories of laughter’s medical benefits or not, laughter 
is a physiological act that does affect the body, theoretically offering evolutionary 
advantages. Ekman’s evolutionary theory of emotions posits an adaptive benefit of 
the quick reaction to basic emotions. Thus fear, for example, sends blood to the 
large skeletal muscles (Ekman 1999), which is certainly helpful in facing an adver-
sary or escaping. The physiological effects of laughter are both more complex, yet 
far less goal-specific, and they are still a subject of debate. I suggest that their ap-
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plications are just as diverse, some violent or defensive, others aiding recovery, 
alleviating pain, eliminating stress hormones and (re)establishing an equilibrium. 
To clarify their function in group interaction, other triggers have to be involved.

We often find it difficult to accept the ambivalence of laughter, we modernize 
and domesticate it. Nevertheless, our culture is all too aware of the necessity of 
making jokes ‘in good humor’ and ‘in good taste’. This sensitivity would not be 
necessary if laughter’s evolutionary roots did not lie, at least in part, in preparing 
aggressive behaviour. Has laughter been civilized to the point where some of its 
diverse evolutionary functions have been obscured? Historically, it would seem so. 
In his monumental History of Greek Culture Jakob Burckhardt (1956–1957, 251–
252, 331–339) notes not simply the tolerance of physical violence, but also the 
preference of some to be beaten rather than to be made the subject of laughter: the 
outcome of being made a laughingstock could be deadly or more painful than a 
single beating. From this vantage it seems perhaps less surprising that Bakhtin, 
writing during the Stalinist purges, and Cassirer, writing during the rise of fascism, 
chose to root their approaches to laughter in an ethics of humor.

5 Ethics of humor

Both Cassirer’s and Bakhtin’s theory of laughter focus upon the sources of fear and 
the political and ideological hierarchies supporting them. Both authors believed 
that laughter liberates the individual or the masses to envisage a world in which 
the spontaneous activity of the mind can play while simultaneously taking seri-
ously the pain. Like Shaftesbury before them, they never idealised the loss, the 
sadness of life (Cassirer 1953, 184–5). And their theory of laughter never obfus-
cated the social violence humor can unleash and the potential for using laughter as 
a weapon. By contrast, the emerging laughter sciences and laughter therapies are 
in danger of treating the symptoms while ignoring the illness. Why are we in need 
of such laughter? Wilhelm Schmidt (2003, 49), a philosopher in Berlin, sees in the 
inflationary praise of laughter another superficial modern attempt to “make opti-
mism the only acceptable attitude”; we used to have to be cheerful, now we have to 
be “embarrassingly cheerful.”13 Following the pattern of popular discoveries of 
‘emotional intelligence’, which have been exploited in managerial training for more 
than a decade now, the discovery of what laughter embodies, the psychoneuroim-
munological effects of laughter, have opened the door to another means of self-
exploitation by insisting that we mime happiness.

13.  The translation is my own.
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There is no question of the benefits of laugh therapy in maintaining psycho-
physical homoeostasis and in strengthening immune response: for those desiring 
and in need of such services. And we ought to honor the professionally trained 
clowns helping the ill to recover or enjoy what’s left of their life. These people have 
to be emotionally and morally committed to what they are doing; in order to laugh 
naturally with their patients, they themselves have to be capable of an ethical form 
of sympathy that false laughter would betray. What Dostoevsky is telling us is that 
sympathetic laughter cannot be falsified. And thus what gelotology, what contem-
porary laugh sciences lack is a philosophical approach to the emotional and ethi-
cal side of laughter. While noting that laughter can alleviate the stress of mobbing, 
gelotologists also mention that it can be a technique of mobbing. The central web-
sites14 of gelotology praise laughter as a release valve for accumulated aggression 
– mentioning, however, in the same breath that Schadenfreude is one of the most 
readily available sources of laughter. The medical branch of laughter calls for the 
comprehension of immunological data, the practise of laughter requires an en-
tirely different understanding of the sympathetic utterance, one addressed to those 
in need of solace and sympathy, and not simply in need of a cure. Medicine wants 
to “win,” and thus modern physicians don’t perform heart transplants on patients 
with terminal cancer. Laughter therapy is far more adept at facing loss and helping 
patients to do the same. The immunological evidence in support of gelotologists is 
increasing, but it should be clear from the outset that the therapeutic effects of 
laughter, and the very ethical considerations leading to its application, don’t always 
require such a narrow definition of health. It is a shame that gelotologists, so mor-
ally committed to the healthy person (and not just to the individual’s disease), 
rarely argue their case so affirmatively. More often than not, as psychosomatic 
medicine has taught us, the treatment and cure of the ailment is a secondary issue 
by comparison with the health of the subject.

The new science of laughter, gelotology, is unusual in that it presents ‘new’ 
facts, albeit increasingly ratified scientifically, that have been available to us in both 
ancient and early modern literature. The king’s fool was not, of course, a stand-up 
comedian, but the king’s “physic,” his personal doctor. There is much laugh therapy 
in Rabelais’s novel, and Bakhtin (1984, 355) believed that “of all the ancient au-
thors, Hippocrates, or more correctly speaking, the ‘Hippocratic anthology’ exer-
cised the greatest influence on Rabelais.” Hippocrates was modern medicine in 
Rabelais’s day. Bakhtin often returns to the role of the doctor as mime or clown in 

14.  The pertinent websites for more information are: www.humorcare.com for humor and 
medicine; www.laughteryoga.org for information on Madan Kataria, the famous laugh yogi; 
www.hoho-haha.de, the homepage of the German Lach-Yoga therapists; www.rxlaughter.org, 
the website of the University of a Los Angeles based organisation investigating the healing power 
or immunological benefits of laughter; www.humor.ch, website of the “Humorkongress,” Basel.
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his study of Rabelais’s age, and he draws our attention to the fact that, in the pro-
logues of his novel, Rabelais develops his own “doctrine of the gay physician and 
of the healing power of laughter based upon Hippocrates and on other authorities” 
(Bakhtin 1984, 179).15 Curiously, though, this is not a significant detail in Bakhtin’s 
work, and certainly not the reason why we read it. Why Bakhtin is read, and what 
Bakhtin shares with Cassirer, is the ability to isolate and study a particular charac-
ter of laughter. Both find in laughter a specific ethical nature revealing the affirma-
tive character of comic literature. In his Essay on Man Cassirer (1944, 150) sug-
gests: “Comic art possesses in the highest degree that faculty shared by all art, 
sympathetic vision.” In this one word, sympathy, lies a broad range of ethical issues 
and philosophical problems apparent only to someone who had passed through 
the Kantian tradition of ethics before turning to phenomenology and literary stud-
ies. Someone like Bakhtin.

Bakhtin studied the major works of the Marburg school long before he ap-
proached literary theory. Though often faulted for its rigid scientific cognitive 
theory, Hermann Cohen, the founder of the Marburg school, was most persuasive 
when writing about ethics (Cohen 1910). His revival of the Kantian critique of 
Glückseeligkeit or eudemonia – of the notion that either success or happiness can 
be the ethical goal of life – reappears in the most moving passages of Cassirer’s 
own study of Kant, where he discusses the recognition that, for the ethical person, 
being worthy of happiness is a goal far superior to simply being happy (Cassirer 
1918, 247ff). Again in his work on aesthetics and, more forcefully, in his study of 
religion, Cohen tackles the problems of our response to suffering, our sympathy 
and empathy (Mitleid and Einfühlung). In this context, Cohen’s interpretation of 
the theodicy-problem is breathtaking. In a world where the good suffer, the inno-
cent die, the defenceless are attacked, how do we reconcile this suffering with the 
notion that God the creator is good. Cohen’s answer is almost agnostic in that it is 
ethical, not strictly religious. Already the stoics believed that one’s own suffering 
was a matter of indifference, neither good nor bad, an adiaphoron, because it lay 
beyond our control.16 Nevertheless, Cohen suggests, someone else’s suffering can-
not be indifferent to us; it is, rather, what transforms that individual, no longer an 
abstract third person singular, into a concrete individual for us, a “Du.” The suffer-
ing we owe to our weak physiological nature or to the worlds injustice is perhaps 
without proper cause, often unfair, but far from meaningless. “Suffering (Leiden) 
exists for the sake of sympathy” (Cohen 1966, 19). In Cohen’s interpretation this 
sympathy is purified of misunderstandings stemming from Judaic and Christian 
dogma. Sympathy performed for the sake of obtaining God’s blessings in the after-

15.  Translation modified by me to match the original.
16.  On the positive Stoic notion of indifference see Poole (2001).
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life would be self-seeking. That not only contravenes ethics, but also presupposes 
a negative anthropological premise: that man is incapable of doing good for its 
own sake (Cohen 1966, 20). This is the very essence of Cohen’s theory of sympathy. 
Research on Cassirer has so far failed to see traces of Cohen’s work in Cassirer’s 
theory of the comic and in his comments concerning sympathetic vision. When 
Cassirer (1944, 150) writes: “Comic art possesses in the highest degree that faculty 
shared by all art, sympathetic vision,” I suggest that we are missing his point if we 
fail to see the broad moral underpinnings which redefine laughter in light of its 
possible ethical function and its altruistic message.17

Bakhtin and Cassirer both wrote their studies of laughter in an age of terror 
and both works are a very personal response to it. Cassirer’s study of The Platonic 
Renaissance in England is his most intimate work. It was Bakhtin’s gift that he un-
derstood Cassirer’s message and reread other works, including Cassirer’s earlier 
study of renaissance philosophy, in that spirit. But they are very melancholic works, 
both in view of the history surrounding them and in the limited influence they 
have had on an ethical understanding of laughter. These helpful messages are also 
lost in the booming literature on laugh therapy. Here the immunological research 
and the marketable physiological benefits have grown so important that one could 
almost believe laughter will disappear when a new and cheaper medication has 
been discovered. Taken in isolation, it is another progressive myth of modernity: 
that the single purpose of life is happiness, figured here in personal health and 
functional performance. When our world afflicts us and we find no sympathy, ill-
ness is sometimes simply one manner of expressing our discomfort. That, too, is a 
language we need.

What laughter embodies, beyond its physiological functions, is both more 
primitive and more profound than the ideology of purely medical health. Thus 
Dostoevsky’s message is more emotional than medicinal. The old man described 
in Dostoevsky’s The Adolescent is not laughing for the sake of his health or his ca-
reer. His smile is such an unmistakable expression of enjoyment and his laughter 
appears so honest and sympathetic that it instantly draws the narrator towards 
him.18 His laughter doesn’t mask his solipsistic desire to outperform or outlive his 
peers or to survive a stroke; it expresses his character, worthy of living for ages to 
come, whatever his medical fate may be. We’re still studying him today.

17.  For Cassier’s “sympathetic vision” see also Dirk Westerkamp’s contribution to this volume.
18.  Dostoevsky’s characterization of the old man’s laughter concludes with the words: “I imme-
diately walked over to him” (1975, 286).
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part 6

Catharsis





Laughter, catharsis, and the patristic 
conception of embodied logos

Dirk Westerkamp

1 The renaissance of comic catharsis

Prominent scholars of intellectual history have emphasised that Renaissance and 
Early Modern thought opened a new chapter in the theory of laughter and come-
dy. According to Norbert Elias’ Essay on Laughter, European philosophy rediscov-
ered the quest for the true nature of laughter and the comic in the 17th century 
(Schröter 2002). In Mikhail Bakhtin’s influential studies on carnival culture, the 
writings of Rabelais, Cervantes, and Shakespeare figure as “an important turning 
point in the history of laughter.” Accordingly, “the sixteenth century represents the 
summit in the history of laughter” (Bakhtin 1984). As Brian Poole has shown, 
Bakhtin’s theory was much indebted to the studies Ernst Cassirer pursued on the 
philosophy of the Renaissance and the Cambridge Neoplatonists (Poole 1998). 
Cassirer envisioned humor as the “fundamental intellectual power” of the Renais-
sance (Cassirer 1953, 170). It was the Cambridge Neoplatonists who opposed the 
puritan “religion of escape from the things of this world” (Religion der Weltflucht) 
with a “religion of aesthetic enjoyment of the world” (Religion der ästhetischen 
Weltfreude) rooted in moral taste and sensus communis (Cassirer 1953, 162). Ralph 
Cudworth, Henry More, John Colet and John Smith fought, as the latter put it, the 
“sullen stoicism and oppressing Melancholy” of Calvinism with a concept of piety 
as enthusiasm and joy (see Cassirer 1953, 163).

This twofold aim of vindicating both a pious and liberating theory of laughter 
and the comic was corroborated by a reconsideration of the Platonic theory of Eros. 
As the reconciliating force of the comic resides in the self-liberation from authority 
and tradition, the Cambridge Neoplatonists presented their philosophy as an im-
manent critique of Christian faith, not as rejection. For this immanent approach 
the underlying Neoplatonic currents in Christian theology and philosophy proved 
to be a key issue. The bodily forces of laughter and the creative potency of the 
comic promote a skepticism which is not destructive but productive in that it main-
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tains an irreducible sympathy for the things it attacks. The endemic structure of the 
comic (as of the tragic) seems to be of dialectical nature (Szondi 2002). Within the 
comic, opposites coincide into a dynamic and practical process of countercurrent 
movements which are transgressing and the same time vindicating that which is 
transgressed. The unexpected turn of the opposites onto one another, a salient fea-
ture of the comic, is distinguished as a free play, in which the counterfeit will be 
negated as well as preserved: “the comic spirit contains also an element of balance 
and reconciliation” (Cassirer 1953, 161). Effectively, wit and humor are the applica-
tion of the comic, laughter is its physical, bodily outcome and expression.

Introduced already in his studies on Cambridge Neoplatonism and Shaftes-
bury, Cassirer’s account of comic catharsis fully develops in his Essay on Man into 
a genuine theory of culture, where this practical process of the comic as a physical 
and spiritual liberation from the human condition is further explored:

“Comic art possesses in the highest degree that faculty shared by all art, sympa-
thetic vision. By virtue of this faculty it can accept human life with all its defects 
and foibles, its follies and vices. Great comic art has always been a sort of enco-
mium moriae, a praise of folly. In comic perspective all things begin to take on a 
new face. We are perhaps never nearer to our human world than in the works of a 
great comic writer – in Cervantes’ Don Quixote, Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, or in 
Dickens’ Pickwick Papers. We become observant of the minutest details; we see 
this world in all its narrowness, its pettiness, and silliness. We live in this restricted 
world, but we are no longer imprisoned by it. Such is the peculiar character of the 
comic catharsis. Things and events begin to lose their material weight; scorn is 
dissolved into laughter and laughter is liberation.” (Cassirer 1944, 160)

A remarkable shift is promulgated in these passages. Whereas philosophers from 
Schelling and Hegel up to Simmel’s Tragedy of Culture and Scheler’s Die Stellung 
des Menschen im Kosmos privileged tragic thought as the highest potency of art 
and the most advanced aesthetic expression of dialectical thinking, Cassirer chose 
a different path. In his radical reading, the deepest insight in the conditio humana 
is ventured by comic thought and comic catharsis. In contrast to Bakhtin, however, 
Cassirer does not “retroject” the comic catharsis too far into the past. In his theory 
of liberation through comic catharsis, the historical reference-point remains Early 
Modernity, not an allegedly medieval carnival culture of laughter. While this de-
historization of comic catharsis seems to be a consequence of Bakhtin’s approach, 
Cassirer insists on its central function in the formation of the modern Weltbild: 
“One must ask oneself the general question as to what part the various types and 
species of the comic have had in the formation of the modern world and what la-
tent energies seek expression in these types.” (Cassirer 1953, 170)
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2 Floating gap: the “latent energies” of the comic

It would seem that there is yet a second “general question” to address: What hap-
pened to the “latent energies” of the comic before they became manifest again? 
Where were they before being rediscovered in the Renaissance? Why do we not 
know of significant tragic and comic plays from, say, Seneca to the Early Renais-
sance, or of significant theories from Horace to Scaliger? Evidently, any attempt to 
pursue research on these questions has to be concerned not only with drama and 
comedy but with its theory as well – a problem which may be best demonstrated 
by the fact that there are dozens of medieval Latin commentaries on all of Aristo-
tle’s writings but almost none on his Poetics.1

That the energies of the comic had been “latent” energies implies, first of all, 
that they were not manifest for a period of time. How latent traces of thoughts or 
ideas were concealed and later came to light again is a phenomenon which has 
been examined by several approaches to research on mnemohistory and cultural 
memory. Studies by Halbwachs, J. Vansina, J. Assmann, and others have showed 
that cultural memory and religious traditions consist of an intricate interplay be-
tween latent and manifest memory traces. Some of them come to life at a time, 
others remain hidden. The concept of the “floating gap” was coined to describe 
such distorted lines of ideas in intellectual history (Vansina 1985, Assmann 1997, 
48). It accounts for the fact that a certain trend of thought or idea had once been 
prominent, then apparently vanished for some hundred years and later became 
influential again.

This holds true in particular for the comic – and its theory. How are we to 
explain that one finds no extensive body of work of (and on) comedy in the time 
between Late Antiquity and the Renaissance? B. H. Clark, in his textbook Euro-
pean Theories of the Drama, writes that there is almost nothing that can “help 
bridge the gap from Horace to the Renaissance” (Clark 1969, 41). However, there 
is an explanation on which many philosophers, literary and intellectual historians, 
scholars of arts and cultural studies from very different angles and disciplines al-
most unanimously seem to agree: Christianity is to blame; or more “precisely”: the 

1.  In contrast to the Latin West, Aristotle’s Poetics was studied by Islamic philosophers from 
the 9th to the 13th century as the eighth canonic book of the Organon and accordingly commen-
tated by Avicenna and Averroes – to mention only the most prominent; see also Ibn Sab`īn’s 
Sicilian Questions II, 313a.
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“Church Fathers.”2 This is the overall impression we get from a number of attempts 
to elucidate the “floating gap” of the tragic and the comic between Late Antiquity 
and the Renaissance:

“Due to the Christian theology and the medieval conception of the world the an-
tique traditions came to a standstill, the concept of the tragic [...] gave way to a 
concept of martyrdom and chastity.” (Baldo 1981, 406)

“The uniformity of the Christian faith knows of no tragic and of no tragedy, since 
an absolute tragic action is irreconcilable with the idea of Divine Providence.” 
(von Wilpert 1989, 961)

“Many Church Fathers prohibited laughter […].” (Seibt 2002, 755)

“The attitude of the Church Fathers toward drama [...] was almost exclusively a 
moral one.” (Clark 1969, 41)

“The history of comedy and tragedy in Late Antiquity is a period of complete sup-
pression by the Church Fathers, tragedy and comedy became victims of an exter-
mination-campaign [Ausrottungskampagne].” (Baldo 1981, 406)

The explanations from this short florilegium of quotations (to which one could add 
numerous others) sound almost too suggestive to be true. While mono-causal ex-
planations are shortcomings especially in this complex case, I shall very briefly 
give some counter-arguments as to why this communis opinio among historians of 
ideas should be challenged. First, the decline of theatre culture during the Roman 
Empire of the 3rd and 4th century – the period when most of the above incrimi-
nated Church Fathers wrote – was already well advanced and the access to the 
classic antique plays rather difficult (Beacham 1992; Slater 1996). Second, as in the 
above cited statements, scholars usually fail to discern which features of the comic 
and the tragic were allegedly rejected by “the Church Fathers”. Third, we cannot 
skip the question of how comedy and tragedy could actively be victimized and 
persecuted by authors who themselves are persecuted – as were the “Church Fa-
thers” in question. It seems evident that up until the mid-4th century, when Chris-
tianity became at least religio licita, the Early Christian philosophers lacked the 
power to suppress or persecute the kind of cultural memory of which the dra-
matic plays are a part of. That they sharply condemned and criticised opponents in 
their writings goes without saying, but their art of writing was itself developed 

2.  One has to be aware of the fact that the formula “Church Fathers” (or worse: “the” “Church 
Fathers”) is a highly problematic term, a construction of 18th and 19th century “Patristic” scho-
larship which led (maybe even unintendedly) to false convictions like the above quoted: the 
“uniformity” (von Wilpert 1981, 961) of Christian faith and the like. I will use the established 
expression “Church Fathers” anyway, without subscribing, however, to the belief that there is 
anything like a homonoia among the Early Christian authors – esp. not in pre-Nicene theology.
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under the pressure of persecution. Fourth, it seems highly doubtful as to whether 
cultural memory (including the tragic and comic plays) can be repressed in such 
an intentional and one-dimensional way as suggested by those quotations.

The thesis I would like to explore in this paper is that the Early Christian phi-
losophers are not alone responsible for the “floating gap” in our cultural memory 
of tragedy and comedy. I shall demonstrate that Early Christian thought is not 
downrightly rejecting the tragic and the comic but rather converting and incorpo-
rating it into its own philosophical and theological agenda, thereby making, how-
ever, an implicit decision: The Early Christian philosophers and theologians adopt 
certain essential features of the tragic but reject most of the features of the comic. 
Thus, contrary to the rather simplistic, albeit very widespread conviction that the 
“Church Fathers” are to blame for the absence of comedy (and its theory), I will (1) 
show that their decision was not unchallenged within late antique Christian phi-
losophy itself. I will (2) argue that we have to unravel the deeper philosophical and 
ontological roots of the Patristic rejection of comedy to better understand not only 
the Early Modern renaissance of humor and comic but also our present culture of 
laughter and comedy. (3) Finally, I will suggest that a specific Early Christian con-
ception of the body in its relation to wisdom (sophia) as “embodied Logos” forms 
the background of the Patristic encounter with the comic and the tragic.

3 Converting cultural memory: the philosophia barbarorum

The works of Clement of Alexandria (d. before 215) are among the most important 
proof-texts for my claim. Clement used the term “barbarian philosophy,” coined 
by the early Christian authors (Justin, Dialogus 8,1; Tatian, Adversus Graecos 31), 
to emphasise that Christian philosophy is not only not inferior to Greek philoso-
phy but that the basic ideas of Greek philosophy were already drawing upon the 
Mosaic tradition which prefigured Christian faith (Stroumsa 1999). In his mighty 
work Stromateis (around 200 A. D.), Clement finds even the idea of the Christian 
God prefigured in the antique dramatic plays. He calls the prophet Ezekiel the 
“poet of the Jewish tragedies” and terms the biblical account of the abandonment 
of young Moses a “drama” (Strom. I, 23, 155; Clement 1991, 137) – a first textual 
reference for the converging process of dramatic thought and Christian faith. 
However, it would seem that the Christian theologians in the Hellenic East ap-
proached the antique dramatic traditions differently than their Early Christian 
contemporaries in the Latin West, though the conversion of the cultural memory 
of tragedy and comedy is explicit in the Latin authors as well.

A remarkable example is Cyprian’s account of tragedy and comedy. Cyprian of 
Carthage (d. 258) appears to implicitly refer to Plautus’ comedy Amphitruo and 
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writes: “They depict Venus as unchaste, Mars as an adulterer, and that famous Ju-
piter of theirs is no more a chieftain in dominion than in vice […].” Comedy “rous-
es the senses,” “flatters the affections […] by the disgrace of an enervated body, and 
gives […] more pleasure there who best breaks down a man into a woman” (Ad 
Donat. 8; Saint Cypran 1956, 14). The comic catharsis is a conversion (or better: 
perversion) of reality in that it camouflages the distinction between truth and ap-
pearance. For Cyprian, comedy does not only give a wrong conception of the body 
(and gender) and the forces by which it is affected. Comedy and tragedy are more 
than that: they are deteriorated forms of collective memory. Performed time and 
again, all the vices and wrongdoings that otherwise would vanish in oblivion are 
preserved and remembered in the plays and handed down through generations 
and centuries: They “relate in verse the crimes of former times. The ancient horror 
of parricide and incest is unfolded in acting expressed in the model of the truth, 
lest, as time goes by, what was once committed disappear. Every age is reminded 
by what it hears that what has been done can be done again. Transgressions never 
die from the passage of the ages; crime is never erased by time; vice is never buried 
in oblivion” (Saint Cyprian 1956, 13).

Cyprian’s argument has a twofold structure: comedy and tragedy not only im-
plement ideas of moral wrong in humanity’s collective memory. What is worse is, 
that both express the moral wrong “in the model of truth”. That lie comes in the 
garb of truth is the intricate structure of the phantasmata already described by 
Plato as one of the politically dangerous vices of the sophist’s tragic and comic 
mimesis. Cyprian’s concern is the memory of the false gods endorsed by the Greek 
comedies. He seems to be acquainted with Aristotle’s basic poetological concep-
tion of mimesis which he applies to his context. With regard to the comedies (and, 
it seems, Aristotle’s concept of mimesis) Cyprian writes: “One imitates [imitantur] 
the gods whom he venerates. For these poor wretches wrongdoings [delicta = 
hamartiai] become even religious acts” (Saint Cyprian 1956, 14).

Cyprian’s text set the agenda for a specific strand of Patristic arguments against 
the tragic and the comic. He criticizes the purely aesthetic relation to morality 
which allegedly comes to light in the comic plays. And he denounces the wrong 
conception of morality expressed in this aesthetic relation which gets preserved 
for ages in the cultural heritage and collective memory of which tragedy and com-
edy form a distinctive part (Novatian, De spect. 7; Novatian 1956, 129). There is, 
however, a more sophisticated philosophical reasoning in the Patristic rejection of 
the comic catharsis which stems from the very Platonic arguments countered by 
Aristotle in his Poetics.
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4 Idea or form? Plato on mimesis and the comic in Aristotle’s Poetics

In the famous Book X of his Politeia, Plato expels the poets from his ideal state. 
Nietzsche was among the first who realized, however, that Plato’s texts themselves 
present a critique of comic and tragic play in the garb of comic and tragic dia-
logues (Nietzsche 1966, 14). Obviously, Plato maintains that the content of his 
tragedies is a philosophical logos and not a sophistic one (this has been cogently 
argued by Loock 1996). We thus might discern an exoteric and esoteric reading of 
Plato’s critique of the tragic (and comic) mimesis. His exoteric view, however, did 
not substantially change and in his late work on the laws, Plato states that “no 
composer of comedies […] must ever be allowed to ridicule either by description 
or by impersonation any citizen whatever, with or without rancor. Anyone who 
disobeys this rule must be ejected from the country that same day by the presi-
dents of the games” (Nomoi XI, 88, 935e; Plato 1997, 1588).

Comic plays that give rise to a humiliating comic catharsis will be banned, 
their authors exiled from the state. Whereas Plato’s Nomoi highlight the legal is-
sues of the comic catharsis, the Politeia concentrates on the ontological pattern of 
art and comedy/tragedy as a whole. Plato’s argument in the Politeia is, very rough-
ly speaking, that poetry imitates a reality which is in itself but an imitation or a 
shadow of the eternal ideas (especially of the idea of the Good and the idea of 
beauty as the sight, eidos, of the Good). We have been so deceived by “these imita-
tors,” says Plato’s Socrates, that we do not “realize that their works are at the third 
remove from that which is and are easily produced without knowledge of the 
truth” (Rep. X, 598e-599; Plato 1997, 1203). To keep things simple, I will not fur-
ther investigate in the implications of Plato’s theory of the double remove from the 
idea and just take its structure at face value:

Idea – [1. descent] – world – [2. descent] – art.

We thus have a twofold dynamic of removal or descent – roughly comparable to a 
copy of a copy. Being “at the third remove from that which is,” the ontological and 
epistemological status of comedy and tragedy is considerably low, its epistemic value 
extremely limited. As a mimesis of mimesis, tragedy and comedy are not that which 
is but only that which appears to be. And Plato’s ontological critique has a political 
side to it: the imitations of imitations evoke false and irrational conceptions in the 
souls of the citizens and lead them to politically false and irrational decisions.

As is well known, Aristotle countered Plato’s argument, dismissed the theory 
of the eternal ideas and substituted it for a theory of concrete forms. This concept 
had a strong bearing on the Poetics and led Aristotle to a reconsideration and dif-
ferent interpretation of tragic and comic mimesis (Fuhrmann 1973, 72–90). In his 
concept, art and reality are not insufficient copies of a realm of ideas. Instead they 
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are imitations as a making-things-present, as a bringing things into form and real-
ity. This has to be taken into account as the background of his theory of (or better: 
his few remarks on) catharsis. It seems clear already from the earliest extant sourc-
es that catharsis stands in direct connection to the body. Scholars have duly recog-
nised that the medical purification of the musical catharsis is a central piece in 
Aristotle’s theory of the moderation of the passions (Flashar 1956). But contrary to 
Plato, Aristotle argues for the didactic advantages of the tragic catharsis with re-
gard to the civic culture and public sphere of the Polis. We learn about the possibil-
ity (dynamis) of what life amounts to; about life not as “bare life” (zoe) but as self-
determined (bios)(Poetics 6, 1450a15-a23). Tragedy teaches us that life is not 
merely contingent factuality but led by general dianoetic virtues; it is subject to a 
possible change (metabole) from fortune to misfortune, or, in comedy, from mis-
fortune to happiness (Poetics 5, 1451a12).

In the fifth chapter of his Poetics, Aristotle notes that the origins of early Greek 
comedy sank into oblivion. Due to its subject, the action of the less noble, com-
mon or vulgar people (phauloi), comedy was considered to be not distinguished 
enough and its early beginnings vanished partly out of Greek cultural memory 
(Poetics 5, 1449a37-b9). Unlike comedy, tragedy imitates the actions of the noble 
or important families (spoudaioi) whose decisions (proaireseis) are of civil influ-
ence. It appears that Aristotle distinguishes between mistake (hamartia) and fault 
(hamartema). The tragic hero makes the wrong decision which then commences 
the whole tragic plot. Whereas the hamartia comes as a single mistake by the spou-
daios tragic hero, as a lapse of insight (dianoia) into the true nature of the circum-
stances he is tangled in, the fault seems to lie rather in an insufficiency of the 
phauloi’s general character – a fault which makes them trouble and us laugh.

As comedy imitates “the action of men worse than the average,” it presents the 
ridiculous as “a kind of fault (hamartêma ti) which is not painful or destructive” 
(Poetics 5, 1449a34–35) and may as well be imitated through distorting comic 
masks. More general, Aristotle regards the ridiculous as a species of the bad (or 
ugly: kakia). Since it denotes, however, not the kakia as such – for the comedies 
should make us laugh –, the Poetics distinguishes the ridiculous or laughable 
(geloion) as a subform or species of the shameful (aischron) which then is itself a 
species of the kakia (Poetics 5, 1449a32-a37). In the usual comic plot, those laugh-
able mistakes by “man worse than the average” (the phauloi), unlike the usual plot 
of tragedy, lead to action which proceeds from mischief to luck.

This is the rough line of argument explicable from the very few surviving re-
marks on the comic in the first part of the Poetics. It should have been followed, as 
Aristotle explains in the first sentence of chapter six (Poetics 6, 1449b21), by a 
separate discussion on comedy. Since there exists but one concrete remark on 
tragic catharsis, with the “loss” of the book on comedy, the (in)famous “Poetics II” 
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(Janko 1984), any idea of comic catharsis is missing and what later became promi-
nent under this name is a parallelizing construction. Ernst Cassirer duly noted 
that the Cambridge Neoplatonists’ theory of the liberating forces of the comic was 
not primarily a reconstruction of Poetics II but rather invoked by a reinterpreta-
tion of the platonic Eros. What Cassirer (as well as Bakhtin and Elias) did perhaps 
not emphasise enough is that the Early Modern renaissance of tragedy and com-
edy remained closely interwoven with the edition of Aristotle’s Poetics in 1481/98 
(Latin text) and 1508 (Greek text). Without taking into account the great impact 
of these first printed editions, the Early Modern influence of Aristotle’s “theory” of 
mimesis, tragedy (and comedy) cannot be aptly reconstructed. And with regard to 
tragic and comic mimesis and catharsis the Cambridge Neoplatonists rather side 
with Aristotle than with Plato.

5 The bodily forces of laughter: early christian rejection of comedy

In turn, the Early Christian philosophers side with Plato, not with Aristotle. I shall, 
first, provide some textual evidence that they did not only import Plato’s moral 
critique of the Comedians but that they also share Plato’s concern for the double 
descent of tragedy and comedy from the idea of the Good. Second, I will elucidate 
the Patristic arguments against the comic Catharsis and the conception of the ri-
diculous and laughter as analysed by Aristotle. The Early Christian philosopher 
Tertullian (ca. 160 – after 220) obviously refers to book X of the Politeia when he 
writes: “Plato decided that the poets – since they are slanderers of the Gods [crimi-
natores deorum] – should be expelled, and that even the decorated Homer is to be 
exiled from the republic” (Ad nationes I, 7, 11). For the Christian authors, poets 
not only ridicule the Platonic idea of the Good. Insofar as Christian theology 
transforms the Platonic idea of the Good beyond all being (epekeina tes ousias) 
into the idea of the one ineffable God, the tragic and comic poets seem to be aim-
ing at ridiculing this conception, too. Tertullian, himself a rhetor and poet, has wit 
enough to counterbalance his sharp critique of dramatic poetry with the help of 
Plato’s philosophical arguments by presenting it in a poetic garb. When he vigor-
ously criticizes the actors for wearing tragic and comic masks, we can decipher 
Plato’s argument of the double descent from the Good in the very syntax of Tertul-
lian’s argument: The tragic mask is but an imitation of the actor’s face which, as a 
human face, was originally made “in the image of God” and by which the believers 
envision the creator per speculum in aenigmate (I Cor. 13:12):

God – [1. descent] – human face – [2. descent] – tragic mask.
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Tertullian terms this process idololatria (De idol. 3,4). The double descent from the 
Good as an imitation of what is already an imitation (in Aristotelian terms: the 
mimesis of mimesis) is a moral as well as ontological decline in that it corrupts and 
reverses the genuine order. In short, it presents an attack on the true conception of 
the One God. For this reversal of the metaphysical order, aptly recognised as a sali-
ent feature of the comic by the Cambridge Neoplatonists (with no intentions of 
idololatria, of course), the Early Christian philosopher Novatian uses the term 
simulacrum (De spect. 6; Novatian 1956, 129) – an important Patristic concept 
which denotes, following Tertullian, a wrong conception of embodiment as sec-
ondary imitation. We have to distinguish, however, that the lore of the Early Chris-
tian theologians is not downright anti-body (or embodiment) biased. Rather they 
refute the, as is claimed, morally vicious poetic deviation from the human face and 
body as an attack on the true image of the divine; they reject its hidden idololatria. 
The wearing of the cothurnus, the high heeled shoes in the theatrical performance 
or the embellishing of the actor’s body are of that kind (De spect., Tertullian 1966, 
286). Unsurprisingly, the wearing of tragic and comic masks was prohibited at the 
council of Trullo in 692 (Excursus ad Canon LXII; Perceival 1955).

Augustine, too, mentions Plato’s attitude towards the tragic and comic poets 
but more explicitly than Tertullian links it with the question of comic catharsis. 
With regard to the effects of the comic plays, he asks rhetorically: “If this is purifi-
cation [lavatio], what is pollution [inquinatio]?” (De civ. dei II, 5). Here, the allu-
sion to the Aristotelian concept of catharsis is obvious. On Augustine’s view, ca-
tharsis is a purification from passions that were artificially whipped up and then 
moderated again. But whereas Aristotle claimed that this process of purification 
teaches us something about “life” (which means, in its universality, a life of dianoia 
and prohairesis as the praxis of eudaimonia), most Patristic thinkers see an un-
natural arousal of the passions which, in turn, must be restrained and moderated 
again. Augustine thus criticizes comic and tragic catharsis as a senseless, even dan-
gerous irritation of the soul’s tranquility (mirrored by the body’s intranquility 
through over-exaggerated laughter) – a view similar to the stoic concept of the 
tranquility of the soul (ataraxia) (Sorabji 2002). Thus, for Augustine, the comic 
catharsis is not only a false form of purification from the affects but presents also a 
false form of purification from false affections, too.

No attempt to decipher different concepts of the comic, humor, and laughter 
from the Patristic writings should expect to find traces or even distant echoes of 
Aristotle’s lost part of the Poetics, its theory of the comedy. There is no textual evi-
dence for believing that some of the Early Christian authors knew more than parts 
of the text or had more than secondary information on it. There seem to be but few 
references to Aristotle’s Poetics, let alone to its treaties of comedy, Poetics II. Still, I 
venture to suggest that one can find at least some approaches to a specific aristote-
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lian-antiaristotelian poetics of comedy and tragedy in the Early Christian writings 
which have not been taken into consideration yet.

Several efforts have been made to reconstruct Aristotle’s lost book on the com-
edy (Cooper 1922; Janko 1984); and it has been the overall attitude of the inter-
preters to closely assimilate comic to tragic catharsis (Kitano 2001). What seems 
explicable from the few extant passages in the Poetics – as mentioned above – is 
that comedy should imitate “the action of men worse than ourselves.” It aims at 
presenting the ridiculous as “a kind of fault (hamartêma ti) which is not painful or 
destructive” (Poetics 5, 1149a34–35). As most of the features of the tragic plot 
might be applied to the comic plot as well, there is a specific asymmetry with re-
gard to the mechanisms of passion and compassion among the spectator. The di-
dactic purpose of the comedy is different from the one of tragedy. Whereas we 
identify with the tragic hero as his mischief was unintended and led to a dramatic 
change of his fortune which effectively enhances pathos and sympathy, we rather 
dissociate from the comic hero who gets ridiculed and humiliated. The lack of 
pathos and the distance which is expressed by laughter constraints our faculty of 
compassion for the comic hero.

Clement of Alexandria’s book On Laughter in his Pedagogos can be read as an 
implicit reply to Aristotle’s theory (for a general discussion of Clement’s use of 
Aristotle see Clark 1977). Clement is, in general, sympathetic to the ancient plays 
and quotes many passages from Antiphanes’ comedies, but he agrees with Plato 
that those authors causing insulting laughter or showing humiliating scenes are 
“imitators of ludicrous sensations, or rather of such as deserve derision, [and 
thereby] are to be driven from our polity” (Pedag. II, 5; Clement 1954, 134). Stir-
ring up the passions leads to a lack of compassion. Surely, Clement envisions the 
social ideal of a compassionate and caring Christian congregation. However, in a 
way he argues for a comic catharsis similar to the one Cassirer construed along the 
line of his studies on the Cambridge Neoplatonists. Clement seeks to substitute the 
humiliating and insulting catharsis of laughter for a relaxation of the comic which 
keeps a minimum of sympathy with the things it makes fun of:

“As for laughter itself, it, too, should be kept under restraint. Of course, when it 
rings out as it should, it proves the presence of discipline, but if it gets out of hand, 
it is a sure index of lack of self-control. We need not take away from man any of 
the things that are natural to him, but only set a limit and due proportion to them. 
It is true that man is an animal who can laugh; but it is not true that he therefore 
should laugh at everything. The horse is an animal that neighs, yet it does not 
neigh at everything. As rational animals, we must ever maintain proper balance, 
gently relaxing the rigour of seriousness and intensity dissipating it out of all 
bounds.” (Pedag. II, 5; Clement 1954, 134–35)
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What should be imitated, according to Clement, is not the disturbance and the 
fidgeting of the body moved by the dramatic passions but the compassionate sym-
pathy with the suffering person. This habitus is ideally prefigured in “the compas-
sionate God Himself [who] set the flesh free” (Pedag. III, 1). But Clement’s text as 
well cites Aristotle’s view that men is not only a rational but a “laughing animal” 
(De part. animal. III, 10, 673a8 and 673a27). Laughter is an expression of the very 
nature of men. And as imitation (mimesis), according to Aristotle, belongs natu-
rally (physei) to men or, according to Clement, presupposes an imitatio humilitatis 
Christi, the problem is not with the imitation but with what should be imitated. 
That is to say: Clement, among other Early Christian authors, does not simply re-
ject the comic or its bodily expression, namely laughter. Rather they call for a ra-
tional moderation of the humiliating and immoral excesses of the comic catharsis. 
Their critique is reminiscent of Aristotle’s theory of mesotes: keeping the right bal-
ance between extremes. If man is a laughing animal he should, according to Clem-
ent, be at least a rational laughing animal – a view, to which the Cambridge Neo-
platonists would not have objected. In any case, Clement seems to be well aware of 
the social dimension of laughter and his Pedagogos would have to be further ex-
plored with regard to a genuine Patristic theory of comic catharsis – a task which 
goes beyond the limited scope of this paper.

To be sure, these strands of thought are not reconstructed in order to “white-
wash” the “Church Fathers”. But if we don’t examine carefully to what extend they 
affirm or negate the tragic or the comic catharsis, we will never bring to light the 
deeper mechanisms of the floating gap and the “latent energies” of the comic men-
tioned by Ernst Cassirer. To get a full picture of the Patristic reasoning, one has to 
return to the Platonic argument of the double descent from the truth – a concept 
upon which the “Church Fathers” obviously drew. How this twofold descent from 
the divine truth could be redeemed or reversed is the implicit question the “Church 
Fathers” strive to answer. The Early Christian philosophers advocate a theory of 
conversion or paenitentia to solve this problem. Since the descent from the truth is 
a double one, so evidently a double conversion or repentance is required. That 
seems to be what Tertullian’s paenitentia secunda amounts to. It is not sufficient to 
repent the sins and wrongdoings. A second move of repentance is required: paeni-
tentia secunda or exomologesis. The second repentance rebalances in two steps the 
vices or wrongdoings by which the sinner fell from truth:

tragedy/comedy – [1. repentance = conversion] – (social) reality – [2. repentance 
= exomologesis] – truth.

It is astonishing to see how thoroughly Tertullian seems to follow the ontological 
pattern Plato opposed to the tragic and the comic mimesis. But if we look at how 
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Tertullian actually describes the exomologesis, we might uncover an even more 
striking feature of his vindicating critique of the tragic:

“Exomologesis is a discipline [disciplina] for man’s prostration and humiliation, 
enjoining a demeanor calculated to move pity [misericordia]. With regard also to 
the very dress and food, it commands (the penitent) to lie in sackcloth and ashes, 
to cover his body in mourning, to lay his spirit low in sorrows, to exchange for 
severe treatment the sins which he has committed; moreover, to know no food 
and drink but such as is plain, – not for the stomach’s sake, to wit, but the soul’s; 
for the most part, however, to feed prayers on fastings, to groan, to weep and make 
outcries unto the Lord your God; to bow before the feet of the presbyters, and 
kneel to God’s dear ones; to enjoin on all the brethren to be ambassadors to bear 
his deprecatory supplication (before God).” (De paenit. 9, 2–4)

What Tertullian depicts in this passage is not only a most dramatic and theatrical 
ritual of repentance. In fact, it almost appears to be a productive interpretation of 
Aristotle’s concept of catharsis (and an imitation of Plato’s literary technique to 
present his critique of the tragic plays in the garb of a tragic dialogue). Indeed, in 
Tertullian’s approach, the purification of the sins is exercised on a kind of stage in 
full public and certainly has a performative dimension. The sinner has to undergo 
and repeat the humiliations he committed unto himself or unto others. In per-
forming and repenting his hamartia, the passions of the sinner are purified. Cor-
relatingly, the spectators among the congregation feel a compassion for the re-
penter, they pity him (misericordia). Even Aristotle’s theory of the tragic effects 
pity (eleos) and fear (phobos) seems to have a systematical pendant in Tertullian’s 
image of the misericordia as an effect of the paenitentia secunda. While the tragic 
exomologesis has far reaching bodily effects (groaning, weeping, sack and ashes 
etc.), it is, however, not paralleled by a comic catharsis. In the Early Christian in-
terpretation of the scriptures, repentance is not a laughing matter.

Notwithstanding the different approaches made so far to prove that the Patris-
tic critique has a certain Platonic structure (and that it is an ambivalent critique in 
that it tries to vindicate certain features of the comic), one has to emphasise that 
the Early Christian authors, at the end of the day, came to the far-reaching system-
atical decision to drop the comic catharsis as a central element of their theology, 
maintaining, however, a derivate form of the tragic catharsis.

6 The body of passion: comic and tragic logos

This brings us to the question as to how the Early Christian authors invert the 
tragic into Patristic philosophy and theology. One explanation can be drawn from 
the 3rd century discussions on early Christian textuality: Tertullian and Novatian 
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likewise recommend reading the Christian texts and sources as tragic poetry. Their 
appraisal of the exceeding quality of the Holy Scriptures and Early Christian texts 
takes its pride in the achievements of what Clement termed the philosophia bar-
barorum: “A Christian has,” writes Novatian, “if he so wills, better plays. […] What 
theatre constructed by human hands can be compared to works such as these [the 
works of God and the Logos, Jesus].” “In all these things, he will see even a greater 
play: the devil who had vanquished the whole world lying prone under Christ’s 
feet. How beautiful is this play, brethren, how joyful, how necessary […]” (De 
spect. 9–11; Novatian 1956, 131). According to Novatian, these texts offer the su-
perior means of catharsis through joy and delight over Christ’s rejection of the 
devil’s temptation.

There are similar passages in numerous Patristic texts. Their general claim, 
that, compared to these Early Christian works of art and philosophy the classical 
Greek poetry seems to be but a pale prefiguration is best reflected in Novatian’s 
rhetorical question: “Why should I even mention the wasted efforts of comedy and 
those senseless ravings of the tragic voice?” (De spect. 7; Novatian 1956, 130). As 
already deciphered from the texts, the Early Christian philosophers do not simply 
repudiate delight, laughter, and comic catharsis in toto; they rather subordinate the 
comic under the tragic catharsis (although the above quoted passage by Novatian 
seems to likewise condemn comedy and tragedy). To argue this cogently I will, 
first, have to gather evidence for the claim that at least some of the major trends in 
Early Christian philosophy and theology adopted the tragic catharsis. Second, I 
suggest that the tragic catharsis can be interpreted as a cornerstone of Patristic 
theology and philosophy.

Tertullian is, again, a major source for this claim. Towards the very end of his 
attack on the spectacles (including chariot-races, gladiator fights and theatre plays), 
he explicitly conceives the advent of Judgement Day as a Christian drama:

“But what a spectacle is already at hand – the return of the Lord, now no object of 
doubt, now exalted, now triumphant! What exultation will that be of the angels, 
what glory that of the saints as they rise again! What the reign of the righteous 
thereafter! What a city, the New Jerusalem! Yes, and there are still to come other 
spectacles – that last, that eternal Day of Judgement (dies iudicii), that Day which 
the Gentiles never believed would come, that Day they laughed at, when this old 
world and all its generations shall be consumed in one fire. How vast the spectacle 
that day, and how wide! What sight shall make me wonder, what my laughter 
[quid rideam], my joy [ubi gaudeam] and exultation? [...] And the magistrates 
who persecuted the name of Jesus, liquefying in fiercer flames than kindled in 
their rage against the Christians! Those sages, too, the philosophers blushing be-
fore their disciples as they blaze together, the disciples whom they thought that 
God was concerned with nothing, that men have no souls at all, or that what souls 
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they have shall never return to their former bodies [animas non in pristina cor-
pora redituras]! And, then, the poets trembling before the judgement-seat, not of 
Rhadamanthus, not of Minos, but of Christ whom they never looked to see! And 
then there will be the tragedians to be heard [tunc magis tragoedi audiendi], more 
vocal in their own tragedy; and the players to be seen, lither of limb by far in the 
fire [...]. Such sights, such exultation, – what praetor, consul, quaestor, priest will 
ever give you of his bounty. And yet all these, in some sort, are ours, pictured 
through faith in the imagination of the spirit [per fidem spiritu imaginante reprae-
sentata]. But what are those things which eye hath not seen nor ear heard, nor ever 
entered into the heart of man? I believe things of greater joy than circus, theatre or 
amphitheatre, or any stadium.” (De spect. 30, 1–5; Tertullian 1966, 297)

Tertullian’s rhetorically audacious idea is to envision the last day and the return of 
Christ as a final tragedy which overcomes all tragedies hitherto. Moreover, the 
catastrophe of Judgement Day makes the true believer laugh (quid rideam), comic 
and tragic catharsis seem to coincide. The truth is now represented “through faith,” 
not through the mimesis or simulacrum of the pagan dramatic plays. Here we find 
another critique of the pagan and Greek philosophers’ conception of the body. Ac-
cording to Tertullian, these philosophers teach that the souls will not return into 
their former bodies (animas [...] non in pristina corpora redituras) – thereby de-
nouncing the very idea of Christian resurrection. In turn, this very concept of res-
urrection is introduced in De spectaculis as the very last tragedy performed on 
Judgement Day. Whereas Tertullian’s idea of a coincidentia of comic and tragic 
catharsis may not have been shared by most of the other Early Christian authors, 
his montanist vision of a last tragedy (Judgement Day = anagnorisis) which com-
pletes the peripeteia of the first tragedy (Christ’s passion and crucifixion) – again 
we witness the double conversion (peripeteia and anagnorisis) of the twofold de-
scent – had far reaching consequences for Patristic thinking as it tied the idea of 
tragic catharsis to the Logos.

Tertullian is not the only Early Christian author to describe Christ’s passion 
with notions that are reminiscent of Aristotle’s theory of mimesis, mythos, tragic 
catharsis, peripeteia, and anagnorisis. Leo the Great (d. around 461) calls Christ’s 
passion and crucifixion a “tragedy” (Sermo LII), John Chrysostomos (ca. 344 – 
407), like Augustine a convert from the theatre himself (De sacerd. I, 4), speaks of 
“tragic cruelty”: “What could be more distressing than this tragedy? And these 
things were done by him who sought to destroy Jesus, yet the long-suffering God 
endured this tragical cruelty, which caused so much bloodshed, and forbore to 
prevent it although He had the power, displaying his long-suffering for some in-
scrutably wise purpose.” (see also Leyerle 2001) By the same token, however, 
Chrysostomos warns his readers not to frequent dramatic plays “in the satanic 
theatres [en tois satanikois theatrois]” (Homil. in Matth. 1). This, again, makes ob-
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vious that we are to distinguish between the Early Christian critique of late antique 
Byzantine and Roman practises of performance of dramatic plays and the critique 
of the idea of tragic and comic itself.3 Even more, as these and a great deal of other 
passages suggest that the Early Christian philosophers conceive of Christ’s passion 
as the most sublime form of tragedy, we may go so far to say that the Christian 
Logos is regarded as a tragic Logos.

The reasons why these Early Christian authors do not consider the Logos as 
comic Logos seem to be obvious. The rationale for their rejection, however, is much 
more difficult to explicate from the actual Patristic writings as were the reasons for 
affirming the tragic Logos. One of the few texts to which we may refer in order to 
prove this important process within the “floating gap” of the comic is Origen’s 
Contra Celsum. Origen (ca. 185 – 253/4) quotes the pagan philosopher Celsus who 
polemically claimed that the Christians themselves made their God the subject of 
laughter and comedy (again with allusions to the Amphitruo-myth): “The comic 
poet wrote that Zeus woke up and sent Hermes to the Athenians and Lacedaemo-
nians because he wanted to cause laughter in the theatre. Yet do you not think it is 
more ludicrious to make the Son of God to be sent to the Jews?” (Contra Celsum 6, 
78; Origen 1953, 391). Nothing to laugh about for Origen, of course, but he not 
only objects with ad hominem-arguments. His metacritique stems from a specific 
theological agenda:

“Here also you notice the irreverence of Celsus. In a manner unbecoming a phi-
losopher he quotes a poet of the Comedy who wanted to raise a laugh, and com-
pares our God, the Creator of the universe with Zeus in the play who was woken 
up and sent Hermes. We observed earlier that it was not as if God had risen up 
from long slumber when he sent Jesus to the human race; although now, for good 
reasons, he has accomplished the work of his incarnation, he has always been do-
ing good to mankind. For nothing good has happened among men without the 
divine Logos who has visited the souls of those who are able, even if but for a short 
time, to receive these operations of the divine Logos.” (Contra Celsum 6, 78; Ori-
gen 1953, 391–392, emphasis added, translation slightly altered.)

Even more remarkable is that Origen deciphers an attack on the Christian concept 
of the embodied Logos from Celsus’ polemical remarks:

“It is not, however, remarkable if, because these judgements of God are great and 
hard to explain, uneducated souls go astray and Celsus with them. Accordingly 

3.  Tertullian is an exception to this hypothesis of interpretation. He polemically blurs the 
distinction between performance and idea of dramatic plays: “If these tragedies and comedies, 
bloody and lustful, impious and prodigal, perform outrage and lust, the study of what is cruel or 
vile is not better than itself. What in action is rejected, is in no word to be accepted [quod in facto 
reicitur, etiam in dicto non est recipiendum].” (De spect. 17,7; Tertullian 1966, 276).
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there is nothing ludicrious in the fact that the Son of God has been sent among the 
Jews with whom the prophets lived, so that beginning from there in bodily form he 
might rise with power and spirit upon the world of souls which no longer wanted 
to be deserted of God.” (Contra Celsum 6, 79; Origin 1953, 393, emphasis added.)

Christian authors might have as well invoked Aristotelian arguments for not con-
sidering the Christian Logos to be a comic one. (1) One could mention, first, the 
problem of mimesis as identification with the main persona in tragic plays: Where-
as we identify with the tragic hero as his mischief was unintended and led to a 
dramatic change of his fortune which effectively enhances pathos and sympathy, 
we rather dissociate from the comic hero who gets ridiculed and humiliated. The 
lack of pathos and the distance which is expressed by laughter constraints our fac-
ulty of compassion for the comic hero. This is obviously not practicable for an 
imitatio humilitatis Christi.

(2) Neither does, however, Aristotle’s second main argument in his theory of 
tragedy, the construction of the characters, seem to apply to the tragic Logos as 
viewed by the Early Christian authors. According to Aristotle, tragedy should not 
imitate a mythos in which either very bad people (mochteroi) witness a change 
from mischief to fortune, or an action in which perfect, irreproachable characters 
(epieikeis) are turned over from fortune to misfortune. This change or peripeteia 
does not arouse the effects of fear (phobos), pity (eleos), and philanthropy (philan-
thropon) among us. The fall of the perfect character is, to the contrary, a form of 
the abhorrence (miaron) (Poetics 13, 1452b37). Apparently with reference to his 
normative theory of mesotes in the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle states, that the 
true ethos of tragedy is “in between” (metaxy) the perfect and the bad character – 
but still not exactly “like us” (kath’ hemas). The comic character is “worse than 
ourselves,” the tragic character “better than ourselves”.

In the light of this systematic context, one might discern a striking “poeto-
logical” shift, a radical new reading of the Aristotelian poetological categories in 
Early Christian textuality. What Aristotle excludes as an un-tragic plot (or even 
miaron): the perfect character’s (here: Christ’s) fortune turned into catastrophe 
and death is endorsed by authors like Tertullian, Novatian, Clement of Alexandria, 
Leo the Great, and Johannes Chrysostomos as a most sublime tragic narrative.

7 Embodied logos and comic catharsis: persecution  
and the art of patristic writing

Having showed in what respect the Patristic authors conceive a kind of tragic Log-
os, I turn to the specific Early Christian conception of the body in its relation to 
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wisdom (sophia) as an embodied Logos. As seen in Origen’s argument with Celsus, 
this concept forms the background of the Patristic encounter with the comic and 
the tragic. However much Christian philosophy and theology was in flux during 
the first four centuries A. D., we find in the works of Tertullian, Augustine, Cypri-
an, Novatian, and Origen (all of which agree on the conception of God’s word as 
logos ensarkos) that the divine wisdom is explicitly perceived as an embodied Log-
os. As Daniel Boyarin has shown, the Prologue to John gives a highly dramatic 
narrative of how the word (logos) came to “dwell among us” (John I: 14). As the 
written sophia, the Torah, according to John, failed to establish God’s word in the 
world, it was sent out a second time – this time embodied in the Logos that “was 
made flesh” (John I: 14): “The Torah simply needed a better exegete, the Logos 
ensarkos, a fitting teacher for flesh and blood.” (Boyarin 2001).

With this notion of the embodied tragic Logos, the Early Christian thinkers do 
not primarily (or philosophically) reject the idea of body or embodiment in com-
edy, but rather, to the contrary, emphasise that the comic cannot be represented by 
the embodied Logos. They do not seem to dismiss comedy because of its bodily 
affects, laughter, but because of the fact that it remains disembodied. Many theo-
logians argued that there are no textual references on Christ’s laughter in the Greek 
Testament.4 Only the tragic catharsis has a bodily model in the drama of the Scrip-
tures – Christ’s passion – which can be subject to mimesis as an imitatio Christi. 
This might as well shed some light on the parting of the ways between Christianity 
and Judaism in late antiquity. There seem to be only very few traces of an encoun-
ter with contemporary late antique tragic or comic plays (most of them ridiculing 
Jews) in the Talmud or Mishna (see for instance Midrash Eicha Rabba, Petihta 17). 
Thus, whereas the specific Greek tradition of comic and tragic catharsis appears to 
have remained alien to Rabbinic thought, Christianity chose to defer the comic, 
but implicitly adopted the tragic as personified in the tragic Logos – a step, how-
ever, which could only be taken by changing the basic Aristotelian poetological 
criteria. According to Aristotle, identification is to a higher degree with the tragic 
than with the comic hero, still the Christian authors had to redefine the tragic plot, 
in order to apply it to the Christian Logos.

Consequently, neither are the early Christian philosophers to blame for “exter-
minating” (Baldo 1981, 406) comedy and tragedy, nor do they fill the “floating 
gap” from Horace to the Renaissance with dramatic plays, narratives, or explicit 
theories of the drama. But if Clark is right to notice that almost nothing can “help 

4.  It seems coherent, then, that among the many “heretic” traditions in Early Christianity, 
some Docetic texts describe Christ laughing in heaven while at the same time deny that Jesus 
had a physical body. Guy Stroumsa argues convincingly that the Docetic lore of Christ’s laughter 
is a reference to the etymology of Isaac’s name Yzhak, meaning “he will laugh,” a semantic 
connection well known among first-century Jews (Stroumsa 2004).
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bridge the gap from Horace to the Renaissance” (Clark 1969, 41), a closer look on 
the Patristic writings may help elucidating the late antique currents within this 
gap. Just as the Cambridge Neoplatonists presented their philosophy of enthusi-
asm and comic catharsis as an immanent critique of Christian faith, not as rejec-
tion, the Early Christian philosophers seem to have construed their theology of 
the tragic Logos as an immanent critique of the comic catharsis, not simply as 
condemnation. On this view, it seems important to emphasise that the “Church 
Fathers” allowed for the moderate, anti-humiliating force of laughter. This might 
distinguish them from later and present day dogmatic images of “The Passion of 
Christ” which reduces its “tragedy” to the miaron. Christianity devoid of any com-
ic features leads into the sinister stoicism and melancholia to which the Cambridge 
Neoplatonists opposed their philosophy of comic catharsis.

However, some of those late antique Patristic “Platonists” were aware, along 
with Aristotle, that comedy is the flip side of tragedy. Just as the tragic without 
comic features may lead into “sinister stoicism” (John Smith) and is opposed to the 
life which Aristotle regarded as the telos of tragic mimesis, so the comic without 
any tragic elements may lead into a submissive form of entertainment. This kind 
of laughter as fun is not the laughter whose liberating force was conceived as dan-
gerous to the rigid political and metaphysical orders. Humor, laughter and comic 
need an authority opposed to which they can unfold their liberating force. It is, 
then, with a dark sense of humor that Tertullian writes about the masses attending 
the theatre plays, gladiator fights and race spectacles organised by the very Roman 
authorities who persecuted Jews and Christians. The masses excite themselves, 
says Tertullian, to a passionate fury in which all rational faculties are weakened. 
He then ridicules the ritual of throwing the signal cloth to start the races:

“Observe how out of themselves they are by their foolish speeches. ‘He has thrown 
it!’ they cry; and everybody tells everybody else what every one of them saw, all of 
them on the instant. I have clearest evidence of their blindness; they do not see 
what is really thrown. They think it a ‘signal cloth’, but it is the likeness of the 
devil cast headlong from on high.” (De spect. 16; Tertullian 1966, 273, translation 
slightly altered.

This is surely not the form of comic catharsis Cassirer attributed to the Cambridge 
Neoplatonists. Tertullian’s sarcasm shows no “element of balance and reconcilia-
tion” (Cassirer 1953, 171). What his text does seem to offer, however, is the per-
haps most authentic way of expressing comic catharsis as a literary technique un-
der the circumstances of persecution. Persecution, as Leo Strauss put it, “gives rise 
to a peculiar technique of writing [...], in which the truth about all crucial things is 
presented exclusively between the lines” (Strauss 1952, 25). Comic catharsis seems 
to be written only between the tragic lines of the early Christian texts. To unfold 



	 Dirk Westerkamp

the liberating force of the comic, the “Church Father” Tertullian had to ridicule the 
Roman authorities who were at the same time entertaining the masses and perse-
cuting people like his.
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The Christian body as a grotesque body

Ola Sigurdson

One of the most discussed and perhaps also most urgent contemporary themes in 
current philosophy and theology is the question of the body. We live in a time that 
could, I think, be characterised by its fixation on the body and its flight from the 
body at one and the same time. Anyone who has some knowledge of the popular 
press must be struck by its interest in the body, which as far as I could understand, 
is not only a reaction against the alleged disregard or even contempt of the body that 
is supposed to be our philosophical and theological heritage, but also shows an 
enormous disciplining of the body. Advertisements mirror our sins when it comes 
to bodily fat, and it is hard not to understand these images of the body as a severe 
normalization for both women and men, young and old, which is as extensive as any 
old ascetic practise. Further, the academic understanding of knowledge as some-
thing abstract, general or universal could be interpreted as a repression of every-
thing concrete, particular or unique in other words an avoidance of embodiment. In 
the middle of all this one finds a muddle of all kinds of discourses on the body in 
theology, philosophy, aesthetics, history of ideas, critical theory and so on.

Anyone tempted to take this overflowing discourse on the body to task, will 
soon discover that there are a lot of different bodies. To refer to the body in, say, 
philosophy or theology is not a reference to something self-evident. According to 
the theologian Sarah Coakley the current interest in the body could be understood 
as a way of trying to find “an Archimedean point of stability” in an age where no 
“grand narrative” is credible any longer. But even the “post-modern body,” Coak-
ley continues, “becomes subject to infinitely variable social constructions” (2002, 
154 f.). What it is we are talking about when we refer to the body is a question that 
is far from settled. The body is formed in society and history but also by society 
and history, and therefore a discourse on the body could hardly be abstracted from 
its social and historical context. “The body is many,” writes the Swedish professor 
in the history of ideas, Karin Johannisson, and starts to count: “the desiring body, 
the disciplined body, the narcissistic body, the machinelike body of modern indus-
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trial society, the body of pain and of diseases, the unemployed body. The body as 
shell, surface, myth and stage” (Johannisson 1998, 10). To say something on the 
body today means to plunge into the entire phenomenological and post-modern 
discourse on the decentred subject and the social constitution of knowledge.

Even the theologian inclined to join this massive discourse will perceive the 
body as many. In this context, the apostle Paul’s distinction between soma and 
sarx, i.e., between vulnerable and perishable human corporeality, on the one side, 
and human fallibility and culpability, on the other side, could be recalled. One 
could also approach the human body as an erotic body, as a grotesque body, as an 
ascetic body, as a liturgical body, as a sexed body, as a martyred and crucified body 
or as a risen body. Moreover, one could make a distinction between the body of the 
individual Christian and the social body, the church as the body of Christ. Since 
my theme here is the Christian body as a grotesque body, I shall limit myself to a 
discussion of some aspects of the Christian body, and postpone the task of a more 
comprehensive theology of the body to some other time.1 Here I shall treat of the 
Christian body as a grotesque body, paying particular attention to the social body 
as a grotesque body and to its changing appearances throughout church history. 
Following some brief remarks on the grotesque as an aesthetic and theological 
category, and an introduction on the social body, I shall discuss a turning point in 
history, around the twelfth century, when the perception of the body of the church 
changed fundamentally. Then I shall try to offer a diagnosis of the modern percep-
tion of the church as social body. Finally, in an attempt to approach the modern 
predicament of the church, I shall develop my sense of the Christian body as a 
grotesque body. In this respect I shall benefit from a rereading of the medieval 
mystic Julian of Norwich’s view of the Christian body.

1 The grotesque

The grotesque is an aesthetic category that was first used at the end of the Fifteenth 
century as a notion describing some antique ornaments that were found during 
excavations in Rome (Harpham 1982, 23–47; Kayser 1957, 20–29). Ornamental 
paintings of this kind were called la grottesca from the Italian grotta, which means 
underground cave. Significant for these playful ornaments was that they wove to-
gether forms derived from animals, plants and human beings. Without any sharp 
distinctions between human and non-human form a fusion took place that seemed 
to defy the god-given distinctions between different forms. The term was thus 
coined for a previously unknown kind of Roman ornamental paintwork. In due 

1.  Cf. Sigurdson (2006) on incarnation, gaze and embodiment.
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course, the meaning of the term grotesque came to be extended to anything that 
appeared to be monstrous. Where human and non-human forms were mixed or, 
more generally, when anything was encountered that was disproportionate or dis-
ordered, it was called grotesque. The meaning of the grotesque came to oscillate 
between the comic, the burlesque, the horrible and the monstrous.

In more recent times a vast literature on the grotesque emerged. Immanuel 
Kant, G. W. F. Hegel, John Ruskin and Victor Hugo have devoted lots of pages to 
the form and essence of the grotesque. Two of the most influential books on the 
characterisation of the grotesque from the second half of the twentieth century 
come from the German literary theorist Wolfgang Kayser, especially through his 
work from 1957, Das Groteske: Seine Gestaltung in Malerei und Dichtung, and from 
the Russian linguist Mikhail Bakhtin, especially through his work from 1940, Rab-
elais and his World. Both these works are classic, despite the fact that they contra-
dict each other on the characteristics of the grotesque. For Bakhtin, who describes 
the popular grotesque in the Renaissance represented by Rabelais, the grotesque is 
something exuberant, a madness that is potentially subversive, offering the possi-
bility to look at the world from a different perspective. For Kayser, who more 
closely studies the romantic and the modern grotesque, it is, however, rather some-
thing frightening. According to him, “the grotesque world is the alienated world” 
(Kayser 1957, 198), a world that is not another world, but our world transformed 
into something uncanny and hostile.

I think that the grotesque, both in Kayser’s and Bakhtin’s sense, could be a 
theologically fruitful category in more than one way.2 First, it could be a reminder 
of the analogical or metaphorical character of theological language in 
general. Whenever one wants to say something about theological or eschatological 
matters, there is the risk of literalism. But the grotesque as a form draws attention 
to the difference between what is said and what the said refers to, and thus resists 
premature closure. Second, from a theological perspective, the grotesque could be 
seen in terms of a fitting way of talking about a world that is haunted by injustice, 
pain, suffering and death, and so draw attention to the fact that the world is not in 
a state of harmony, but rather in a state of violent disorder and meaninglessness. In 
Christian iconography, the figure of Christ has often been represented in a gro-
tesque way. Here Kayser’s conception of the grotesque as the uncanny relates to 
theology. Third, in Bakhtin’s sense, the grotesque could be used as a category high-
lighting some aspects of the Christian body, since Bakhtin uses his notion of the 
grotesque as a way of distinguishing between two types of bodies, what he calls 
‘the classic body’, respectively ‘the grotesque body’. My thesis is that the Christian 

2.  On theology and the grotesque, see Adams & Yates (1997); Skrade (1974); O’Connor 
(1995), 36–50.
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body could be perceived more in terms of a grotesque body than a classic body, 
despite the fact that the Christian body often has been portrayed as a ‘classic body’ 
in Christian as well as in modern history. Therefore I shall here leave other notions 
of the grotesque aside, however fruitful they might be, and instead develop an ar-
gument on behalf of the Christian social body as a grotesque body. This brings me 
to the question what it means to talk about the social body.

2 The social body

Our human bodies are social in many aspects. One of these aspects is that the 
physical body always has provided a system of symbols for the political body. Ac-
cording to Mary Douglas, in her classic work Purity and Danger,

The body is a model which can stand for any bounded system. Its boundaries can 
represent any boundaries which are threatened or precarious. The body is a com-
plex structure. The functions of its different parts and their relation afford a source 
of symbols for other complex structure (Douglas 1966, 116).

Accordingly, the body may symbolize a society, and the dangers that threaten a 
society can be compared with the dangers threatening the body. On this view, the 
rituals have a mediating function: The rituals work upon the body politic through 
the symbolic medium of the physical body (Douglas 1966, 129).

But the human body is not only a symbol of society; the physical body of an 
individual is highly dependent on the social body of her or his society. This has 
made some philosophers and theologians talk of ‘intercorporeality’ or ‘transcor-
poreality’. The first term is used by the philosopher Gail Weiss who describes it as 
follows: “To describe embodiment as intercorporeality is to emphasise that the 
experience of being embodied is never a private affair, but is always already medi-
ated by our continual interactions with other human and nonhuman bodies” 
(Weiss 1999, 5). The second term is used by the English theologian Graham Ward 
with reference to a discussion of the French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy. Ward 
explains ‘transcorporeality’ as “the physical body of any one person does not end 
at its finger-tips or toes. It is always a part of and extends into larger bodies than 
itself: the social body, the civic body, the ecclesial body and the body of Christ, for 
example” (Ward 2000, 105). A consequence of both ‘intercorporeality’ and 
‘transcorporeality’ is that the modern distinction between private and public, be-
tween ethics and politics cannot be understood as a distinction between two dif-
ferent spheres. Rather, our daily lives are a continual negotiation between different 
ways of embodiment and different images of bodies that do not leave an absolute 
distinction between private and public as a viable alternative. One might speak of 
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the human body as ‘a priori’ social one. This means that the individual’s body does 
not become social, but always already is social as such.

3 Corpus mysticum

One of the most important contributions to the understanding of the history of 
the Church as a social body during the twentieth century was the French Jesuit 
Henri de Lubac’s book Corpus mysticum from 1944 (particularly in its second, 
expanded edition from 1949).3 De Lubac was one of the most notable figures in the 
French catholic theological movement from the first half of the previous century, 
la nouvelle théologie, which wanted both to return to the sources and to keep an 
open mind towards the critical concerns of its time. Its main critical front was di-
rected against Neo-Scholasticism. Corpus mysticum is a historical investigation of 
the relationship between corpus mysticum and corpus verum and what the terms 
refer to. With his book, de Lubac met a broad Roman Catholic discussion in the 
early decades of the twentieth century on the meaning of the term corpus mysti-
cum, ‘the mystical body of Christ’, which was a common way of referring to the 
Roman Catholic Church (Cavanaugh 1998, 207–212). Corpus mysticum was often 
used as a counterbalance against the emphasis on the institutional and juridical 
side of the Roman Catholic church, which had dominated Roman Catholic ec-
clesiology since the Catholic reformation. The problem with corpus mysticum from 
de Lubac’s perspective, however, was that the term implicitly or explicitly served a 
dichotomy between the external and institutional part of the church on the one 
hand and the ‘inner’, ‘mystical’ or ‘invisible’ part of the church on the other hand. 
The question was if the church defined as corpus mysticum could be understood as 
a social body at all.

The Roman Catholic ecclesiology of corpus mysticum was in no way the only 
ecclesiology of the twentieth century that had individualizing and incorporeal 
consequences. On the contrary, here we see a trend that also is quite discernable in 
the protestant churches. But the advocates of a corpus mysticum-ecclesiology how-
ever maintained that this ecclesiology had deep roots in early Christian history. De 
Lubac’s investigation in Corpus mysticum showed that this might be the case, but 
that a simple identification between the contemporary corpus mysticum-ecclesiol-
ogy and its historical roots disregards the difference between contemporary use 
and traditional meaning. The Church Fathers and the medieval theological tradi-
tion did not associate the term with the church. Taking its cue from the Pauline 
conception of the body of Christ the tradition distinguished between three differ-

3.  For a critical discussion of de Lubac’s entire œuvre, cf. Bexell (1997).
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ent aspects of this body (de Lubac 1949, 34–39). One aspect was the historical 
body, i.e., the physical body of Jesus of Nazareth. A second aspect was the presence 
of Christ in the Eucharist, i.e., the sacramental body, and a third aspect was the 
church, i.e., the ecclesial body. According to de Lubac it was the sacramental body 
that was named corpus mysticum while the ecclesial body was called corpus verum. 
Around the twelfth century a change in meanings took place, however, so that at 
the end of the century the sacramental body came to be identified with corpus 
verum and the ecclesial body came to be identified with corpus mysticum (de Lu-
bac 1949, 13–19).

A second change that took place at this time is a change in the understanding 
of the relationship between the different aspects. The Church Fathers and the ear-
ly medieval church understood Eucharist as well as church as the contemporane-
ous appearance of the historical body (de Lubac 1949, 288). Between the historical 
body and its forms of contemporaneous presence there was, thus, a dividing line. 
The theologian, historian and cultural critic Michel de Certeau, who like de Lubac 
was a Jesuit, though of a younger generation, comments on de Lubac’s book:

The sacrament [...] and the Church [...] were joined [...] as the contemporary per-
formance of a distinct, unique ‘event’, the kairos, designated by the ‘historical 
body’ (Jesus). The caesura is therefore of the temporal sort, in conformity with 
Augustinian theology. It separates from the original event the manifestation of its 
effects in the mode of the Church-Eucharist pair, which is the ‘liturgical’ combina-
tion of a visible community or people (laos) and a secret action (ergon) or ‘mys-
tery’ (de Certeau 1992, 83).

The dividing line was of a temporal kind, but was crossed by the action of the 
mystical body, i.e., the sacrament. When the referents for corpus mysticum and 
corpus verum, respectively, changed places with each other, the decisive dividing 
line came to be drawn between the historical and the sacramental body on the one 
hand, and the ecclesial body on the other. To begin with, this means, according to 
de Lubac’s view, that the Eucharist increasingly came to be described as an objec-
tive and visible thing, not a kind of communication that established relationships 
(de Lubac 1949, 78, 269–275). The sacrament was objectified and the emphasis 
was put on the miracle of transformation of the elements as an isolated phenom-
enon rather than the edification of the congregation through the presence of Christ 
in the Eucharist. The visibility of the church changed place with the sacrament, so 
that now the sacrament was the visible indicator of the church imbued with invis-
ible grace. Gradually spirituality was developed that emphasised the beholding of 
the Eucharist rather than the eating (Rubin 1991, 55–63; Bynum 1987, 53–58). The 
Eucharist became a spectacle, rather than a part in a larger liturgical drama. In 
contrast to the patristic and the early medieval understanding of the church as a 
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visible manifestation of Christ in the world – corpus verum – the visibility was 
concentrated on the Eucharist on the altar, while the church as the mystical body 
of Christ was banished to another plane of reality than the historical and the sac-
ramental body. A tertiary structure was replaced by a binary structure, which had 
as its consequence that the relationship between the different aspects of the body 
of Christ no longer was understood as temporal, but instead as a contrast between 
visibility and invisibility.

The historical body and the sacramental body were thus understood in terms 
of authoritatively given facts (Scripture and Eucharist) rather than processes with-
in the larger frame of divine salvation-history (de Certeau 1992, 83f.; cf. Pickstock 
1998, 160f.). These tendencies were separated in the aftermath of the reformation 
when its protestant side privileged the historical body while its Roman Catholic 
side privileged the sacramental body. In relation to these conditions or authorita-
tively given facts the church was reduced to a secondary level. It was no longer 
seen as an integrated part of the symbolic structure of the process of salvation 
through its participation in the sacramental body. The church was seen as only 
metaphorically embodied (de Lubac 1949, 129f.; Pickstock 1998, 162–166).

As de Certeau points out this theological development went hand in hand 
with a historical and anthropological change (de Certeau 1992, 85–87). The period 
between the thirteenth and fifteenth century saw an increasing specialisation 
among the higher levels of society, while the vast majority of the population in 
Europe was marginalized. Theological education was internationalized and spe-
cialized, which also served to reinforce ecclesial hierarchies. The supremacy of the 
priest was increasingly connected to his power to produce the miraculous Eucha-
rist through the words of consecration. The unique role of the priest as the only 
one who legitimately could perform the sacramental rituals was emphasised 
(Rubin 1991, 50). As the Eucharist came to acquire this new and increased impor-
tance as an isolated phenomenon the fear of improper use of the elements also 
increased. Someone could drop the bread on the floor or spill the wine (Rubin 
1991, 70–73). To prevent this from happening the chalice was withdrawn from 
laypeoples communion. The relation of human beings to God became more and 
more subjectivized.

This change of the relationship between corpus mysticum and corpus verum, 
accordingly, had consequences not only for the liturgical life of the church, but 
also for the relationship between church and society in the late medieval period. 
Secular institutions were created with pretensions to fall outside of the church’s 
jurisdiction. At the same time the church came to look more and more like these 
secular institutions because of its stress on central administration. During earlier 
medieval times the political sphere usually was conceived according to Augustine’s 
division between the earthly and finite city and the heavenly and eternal city. These 
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two cities did not compete with each other for a particular geographical territory, 
but were separated according to the apprehension of time that ruled their conduct. 
The earthly, political city was supposed to be a functional way of managing the 
temporal concerns, while the heavenly, theological city in the form of the church 
was responsible for the highest aspiration of human beings, something that ex-
ceeded the political. The authority of the King did not have its place ‘outside’ of the 
church, in another territory, but exercised a liturgical office as the ‘Vicar of Christ’ 
in the temporal sphere (Kantorowicz 1997, 87–97). The beginning competition 
between king and bishop was a consequence of the altering interpretation of the 
state as well as of the church. The emerging secular kingdom had spiritual ambi-
tions, and lent its symbols and iconography from the church. It made claims on a 
conception of temporality that was competing with the church’s conception 
through describing itself as a kind of eternity. It could also use the terminology of 
corpus mysticum as a way of describing the state, since it saw itself as a kind of body 
(Kantorowicz 1997, 207, 211).4

The state was transformed into a church, but the Christian church was also 
transformed into a kind of state through its increasingly centralised and organised 
administrative apparatus. Its lawyers came to use the term corpus mysticum as a 
way of stressing that the church was a juridical organisation and also as a way of 
describing the relationship to the Papacy in Rome. As the theologian William T. 
Cavanaugh has pointed out, this development meant not that the church came to 
be more visible, that its body became more social, but quite the reverse (Cavanaugh 
1998, 219). The spiritual life of the church was internalized more and more. In 
other words, this process meant that the Christian church came to lose its social 
body. Corpus mysticum became increasingly a colourless sociological or juridical 
concept (Kantorowicz 1997, 202). The church came to look like the secular politi-
cal institutions and the pope was changed into a kind of Caesar. The sacramental 
and the ecclesial body drifted apart to a greater extent. When the rising secular 
state took a position alongside and independent of the church the difference be-
tween church and state no longer came to be apprehended in terms of temporality. 
Rather, both became competitors for the same territory and also the same termi-
nology. When the church lost the competition over the territory this also meant a 
gradual spiritualization of the Christian gospel, a kind of disembodiment.

4.  On the ‘eternity’ of the state, see Kantorowicz (1997), 275–313. This change in the concep-
tion of time led further on to the idea that a king never dies, even if every particular personifi-
cation of the king dies. This was interpreted in Christological terms. “It was indeed a ‘royal 
Christology’ which the jurists established, and which they were almost bound to establish once 
they started to interpret consistently the relation between the individual king and his immortal 
Dignity by means of the metaphor of the ‘two Bodies’” (Kantorowicz 1997, 446).
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4 The disappearing body

Anyone who reads de Lubac’s book Corpus mysticum might notice a yearning for 
a more dynamic understanding of both Eucharist and church. The objectification 
of the Eucharist on the altar table, and the subjectification of the Eucharistic piety 
created an imbalance in the understanding of the relationship between Eucharist 
and church. The Eucharist as a communal meal and not just an object for indi-
vidual devotion had fallen away from the current theological vision of an indi-
vidual and disembodied faith. In other books de Lubac also treated the question of 
human sociality and the sociality of salvation. Not least in his book Catholicism, 
published in 1938, de Lubac pleaded for a social understanding of salvation against 
the conception of salvation as a private affair between God and the soul, as it had 
came to be in modern times. Human beings are social beings, according to de 
Lubac, and the humanity of human beings becomes possible to understand first 
when you understand the human being as a social being. The purpose of salvation 
is not individualistic; it is to restore the unity of the human species through the 
church. The sin of humankind consists in breaking away from God, but this depar-
ture from God also, at the same time, means the fragmentation of the unity of the 
human kind (de Lubac 1988, 33). Salvation, according to de Lubac, consists of re-
storing the unity and agreement between God and human kind as well as between 
human beings themselves, and thus salvation is essentially social. Even in his his-
torical studies, as in Corpus mysticum, de Lubac argues for a restoration of the 
social character of Christian salvation in the light of the challenges of an increas-
ingly individualised and individualising society. His historical studies are a part of 
his theological argument.

A more in-depth analysis of the relationship between the church and the con-
temporary society is given by de Certeau, who has shown how the Christian church 
of today lacks a concrete ‘place’ and thus also a ‘body’ from which the Christian 
discourse could be lent some kind of social authority (de Certeau 1987, 267–305). 
First, the civil society replaced the role of the church to define the duties and posi-
tions for the citizens in society, and left only marginal possibilities for the church 
to correct or go beyond these domains. Today, even this small space for defining a 
coherent strategy has disappeared.5 When the ecclesial body disappears, faith be-
comes more and more individualised. De Certeau states it like this: “As the eccle-
sial ‘body of sense’ loses its effectivity, it is for Christians themselves to assure the 
articulation of this ‘model’ [of discipleship and conversion] with actual situations” 
(de Certeau 1987, 287 f.). According to de Certeau, the Christian faith as a collec-
tive phenomenon is being torn apart. As Jeremy Ahearne has pointed out in an 

5.  On de Certeau’s use of the word strategy in contrast to tactics, see (1988), xix, 34–39.
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article on de Certeau, this could have been seen as a provocative diagnosis when 
de Certeaus article was published in 1974, but it has been confirmed by later so-
ciological polls (Ahearne 1997, 493). An impossible strategy, according to de Cer-
teau, given this situation, is to let the Christian faith evaporate into abstract, uni-
versal principles as goodness, truth and beauty (de Certeau 1987, 85). Such a 
strategy is simply a flight from this situation and an attempt to hide the necessary 
particularity of the Christian church, which is a consequence of its faith in a God 
that was incarnated in history. Only particularity could show the borders and lim-
its of the Christian church to itself (de Certeau 1997, 150). In the absence of a 
clearer perception of its own limits it becomes impossible for the church to meet 
the other, whether this other is other social bodies, other human beings (of a dif-
ferent faith or no faith at all), or perhaps even God as the ultimate Other.

In contemporary Western culture where civil society has taken over the former 
place of Christianity there is, according to de Certeau, no longer any ecclesial body 
and towards the end of his life he became more and more pessimistic about the 
possibility Christian particularity to have any kind of impact or to exist at all. Faith 
has become a matter of privacy. There is no longer any other body than “the body 
of the world and the mortal body” (de Certeau 1987, 291). Christian experience is 
no longer turned primarily into different practises, but into ‘faith’, i.e., certain con-
victions, which means that the ‘spiritual’ and the ‘political’ is confined to different 
spheres. The church is no longer held together by visible, material bonds but by 
inner states, by “sentiment religieux,” religious feelings (de Certeau 1987, 100). 
This is not a development characterizing only contemporary society, which I hope 
has been made obvious from my above account of de Lubac’s book on the trans-
formations of the term corpus mysticum, and that de Certeau himself has made 
clear in his study of mysticism in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. What de 
Certeau claims is, however, that our modern times imply a fragmentation of the 
ecclesial body to an extent that was previously unknown. Everything written on 
ecclesiology during the twentieth century, he seems to suggest, is just an indication 
of the disappearance of the ecclesial body in the modern society; the effect of ec-
clesiology is not that it more and more discovers the church, i.e., a church that is 
there before it is thematized by ecclesiology, but that the discourse on the church 
itself produces a church. The existence of the church is transformed from body to 
writing, one could say.

The Christian experience today, accordingly, must always define itself in rela-
tionship to bodies other than the ecclesial body and thus Christian identity is ex-
pressed by critical and prophetical deviations from these other bodies. The church 
is called once again to become a people of pilgrims. But at the same time de Certeau 
asks himself if a Christian practise is possible to identify as Christian any more, 
given that there no longer exists any church as an ecclesial body where a sufficient 
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stability of meaning for the Christian use of language could be produced. Without 
this body the Christian language could be used for a number of different purposes 
from political to civil, from religious to commercial (de Certeau 1987, 244). Even 
de Certeau himself seems to advocate an individualised and privatized Christian 
experience in the wake of (the possibility of) any substantial corpus verum.

De Certeau’s view of the future of the Christian church is bleak, to say the least, 
and it has also been questioned by a number of critics. One line of criticism is that 
his view seems to presuppose that the kind of Constantinian Christendom, which 
has disappeared through the advent of modernity, is the only kind of Christianity 
that could have a body (Bauerschmidt 1996a, 18–20; idem 1996b, 504–518; Ahearne 
1996, 493–504). But why should not some kind of non-Constantinian church be 
thinkable after the Constantinian era as well as before? Is not the homelessness of 
the church in contemporary society both a curse and a blessing? Here I shall not 
further elaborate de Certeaus analysis of the meaning of the disappearance of the 
ecclesial body. My point is just to show, using de Certeau as an example, how the 
disappearance of the body is a serious theological problem for our time. The pri-
mary question for our time is not, according to de Certeau, if God exists, but what 
it means to exist as a Christian community (de Certeau 1997, 155).

5 In search of the ecclesial body

The purpose of a theological investigation of the social body in our time should 
hardly end up in some kind of nostalgia for past times. Not counting the fallacy of 
painting a more golden picture of things past than accords with historical reality 
that comes with every kind of nostalgia, any theologian has to face up to the facts 
that history inexorably continues. No church, as no other social institution, is an 
island. It does not exist independently of present society, and any thought of re-
turning to some kind of ‘original’ situation of purity, whenever it is said to have 
taken place, is nostalgia. This does not mean that the history of theology was not 
needed. From the perspective of systematic theology, the point of historical theo-
logical thinking rather is to discover the hidden presuppositions for things and 
events that are taken for granted in our own times. Thus history could evoke the 
insight that things could be different. The changed understanding of the social 
body and the modern impoverishment of the ecclesial body, its evaporation to 
speak with de Certeau, also implies a different understanding of God, human be-
ings, salvation, society, etc. The kind of individualism that different Christian 
groups in contemporary society like to criticise is something that for a very long 
time now has characterised almost the entire Western Christianity. The idea that 
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Christian salvation could be described as a relationship solely between God and 
the soul is a sibling to modern individualism.

At the same time one could ask to what degree human beings really are au-
tonomous individuals. Given the force of advertisement, movies, TV and other 
media for the understanding of our selves, including our bodies and our desires in 
contemporary Western society, it might not be foolish to ask if the social body, as 
a larger, non-private, symbolic frame for the understanding of the body, is not as 
important in our time as in any time, including medieval times. As individuals, 
our relation to our own body – but also to other bodies – is social from the begin-
ning, since our conceptions of what and how a body is, is socially and culturally 
mediated by contemporary media. If now visual media and other social institu-
tions have construed another social body than the ecclesial body which used to 
form human bodies and desires centuries ago, then a crucial theological question 
occurs: which bodies are formed by the modern and post-modern social bodies.

In Rabelais and his World, Mikhail Bakhtin distinguishes between two differ-
ent kinds of social bodies, classical bodies and grotesque bodies. According to 
Bakhtin, the classical body is distinguished as an “entirely finished, completed, 
strictly limited body, which is shown from the outside as something individual” 
(Bakhtin 1968, 320). This body tries to avoid or smoothen out any protuberances 
or cavities and thereby closes itself against the surrounding world:

The basis of the image is the individual, strictly limited mass, the impenetrable 
façade. The opaque surface and the body’s ‘valleys’ acquire an essential meaning as 
the border of a closed individuality that does not merge with other bodies and 
with the world (Bakhtin 1968, 320).

This smooth, contained body does not establish contact to other bodies by sym-
bolizing something other than itself in its entirety or through certain of its parts. 
The classical body is a “finished body in a finished outside world” (Bakhtin 1968, 
321). Bakhtin depicts the popular, grotesque body in a different way. Here we meet 
“a body in the act of becoming”:

It is never finished, never completed; it is continually built, created, and builds and 
creates another body [...]. This is why the essential role belongs to those parts of the 
grotesque body in which it outgrows itself, transgressing its own body, in which it 
conceives a new, second body: the bowels and the phallus (Bakhtin 1968, 317).

The bodily drama takes place at the margins of the body, and these margins are 
continually transgressed, so that here it cannot be any question of a finished body, 
tidily demarcated against other bodies. This body is generative, since it keeps on 
breeding new life and thus transgresses its own limits. Moreover, it is cosmic and 
universal, since it is intertwined with the other bodies that surround it.
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According to a study by the North-American theologian Frederick Bauer-
schmidt, the medieval woman mystic Julian of Norwich implies that the body of 
Christ is of the second kind, a grotesque body. Its saving power by the bodily 
opening up for the suffering of the world is in principle not limited. By being bro-
ken on the Cross, and by being, in a certain way, a failed body in the classical sense, 
it is opened up to generate salvation for the entire world. Julian writes of Christ as 
‘mother’ and so implies that the ‘humble’ and ‘low’ status of the feminine body is 
fitting for the kind of self-negation through which God saves and renews the world 
(Bauerschmidt 1999, 90). This does not mean that Julian wishes to emphasise cer-
tain stereotypical ‘female’ characteristics as humility or tenderness, but rather to 
point at a body that gives birth in pain and which communicates its own sub-
stance. The consequence will indirectly, however, be a reinterpretation – in rela-
tion to her own time – of what such things as failure, emptiness, renewal and 
abundance mean. Bauerschmidt summarizes: “Christ’s body is a body of flesh that 
desires our flesh, that indeed is shattered by desire for us, a body moist and labile, 
generative and nutritive. This is the home God has prepared for humanity” (Bau-
erschmidt 1999, 107). The church is an extension of the humanity of Christ. The 
world is transformed into parts of the body of Christ through the church – as Ba-
khtin puts it when he speaks of the grotesque body: the church “swallows the world 
and is itself swallowed by the world” (Bakhtin 1968, 317).

Julian’s vision of the church is, consequently, not of a ‘tolerant’ or ‘egalitarian’ 
church in any modern meaning, i.e., of a body that ‘respects what is different’ and 
is ‘democratic’, and here she differs from Bakhtin. The generativity of the church is 
the historical extension of Gods own infinite generative power and its purpose is 
the transformation of humanity into the image of God (Bauerschmidt 1999, 122). 
But her vision of the body of Christ is not, unlike many other medieval visions of 
the individual and social body, a vision of a body that is smooth and contained and 
that is governed by a sovereign and almighty God far away from the ordinary peo-
ple and their everyday lives. The body of Christ is a crucified body, and God can 
never, to Julian, be thought independently of this broken body which is generative 
precisely in this brokenness. Its margins are never closed and therefore it is never 
a ‘finished body’, but instead a body that is constantly transgressing itself. The 
church is, as Bauerschmidt writes with a reference to the Irish theologian Oliver 
O’Donovan, a “gathering community” (Bauerschmidt 1999, 120). The church could 
never be identified with a particular race or class or gender or, for that matter, with 
the church existing on a particular point of time. It is a church whose skin is always 
permeable but, to use another image from O’Donovan, whose core is given, the 
crucified Christ (Bauerschmidt 1999, 176).

To Julian, returning to her for a short while, the sole authority of this church is 
Christ himself, the incarnation of God who let himself be crucified. This is a com-
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pletely different view of authority than the one expressed by her contemporary feu-
dal society. For Julian’s part it is a question of how language distinguishes between 
high and low in her age. She could describe the church as God’s triumphal march 
through history, but for Julian it could never be any question of another triumphal 
march than the march of the crucified who is victorious in his loss and who gathers 
together the world through letting his body be broken to pieces on the cross (Bau-
erschmidt 1999, 162–173). In other words the ecclesial body is formed by the dra-
ma in Julian’s vision. In the Eucharistic rituals the individual bodies are choreo-
graphed and are woven together with and into a larger social body, the ecclesial 
body. Thereby the individual body becomes, in the highest degree, a medium for 
the communion and communication with God. Not only words and pictures, but 
also bodily actions articulate what Christians understand by the word ‘God’.

6 Concluding remarks

There is, of course, a lot more to say, both about the grotesque as a theological 
category, and about the Christian body. One could, for instance develop the notion 
of the Christian body as a grotesque body as a way of speaking about the resur-
rected body, i.e., the eschatological horizon of the human body. To speak of a res-
urrected body one must, as Paul already noted in his First letter to the Corinthians, 
try to find the right balance of continuity and discontinuity between the earthly 
body and the resurrected boy. If discontinuity was stressed at the expense of con-
tinuity, in what sense would the resurrected body still be a body in some recogniz-
able way and not just a creation of something else? But if continuity was stressed 
at the expense of discontinuity, as often has happened through history, has not the 
resurrected body been identified with a merely resuscitated body, and thus the 
eschatological mystery been violated? Better then speak of the resurrected body as 
a grotesque body. This could be a way of acknowledging that theology here is 
speaking of something that it cannot speak of with any clear claims to knowledge. 
But theology could hardly be silent about it, since it is what Caroline Walker By-
num in her study of the resurrection of the body in history calls “a concept of 
sublime courage and optimism” and so concerns human hope and aspirations in 
the middle of death and despair (Bynum 1995, 343).

Besides different notions of the Christian body as a grotesque body as a way of 
safeguarding all presumptuous attempts to know too much about the body, or to 
conceive of the body as a static entity, one could also speak of the Christian body 
as an erotic body, a body that expresses in bodily actions its longing for God, for 
other human bodily beings and of redemption, not from the body but of the body. 
One could also speak of the ascetic body, not as a way of denying the body but 
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rather as a practise of empowerment and thus as a practise that, at least potentially, 
could become an instrument of critique. One could finally speak of a liturgical 
body that in rituals expresses its jubilation over existence as such. As I stated al-
ready at the beginning of this article, the body is many, but all this manifoldness 
could, at least I believe so, be harboured in the grotesque body of Christ.
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Symbolization





Radical imagination and symbolic pregnance

A Castoriadis-Cassirer connection

Mats Rosengren

1 Framing the problem

In the wake of the so-called post-modernist critique of the traditional, inherited 
notions of knowledge, meaning, subjectivity, and truth – just to mention the most 
conspicuous terms – we in the human- and social sciences find ourselves in want. 
We still, and obviously, need to say that some things are real, and some fictitious; 
that some statements or beliefs are true, some not, some are false and some are just 
nonsensical; and that there still are individuals in the world wanting, willing and 
acting more or less intentionally. We need to say all these things, and to act accord-
ingly, but we lack the convictions that once upheld these notions. We are in want 
of a, or several, theoretical approaches that would enable us to make sense of this 
somewhat disheartening situation. That is, we would need a theoretical stance that 
did not automatically appear as non-practical, or a practise that was not immedi-
ately conceived of as the other of theory, or a notion of truth that did not exclude 
change, and a notion of change that did not exclude permanence and so on, and so 
forth in a decidedly non dichotomistic way.

For the last say fifty years such attempts have been and are being made. But ever 
since, most famously but not uniquely, Jacques Derrida pointed out both the im-
possibility of using the old terms for expressing the new and, as it were, non-di-
chotomistic senses and the impossibility for us in not using these terms – after all, 
they are the only ones we have – a multitude of aporias has descended upon us. We 
have seen their effects in confusing debates concerning bodies that actually do mat-
ter, arguments about what social constructions may construct, in deconstructions 
and reconstructions of almost every thinkable thing. But we are still, it seems, just 
reproducing the age-old oppositions that are handed down to us in and by prac-
tises and vocabularies that consolidate exactly the thinking that we, or at least some 
of us, wish to transform, transgress, restructure and reform.
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So perhaps we still need a philosophy in a new key, to borrow Susan K Langer’s 
happy title and try to graft it onto the current situation. But what key could that 
be? And in what sense could it be new? Perhaps also the notion of tonality in phi-
losophy, even though it may seem to avoid the most obvious of the metaphysical 
pitfalls associated with sight and theoria pointed out by Derrida and others, evokes 
the Heideggerian conceptions of Stimme, voice, and of Ruf, call, and even Schick-
sal, destiny? And through these concepts, perhaps also the notions of a pre-estab-
lished destiny for man, of a Being to be unveiled and never created we have, again, 
exactly the conceptions we would wish to avoid. If so, and I fear that this may very 
well be the case, even a philosophy in a new key would recall, and reenact a think-
ing and practises that we, or at least I, do not want to endorse.

For me, the main problematic in these attempts and debates evolves around 
three seriously intertwined notions: novelty, history and meaning.

To put it very briefly: Before we start re-working truth, knowledge, subjectiv-
ity, intentionality, constructivism, etc., in the post-postmodern era, we need to 
seriously address the questions of how anything new is possible (and, of course, if 
anything new is possible); of the relations between novelty and history (i. e. of how 
the new is produced from what already is there: is it only caused, partly caused, 
conditioned etc.?) and, perhaps most importantly, of how it all – from subjective 
impressions to collective, social conditions – makes sense to us.

In this endeavour we may be largely assisted by one of the most important pre-
postmodern thinkers in Europe, Ernst Cassirer. His philosophy of symbolic forms 
can, I think, help us to make sense of sense-making. As for the question of the new, 
we can turn to one of most original thinkers of the post-modern era: the Greek-
French economist, psychoanalyst and philosopher Cornelius Castoriadis. From 
his first major philosophical work, The imaginary institution of Society, published 
in French in 1975, to his death in 1997, he devoted his intellectual efforts to the 
problems of creation, or, if you prefer, of construction or of production, but as I 
will try to show below, there is a point in talking about creation in this setting.

In my eyes, the most important common denominator for Cassirer and Cas-
toriadis is that, and how, they endorse a resolutely immanent world-view. Despite 
their mutual differences, they both agree in viewing significance, either as sym-
bolic forms (Cassirer) or as social imaginary significations (Castoriadis), as the 
matter out of which the human world is made.

Enough of these preliminaries. What I would like to do here is not to present and 
compare the philosophies of Cassirer and Castoriadis. No, I have settled for a much 
lesser task. I would like to try to show the concordance between the concept of sym-
bolic pregnance as it is presented in the third volume of The Philosophy of Symbolic 
Forms and the notion of radical imagination in the philosophy of Castoriadis. My 
conclusion will be that both of these concepts are, as are the philosophies from which 
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they stem, unavoidable if one wants to unlock the aporetic situation just hinted at. 
But to show this I have to turn directly first to Cassirer, then to Castoriadis.

2 Cassirer on symbolic pregnance

One of the central problems, if not the central problem, in Ernst Cassirer’s thought 
concerns, as already mentioned, meaning. Not directly what meaning is, nor how 
we are to describe the phenomena that we call meaning, but rather how is meaning 
possible. Or, to be a bit more precise: How come our experiences present a world 
to us, with colours, shapes and properties that appear as meaningful and under-
standable, that is possible for us to grasp?

As you know, Cassirer rejects the, as it were, rationalistic hope that we may 
eventually find, behind all signs and symbols, an unambiguous foundation for all 
meaning in a mimetic, direct and therefore true intuition of the objects of experi-
ence. In a book written in Göteborg, The Logic of the Cultural Sciences, first pub-
lished in German in 1942, he calls this attitude a kind of mysticism, striving to lose 
itself in, and merge with, the divine essence of Reality. But such a mysticism for-
gets the fundamental fact that

[…] spirit too exists only by virtue of the fact that it constantly exteriorizes itself. 
It continually creates new names and images, but it fails to understand that in this 
creation it does not approach the divine but removes itself further and further 
from it. Mysticism must negate all the images in the world, it must free itself from 
“name and image”. It demands from us that we renounce and smash all symbols. 
(Cassirer 2000, 107)

In this sense, Plato is, in his explicit intentions (just think of his famous critique of 
mimesis in the Republic) but of course not in his practise (he did after all write his 
dialogues) the paradigmatic example of a rationalistic mystic, striving to gain di-
rect, unmediated insight (theoria) into the world of Forms.

But to negate the symbols, to negate the “name and image”, is to reject con-
sciousness itself. Consciousness exists only, and I would like to stress this to fend off 
all idealistic interpretations of Cassirer’s position in and through the symbols it pro-
duces or creates. In this perspective, Plato’s wordless and non-discursive theoretical 
insight, Descartes’ lumen naturale as well as the undertakings of their philosophical 
heirs, appear as futile but, of course, important and significant attempts to escape 
the very basic conditions for consciousness, that is, to always be symbolic, always be 
discursive (as opposed to intuitive in the classical sense), and therefore also always 
ambiguous and always fallible.
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But Cassirer does not only reject the basic contentions of rationalism. He also, 
and in the same vein, criticizes the empirical belief that the objects of our experi-
ence would make themselves understandable, graspable, for us through making, 
as it were, in one way or another, an imprint in our souls. He writes, still in The 
Logic of the cultural Sciences:

But even if we assume for a moment that such a miracle can take place – that the 
“object” can migrate in this way into “consciousness” – the main question obviously 
remains unsolved; for we do not know how this trace of the object that imprints 
itself upon the I becomes known as such. Its simple being-there and being-such by 
no means suffices as an explanation of its representative significance. (Cassirer 
2000, 108)

Thus, the central and – in a sense that remains to be determined – fundamental 
question is: How is it possible that our experiences appear to us as experiences at 
all? Or, to be more precise: How does consciousness produce itself in and through 
significance, that is in and through names and images, through symbols, and 
thereby become consciousness of or experience of something specific?

Why do I say experience of something specific? Well, simply because an expe-
rience is never an experience in-and-for-itself; it is always an experience of some-
thing: Of a man, of a ball, of thirst, of a piece of music, of a steep rise, of a difficult 
lid on a jar, of pain, that is of something that appears to us as meaningful in one 
way or another. And since Cassirer, as we have seen, rejects the non discursive 
rationalistic insights as well as the empiricist and equally non-discursive mental 
imprints as explanations of the meaning of experience, he seems to be left with 
only one alternative: The specific content and form, intertwined and inseparable as 
they are, of experience is given to us embodied in the different symbolic forms – 
languages, myths, art, knowledge, etc. – through which our cultures, our world-
views, are shaped, transmitted and entrenched in us by way of habit and training.

The American pragmatist philosopher Nelson Goodman has pursued this line 
of thought in his various attempts to explain our worldmaking. With reference to 
Cassirer, he claims that we build our worlds with and out of systems of symbols. 
Each such system presents a version of the world, and to go looking for an original 
or first version would be as futile as looking for the number between 2 and 7. In the 
same vein Cassirer rejects (in my reading, at least) the idea that there is anything 
underneath or behind the symbolic forms that could explain them, or be said to be 
their origin and law. The significance of our experiences seems to be always al-
ready there.

But how can this be so? How are we to understand that we understand, grasp 
that we grasp? This is of course a very kantian question, but Cassirer’s answer takes 
him beyond the scope of Kant’s critiques. Instead of postulating a set of inert cat-
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egories and forms shaping our experience from beyond experience, as it were, 
Cassirer tries to find the conditions for the meaningfulness of experience within 
experience itself, in the way that we may investigate it (this is what I just referred 
to as his resolutely immanent approach). And with this in view he coins the con-
cept of symbolic pregnance.

Symbolic pregnance is, as mentioned above, introduced in the third volume of 
The Philosophy of Symbolic forms, The phenomenology of knowledge, from 1929. 
This is how, in Cassirer’s own words, the concept is presented:

By symbolic pregnance we mean the way in which a perception as a sensory expe-
rience contains at the same time a certain non-intuitive meaning that it immedi-
ately and concretely represents. Here we are not dealing with bare perceptive data, 
on which some kind of apperceptive acts are later grafted, through which they are 
interpreted, judged, transformed. Rather, it is perception itself which by virtue of 
its own immanent organization, takes on a kind of spiritual articulation – which 
being ordered in itself, also belong to a determinate order of meaning. (Cassirer 
1957, 202) (Italics are mine)

This presentation is, perhaps, not immediately transparent or graspable, so let me 
try to elucidate it in my own words.

First, the term. When Cassirer chooses to use the term symbolic pregnance to 
name a certain non-intuitive meaning that is immediately and concretely repre-
sented in experience it is not a random choice. No, at this very basic level it is 
simply a question of perceiving something as something, for instance a curved, 
dotted line as a curved dotted line. This curved line may then be experienced, ac-
cording to which symbolic form, which context it is associated with, as expressing 
anger, as beautiful, as an interesting curve or even as a depiction. The term preg-
nance with its connotations of pregnancy, giving birth etcetera, is chosen to denote 
this unlimited possibility of the symbol to be grafted into different symbolic forms 
and hence to assume different expressive or representative functions. In this sense, 
Cassirer’s term pregnancy plays a role very similar to Jacques Derrida’s more well 
known terms iterabilité (iterability) and citationalité (citationality), referring re-
spectively to the inherent possibility of all signs to be repeated as the same and to 
be quoted, i.e., inserted into ever new contexts.1 And, in fact, it is quite obvious 
that Cassirer and Derrida both agree that the structure of experience is inevitably 
graphematical, i.e., that all experience, all perception is always already caught in a 
signification process. Cassirer explains:

The symbolic process is like a single stream of life and thought which flows 
through consciousness, and which by this flowing movement produces the diver-

1.  See for example the well known essay “Signature, événement, context” (Derrida 1972).



	 Mats Rosengren

sity and cohesion, the richness, the continuity, and constancy, of consciousness. 
(Cassirer 1957, 202)

Second, the immanent organisation of perception. How are we to understand that 
perception “by virtue of its own immanent organisation, takes on a kind of spirit-
ual articulation”? Well, as we can gather from the piece just quoted this organisa-
tion is not fixed once and for all, nor will it ever be; it is, as it were, a procedural 
organisation. But what could this mean? Once again, we can turn to Derrida for 
some elucidation, but this time to his most famous concept: différance (with an a). 
According to him, the precondition for all experience is that the origin (of experi-
ence) always is a double origin, i. e. that it always already is structured as some-
thing that stands for something else. Take, for instance, the concept of origin in the 
traditional sense of an immutable archè, a stable foundation whence everything 
springs forth, but that has no origin itself. Such an origin would to, use Derrida’s 
vocabulary, determine the game from the outside, rule the game with out being 
part of it. And of course, if the origin had been an origin in this sense – a closed 
unity, self-sufficient and immovable – it would never have been able to fulfil its 
role as an origin. Such an origin is but a fundamentalist dream. It has never exist-
ed, and will never exist, but this conception of origin has, all through the history 
of western thought, supplemented for this always already absent origin. So, even 
our classical conception of origin has this double structure – that is, a symbol that 
stands for, supplements, and re-presents something that was never really there. 
Once the origin of meaning and experience is conceptualised according to this, as 
it were, supplementary logic it is no longer possible to conceive of the origin as a 
point or as a first, unique event. Instead it must be thought of as an incessant up-
surge of meaning, as an activity, an incessant and unavoidable motion. And it is 
precisely this movement, this displacement that makes possible the difference be-
tween sign and signified, symbol and symbolised, that Derrida terms différance.

The way I understand Cassirer, in this setting at least, he is referring to the 
same unavoidable and immanent structure of experience as Derrida. You will re-
member that consciousness, according to Cassirer, exists only in and through the 
symbols it produces, and that this process is like a single stream of life and thought 
producing the diversity and cohesion, the richness, the continuity, and constancy, 
of consciousness. So I think we may safely conclude that both thinkers are in fun-
damental agreement about the immanent structure of experience one of them 
calls it graphematical, the other symbolic, and for both it is unavoidably represen-
tational and procedural.

Third. We are now, I hope, in a better position to understand the final part of 
the presentation of the concept of symbolic pregnancy: that the spiritual articula-
tion (that is, in my interpretation, the incessant integration and interpenetration 
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of experience and meaning in the symbol) which being ordered in itself, also be-
long to a determinate order of meaning.

Here, the basic line is that perception as well as experience always starts from 
what is already there. Every experience, every meaningful impression and every 
articulation implies a new structuring, a new order, but a novelty that is always 
heavily dependent on, or, if you prefer, conditioned by what was there before. In 
the same way as Nelson Goodman points out that each version of the world builds 
on another, always pre-existing version, and that it has to transform, rework and 
restructure the elements in this old version to make an new one, so it is with our 
experience and our consciousness. The determinate order of meaning that Cas-
sirer talks about is, if my interpretation holds fast, the various symbolic forms – the 
languages, the myths, the traditions and the practises – that give consciousness its 
shape and form, in a specific society and in a specific moment in time. It is this 
order, these symbols, these languages and ways of being, acting and thinking, that 
the graphematical order of experience is always articulated with, and which it 
transforms, creates anew through the incessant production of new symbolic forms. 
And the pregnancy of these forms are, for better and for worse, as we all know, at-
tested all through our human history.

3 Castoriadis on radical imagination

It is time for a slight shift of focus, from the questions directly concerning symbols 
and meaning to the question of the new, that is of our alleged possibility to create.2 
Cornelius Castoriadis and Cassirer seem to agree that we humans actually do cre-
ate, but whereas Cassirer, as we have seen, often uses terms like production or or-
ganisation, Castoriadis is more radical: he sees the production of new forms, not 
only as articulations or re-combinations of what already is there to articulate with, 
but as creations out of nothing resulting from the workings of our radical imagina-
tion. But it is not a random or theological creation he is talking about, nor is im-
agination radical in the sense that it, or its products, would be radically imaginary 
or non-real. In Fait et à faire from 1997, Castoriadis explains his choice of terms:

The use of the term imagination imposes itself due to the twofold connotation of 
the word: the connection to image in the most general (not only visual) sense of 
the term, that is with form (Bild-, Einbildung, etc.); and its connection to the idea 
of invention or, better and strictly speaking, to creation.

2.  The question of the new is, of course, not a new question in philosophy; it has, in one way 
or another, been with us ever since the dawn of western thought and is, as John Michael Krois 
kindly pointed out to me, the main topic of process philosophy (Peirce, Whitehead, etc.).
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I use the term radical first of all to make a contrast with what I call secondary 
imagination, which is the kind of imagination one usually talks about, a simply 
reproductive and / or combinatory imagination, and, second, to emphasise the 
idea that this imagination comes before the distinction between “real” and “im-
aginary” or “fictitious”. To put it bluntly: It is because there is radical imagination 
and instituting imaginary that there is any “reality” at all for us, and reality such as 
it is. (Castoriadis, 1997b, 228; my translation)

Just as Cassirer’s symbolic pregnance is the precondition for all representation and 
sensemaking, Castoriadis’s radical imagination is required for there to be anything 
at all, real or fictitious. I would like to claim that there is a real concordance be-
tween the two thinkers at this point. In Language and Myth, first published in 
German in 1925 (and thus predating the third volume of The Philosophy of Sym-
bolic Forms by four years), Cassirer approaches what would develop into the prob-
lem of symbolic pregnance in different terms, using the concept of metaphor to 
describe the common root of both myth and language. He carefully distinguishes 
his use of the term from the traditional, rhetorical concept that “clearly presup-
poses that both the ideas and their verbal correlates are already given as definite 
quantities” (Cassirer 1953, 87), fixed in a vocabulary, waiting to be exchanged for 
one another in metaphorical transference. Such transposition and substitution, 
Cassirer continues, “which operates with a previously known vocabulary”, i.e., 
what Castoriadis refers to as secondary imagination in the piece just quoted, “must 
be clearly distinguished from that genuine ‘radical metaphor’ which is the condi-
tion of the very formulation of mythic as well as verbal conceptions”. (Cassirer 
1953, 87) And a few lines further down Cassirer specifies that the working of the 
radical metaphor is not only a “transition to another category, but actually the 
creation of the category itself ”. (Cassirer 1953, 88) To me, this sounds like another 
way of phrasing the very same position as the one Castoriadis expresses when he 
says that “It is because there is radical imagination and instituting imaginary that 
there is any reality at all for us, and reality such as it is”.

But, Castoriadis goes even further than Cassirer: he states that our radical 
imagination creates reality out of nothing. In saying this he seems to contradict 
almost all western thinking since the invention of philosophy. In fact, nothing 
seems more evident and indisputable than the axiom ex nihilo nihil, out of noth-
ing, nothing can come. So what could Castoriadis possibly mean when he confi-
dently states such an absurdity? Just listen to this:

[T]here is creation in being, or, more precisely, being is creation, vis formandi: not 
creation of matter-energy but creation of forms. There are always necessary but 
not sufficient conditions for this creation. Creation, as far as form – eidos – is 
concerned, is ex nihilo, but it is not in nihilo, nor cum nihilo.
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What is the point in adopting a term with such a loaded history? On one hand, to end 
the subterfuges and the sophistries concerning the question of the new: either there 
is creation, or the history of being (and consequently of humanity too) is an intermi-
nable repetition (or an eternal return). (Castoriadis 1997a, 212; my translation)

We find two clues to Castoriadis way of reasoning in this quotation. Let me start 
with the last one first: either there is creation, he says, or the history of being (and 
consequently of humanity too) is an interminable repetition (or an eternal return). 
Let me spell out this idea a bit further.

If we do not reckon with our ability to create ex nihilo (in the specific sense 
that Castoriadis gives to this notion, to which I will shortly return) we would, ac-
cording to Castoriadis, have to admit all kinds of oddities. We would, for example, 
have to accept that everything that now is, is out of necessity and therefore, in one 
sense or another has been with us ever since the Big Bang (or what ever arche, 
origin or primordial act of creation you choose – I have already touched upon the 
problems associated with the notion of origin in this sense). Or, if we are reluctant 
to admit the existence of a ready-made Being in all its shades, then we would at 
least have to admit that everything is fully explainable in casual terms, that is trace-
able, at least in principle, all the way back to some origin or originator. Castoriadis 
calls this line of thinking the myth of being as determined, and rejects it universal-
istic pretensions:

To be sure, the idea of creation stands in opposition to the postulate of an integral 
and exhaustive determinism. But it does not mean, that there are no local, or sec-
torial, determinisms. (Castoriadis1997a, 213)

How would one go about, he asks rhetorically, to explain the symphonies of 
Beethoven in casual terms? One simply has to accept that, at some specific mo-
ment in history, music was invented, and in this moment the symphonies became 
both possible, and perhaps also (at least partly) explainable. This critique follows 
an immanent rationale that may be summarised as follows:

Since the notion of universal causality and the total, saturating rationality of 
what there is seem to be at odds with the way the world actually presents itself to 
us, and with the way we are and act in the world, we have to assign to causality and 
rationality its proper place and range, that is, to the strata in our world that actu-
ally, inevitably and necessary are ruled by what Castoriadis calls “ensidic” logic: no 
world is even thinkable without an ensidic dimension.

Ensidic thinking or ensidic logic is Castoriadis’s shorthand expression for the 
kind of thinking and logic that he calls ensembliste-identitaire, that is, thinking 
based on the idea that all aspects of being are specific differentiations of a deter-
mined original element, an element that therefore should be considered to consti-
tute the unity, identity or essence of these aspects of being. The ensidic logic rejects 
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the possibility of human creation and, thus, classically posits the origin of the laws 
of our world (natural laws as well as social ones) outside of our world and society. 
In this respect the ensidic thinking is heteronomous and tends to cover over the 
fact that man and society inevitably are autonomous, that is, that they posit their 
own laws, natural as well as social. Needless to say, Castoriadis condemns the uni-
versalistic claims of ensidic thinking that has been dominating western thought.

But as soon as we have ridden ourselves of these imperious and heteronomis-
tic notions of causality and rationality, we realise that if there is (to be) any world 
at all, it has to be created in some way. And since the options God or evolution 
both seems to presuppose the very notions of universal causality and/or saturating 
rationality that we are trying to avoid, and since the world undeniably is there, we 
are left with ourselves and our autonomous ability to create our own world. Hence, 
in order to understand ourselves and our world, we have to presuppose that we are 
endowed with a radical imagination that makes it possible for us to create out of 
nothing, that is, to create new forms in and for our world.

The second clue is Castoriadis’s claim that “There are always necessary but not 
sufficient conditions for this creation”. It is important to notice Castoriadis’s quali-
fications of his notion of creatio ex nihilo: it never occurs in nothing or with noth-
ing, which must mean, at least as far as I can see, that it always take place in some 
context or another, and that in order to occur it needs what is always already there. 
Hence, Castoriadis notion of creatio ex nihilo certainly is very different from the 
biblical one. In fact, Castoriadis creation is always a creation under constraints. 
These constraints, which may be biological, social, historical, physical, etc., have a 
double function: limiting the scope and possibilities of creation and, at the same 
time, they actually give the radical imagination the footing it needs to do its work.

But, if so, why then insist on calling this creation a creation out of nothing? 
Castoriadis answer is that our ability to create out of nothing is the “capacity to 
make emerge [faire émerger] that which is not given, nor derivable, through com-
binations or otherwise, from what is given”.(Castoriadis 1996, 110) Which is an-
other way to say that the creations of the radical imagination are always condi-
tioned but never caused.

Hence, to create out of nothing in the sense that Castoriadis is using the phrase, 
is to create a form of being, and a form for being, that is not simply a combination 
of other forms that are already there, and that is not completely reducible to what-
ever forms were there before. So I guess that Castoriadis would not have consid-
ered the creation of the centaur as a creatio ex nihilo, whereas he most definitely do 
consider the creation of society as one. Why? Well, because the form of the centaur 
seems to be completely reducible to the combination of the pre-existing forms of 
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horse and man, whereas society as a form of social organisation is not reducible in 
this way. He writes, in words that almost could have been written by Cassirer:

Society is creation, and creation of itself: self-creation. It is the emergence of a new 
ontological form – a new eidos and a new mode and level of being. It is a quasi-
totality held together by the institutions (language, norms, family, tools, modes of 
production etc.) and by the significations these institutions embody (totems, ta-
boos, gods, God, polis, commodities, wealth, fatherland etc.). Both – the institu-
tions and the significations – represent ontological creations. We do not encoun-
ter anywhere else institutions as a mode of relation holding together the 
components of a totality; and we cannot “explain”  that is causally produce or ra-
tionally deduce neither the form institution as such, nor the fact of the institution, 
nor the primary institutions that are specific for each society. And nowhere else 
do we find signification, that is a mode of being of an effective and “acting” ideal-
ity, of an immanent unperceivable; nor can we “explain” the emergence of primary 
significations (the Hebrew God, the Greek polis, etc.).3

So this is where Cassirer and Castoriadis meet again – in the unavoidable, imma-
nent creation of meaning that produces the words as well as the things and images 
of our societies, cultures and worlds. I hope that I have succeeded in highlighting 
some fundamental links and isomorphisms between the concept of symbolic preg-
nance in Cassirer’s philosophy of symbolic forms and the concept of radical im-
agination in Castoriadis thought. There is, as always and of course, much more to 
be said, but since I have already said to much, just let me restate what I think are 
the two most important among the connections:

First, symbolic pregnance, as its for-runner radical metaphor, and radical imagi-
nation are, in a sense, deceptive denominations. At first glance, being nouns, they 
seem to be naming something specific and thing-like, but they are actually naming 
processes. They try to come to grips with the very process of how meaning is created 
by and for beings in general, and specifically for humans. Together with the cluster 
of concept associated with the différance of Jacques Derrida, they provide us, I think 
and hope (the consolidating work still remains to be done in this area), with the 
conceptual tools that we so badly need if we are to be able to let our inherited, and 
all to heterononomistic and atomistic notions of knowledge, truth, subject, inten-
tion, etc., be replaced with more flexible, immanent and open concepts.

Second, Cassirer and Castoriadis both agree that meaning is an embodied so-
cial phenomenon. Both the symbolic forms as well as the social imaginary signifi-
cations that shape and are shaped by the citizens of a specific society are unthink-
able without the biological and physical conditions that condition the perceptions 

3.  The translation is a slightly revised version of the English one, published as “Radical Ima-
gination and the Social Instituting Imaginary” in (1997c, 332). Cf. Castoriadis (1997, 267).
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and experiences of individual human beings. And at the same time, no perception 
or experience, and even less self-reflective thought, would be possible outside the 
always already present, be they rudimentary and fragmented social imaginary sig-
nifications or symbolic forms of a specific society or social organisation.

Which, in a way, amounts to saying that there is no way we can reach beyond 
our immanent human condition to find immutable foundations or intuitive evi-
dence to build a foolproof world. We have to live with, and in, the flux, with and in 
the insecurities, of our all to human incapacity. But at least Cassirer and Castori-
adis show us that we do not have to live with the heteronomistic misconception 
that we could do otherwise, and this may in the end allow for a more realistic and 
more rational, in the new autonomous sense of these terms, way of being human 
in the world.
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Philosophical anthropology and  
the embodied cognition paradigm

On the convergence of two research programs

John Michael Krois

1 Introduction

The term “Philosophical Anthropology” is usually reserved for a movement in 
German philosophy, which arose in the late1920s among thinkers influenced by 
the descriptive method of Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology. Philosophical an-
thropology combined the Ancient philosophical pursuit of self-knowledge – bet-
ter: of the “human condition” – with Modern scientific findings from biology, psy-
chology, sociology and cultural anthropology. The phrase “Embodied Cognition 
Paradigm” refers to a research program in cognitive science, which has emerged 
since the 1980s. Cognitive science arose after World War II from a combination of 
different fields, especially linguistics and computer science, as well as the philoso-
phy of mind. In cognitive science, intelligence was construed in terms of processes 
taking place in the human brain in analogy to computer programs running on 
“hardware.” In contrast to this, the embodied cognition conception of cognitive 
science conceived intelligence in terms of bodily activity and interaction with the 
surrounding social and physical world. The conception of intelligence initially 
guiding cognitive science was computational; intelligence meant symbol manipu-
lation, something that computers excel in. In the “embodied cognition” model, 
“artificial intelligence” is considered in reference to action in the world, hence, 
robots as well as computation are the focus of study. In the new Robotics, the aim 
is to construct autonomous agents that function in specific environments without 
a central planner or reliance upon an internal map of this environment.1 This new 
conception meant that the study of animal, neonate or even insect intelligence 
were of value in cognitive science.

1.  On the background of the new robotics see Brooks (1999).
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One aspect of the embodied cognition paradigm was the rediscovery of Jakob 
von Uexküll’s theoretical biology among cognitive scientists. The importance of 
Uexküll’s work for cognitive science has been examined before (Ziemke/Sharkey 
2001; Clark 1997, 11–33), but it is worth mentioning here because Uexküll’s ideas 
were also influential in the rise of philosophical anthropology, especially for Ernst 
Cassirer.2 According to Uexküll, the makeup or “Bauplan” of an animal needs to be 
treated in terms of its particular surrounding world or “Umwelt.” Every kind of 
organism has a particular Bauplan, and therefore no two species have the same 
Umwelt. Each lives in its own niche and does not share this biological Umwelt with 
other species, even though they live in the same physical world. Today, this con-
ception plays an important role in the “embodied cognition” approach to artificial 
intelligence (Brooks 1991, 3–4). The ramifications of this idea is one of several 
fundamental concepts that embodied cognitive science and philosophical anthro-
pology share. In the following, I want to indicate some of these convergences but 
also wherein these two research programs differ. I will concentrate especially on 
Cassirer, not just because of his debt to Uexküll but also due to a particular interest 
that he shared with today’s embodied cognition research: the theory of concepts 
and the claim – as in Lakoff and Johnson (1980) – that concept formation depends 
upon metaphorical thought.

2 The Problem of dualism

Philosophical anthropology raises the question: What is it like to be a Human Be-
ing? Unlike physical objects that simply are part of the world, human beings have 
a world. This is evidently also the case for other living organisms as well. In 1974, 
when Thomas Nagel published his paper “What is it like to be a Bat?” (Nagel 1974) 
his main concern was the difference between being conscious and the physical 
correlates of this phenomenon. He asked what it is like to be a kind of organism in 
order to direct attention to the irreducibility of consciousness in general. Asked to 
imagine what it is like to be a bat, we are confronted with the irreducible fact of 
qualitative experience, even though we fail in the attempt to imagine how it is for 
bats to perceive the world. Nagel’s essay was directed against attempts to reduce 
the phenomena of “consciousness” to such things as brain states or other physical 
correlates. The point of philosophical anthropology was not to defend the phe-
nomenon of “consciousness” against reductionism, but to reframe the “mind-

2.  Cassirer’s frequent references to Uexküll are scattered throughout his published writings 
and Nachlass (e.g. [1944] 2006, 28f.; 1950, 199–207; 1996, 42–65 & 213–218; 2000, 23–27; 2004, 
48–53; 2005, 254–260).
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body” distinction in a non-dualistic way, taking the whole living organism as a 
starting point.

Regarded historically, German philosophical anthropology was cut short by 
the political developments of the 1930s. In 1928, Helmut Pleßner and Max Scheler 
both published their pioneering works on philosophical anthropology – Pleßner 
his Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch: Einleitung in die philosophische 
Anthropologie and Scheler, Die Stellung des Menschen im Kosmos. And in April 
1928 Ernst Cassirer completed his first systematic text on philosophical anthro-
pology: “Das Symbolproblem als Hauptproblem der philosophischen Anthropol-
ogie,” which, together with an introductory chapter on the concepts of life and 
mind, ran to 238 pages. At first, he wanted to include it in the third volume of his 
magnum opus, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, but its size and content led him 
instead to plan its separate publication. In 1928 Philosophical Anthropology 
promised to become a major new direction in philosophy, but Scheler died sud-
denly that same year, and only five years later both Pleßner and Cassirer fled the 
National socialists in Germany, where the topic of anthropology was taken over by 
National-socialist ideology.

Cassirer did not live to return to Germany after the war, and much of his work 
on philosophical anthropology remained unpublished until very recently. Cassir-
er’s 1928 text was not published until 1995. An English translation appeared in 
1996 as: The Problem of the Symbol as the fundamental problem of philosophical 
anthropology. In 1939 and 1940 Cassirer gave a year long lecture course in Göte-
borg on Philosophical Anthropology. These lectures appeared in print for the first 
time in 2005, together with two other unknown texts on the topic, including the 
original version of An Essay on Man, which Cassirer subtitled “A Philosophical 
Anthropology.” Unlike the published version, the first version gave greater empha-
sis to theoretical biology as the basis for the theory of culture (Krois 2004).

The originators of philosophical anthropology, as I said, were all influenced by 
Husserl’s method of phenomenological description. Cassirer wrote in his book 
Mythic Thought of 1925, that he had adopted Husserl’s method of description be-
cause phenomenology offered a way to characterize the kinds of meanings found 
in mythical mentality without concern for the existence of the objects of mythic 
beliefs (Cassirer 1955, 12 n.), since mythic beliefs were real, regardless of whether 
their objects were or not. Mythic thought, Cassirer argued, was a “form of life” 
(Lebensform), a way of living together, to which certain forms of perception and 
categorization accrued. Even though Cassirer did not publish his 1928 text on 
philosophical anthropology, his writings on mythic thought from the early and 
mid-1920s established him in the field of anthropological theory.

Husserl himself took note of the rise of philosophical anthropology but his 
reaction to it in an essay on “Phenomenology and Anthropology” from 1931 was 
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highly critical. He rejected it sharply, stating that for him, phenomenology “denies 
to any science of human beings, whatever its form, a share in laying the founda-
tions for philosophy” (Husserl 1997, 164). For Husserl, there was no alternative to 
the tradition of idealism; for him, philosophical anthropology entailed upholding 
some sort of naturalistic reductionism or psychologism, while he considered him-
self to be continuing philosophy in the tradition of Descartes.

Philosophical anthropology, by contrast, can be characterised as the consist-
ent, systematic attempt to overcome Cartesianism. Instead of beginning with the 
individual thinking subject, philosophical anthropology began with the irreduci-
ble fact of human embodiment, taking this to include the first, second and third 
person perspectives.

During his years in Sweden, Ernst Cassirer developed a phenomenological 
conception of this basis for philosophical anthropology. He called it the doctrine 
of “Basisphänomene” or Basic Phenomena (Cassirer 1995, 1996, 1999; cf. Krois 
2005). According to this doctrine, the first, second, and third person perspectives 
are so fundamental that they can only be regarded as dynamic givens.3 Every ex-
planation of them must presuppose them. Cassirer usually referred to these basic 
phenomena by the personal pronouns of “I – You – It.” But he stressed that these 
designations refer to processes, not to static entities. They become consciously dis-
tinguished in the interaction between different subjects and the world.

Cassirer denied explicitly that the first person perspective could be regarded 
as fundamental, writing that: “Knowing about ‘me’ is not prior and independent of 
knowing about ‘You’ and ‘It,’ rather all this is only constituted together.”4 This “con-
stitution” does not take place in the head, but through living in the world. Philo-
sophical anthropology was not, as Husserl feared, yet another empirical discipline 
in competition with other empirical sciences such as neurology, biology or ethnol-
ogy; philosophical anthropology sought to integrate these empirical approaches to 
anthropology in a theoretical framework that was no longer Cartesian. Cassirer’s 
doctrine of basic phenomena is phenomenological, but it is not Cartesian. It be-

3.  Cassirer asserted: “They (the Basic phenomena) are ‘prior’ to all thought and inference and 
are the basis of both” (See Cassirer 1996, 137); cf. (Cassirer 1995, 132): “Sie sind ‘vor’ allem 
Denken und Schließen, liegen diesem selbst zu Grunde.”
4.  This text will appear in Cassirer (forthcoming 1). The manuscript, housed in the Yale Bei-
necke Rare Book and Manuscript Library (Bacon 119, section 5,2), reads: “Das Wissen von ‘mir’ 
ist nicht vor und unabhängig vom Wissen des ‘Du’ und ‘Es’, sondern dies alles konstituiert sich 
nur miteinander.” In the same place it also says: “Ohne die zweite und dritte Person haben wir 
auch die erste nicht – / und selbst ‘in Gedanken’ können wir die erste Person nicht isolieren / 
denn Gedanken müssen eben immer schon Gedanken von Etwas sein.” (Without the second 
and third person we do not have the first either – and we cannot isolate the first person even ‘in 
thought’, for thoughts must always be thoughts about something.). 
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gins with the phenomenon of embodied and social subjectivity and the world (I 
– You – It). By contrast, the French Phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
claimed to have discovered what he called a “new cogito” (Merleau-Ponty 1962, 
296). Merleau-Ponty focused upon what he termed the “body-subject,” focusing 
on the phenomenon of significance per se, which included both the first person 
and second person perspectives, for we meet with “the Other” directly through 
our embodied existence. But this phenomenological approach remained within 
the sphere of the perception of expressive meanings. The third person perspective 
of science remained foreign to it. Merleau-Ponty took little account of material 
culture – the physical objects in which meanings are embodied. But phenomenol-
ogy does not have to pass over the inherent logic of different cultural media such 
as writing or depiction, as Cassirer sought to show, just as it can be directed to 
unconscious – nonperceived – biological processes (e.g. Gallagher 2005). The phe-
nomenologist’s preference for the study of conscious phenomena militates against 
the study of what cognitive scientists now call the “cognitive unconscious,” such as 
the neurological process known as “blind sight” (Goodale/Mildner 2004). Blind 
sight refers to the combination of blindness and vision in persons with partial 
brain damage who cannot consciously recognise anything visually (and seem to be 
completely blind), yet are able to correctly complete tasks needing vision, such as 
effortlessly posting a letter in a mailbox slot no matter which way the slit is turned 
(Goodale/Mildner 2004, 17–21). Unlike behaviourism, cognitive science takes the 
conscious and unconscious processes that lead to behaviour – and not just observ-
able action – to be a proper topic for scientific study. The attempt among cognitive 
scientists to give the first, second, and third person perspectives their due has in 
effect led them to embrace the framework of philosophical anthropology.

Before turning to the convergence of these two research programs, I want to 
say a little more about Cassirer’s approach to philosophical anthropology. This will 
permit some specific comparisons with the embodied cognition paradigm.

3 Philosophical methods

Cassirer recognised that phenomenological description depended upon language. 
In his 1923 book Language he stressed that we do not first have thoughts and then 
look for a way to express them symbolically. The reason why philosophical anthro-
pology recommended itself to Cassirer as a starting point rather than the philoso-
phy of language was that language is not the most fundamental form of symbol-
ism. The “linguistic turn” in philosophy was on the right track, but it did not go far 
enough. A thoroughgoing symbolic or semiotic transformation of philosophy de-
mands that we explicate perception and our practical understanding of things in 
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terms of symbolic processes that operate prior to the learning of language if we are 
not going to fall back on a belief in uninterpreted, instantaneous “intuition” (tak-
ing this term to mean the equivalent of a premise that is not a conclusion).

Philosophical anthropology relies upon language for its formulation, but lan-
guage relies upon having speakers. This chicken and egg problem shows the weak-
ness of the Cartesian approach to philosophy. We need to stop searching for a single 
ultimate first foundation for philosophy and instead consider the interrelations be-
tween that various dimensions of embodied existence: I – You – It. Symbolic sys-
tems are found in other forms of social life besides language, non-verbal forms such 
as gesture, ritual, and depiction. Language emerges where such meaningful social 
activities already exist. Elementary symbolic systems such as ritual behaviour are at 
once cognitive, emotional, and social; they do not exist “in the head.”

Cassirer’s philosophy is still often called “neo-Kantian,” which is misleading at 
best. The philosophy of symbolic forms is no more or less indebted to Kant than 
analytic or hermeneutic philosophies.5 Whereas the neo-Kantians sought to purify 
Kant’s philosophy so as to distill the correct from the dated in Kant’s system, espe-
cially regarding his transcendental logic, Cassirer upheld no transcendental logic. 
Instead, he appealed to the real process of symbolism. Cassirer called the phenom-
enon of symbolic meaning “apriori” and a kind of “first” (Cassirer 1957, 203), 
terming the phenomenon of meaning “symbolische Prägnanz.” This was apriori in 
the sense that it did not derive from convention, yet it was not “in the subject.” 
Cassirer’s symbolische Prägnanz was close to Peirce’s pragmatic conception of se-
meiotic. It was the phenomenon that (1) anything sensory always already bears (2) 
a meaning of (3) some kind (Cassirer 1957, 202). Just as Peirce saw the fact of in-
dexical meanings in nature – such as smoke being a sign of fire – so too Cassirer 
saw symbolic pregnance in unintentional phenomena. To touch something 
“rough,” Cassirer points out, requires moving your finger over its texture (Cassirer 
1957, 178). The feeling of roughness depends upon this motion; the resultant feel-
ing is symbolically pregnant with the feeling of roughness, which emerges in this 
motion, whether we intend it or not. Today, this outlook goes by the name of the 
“enaction” theory of perception among theorists of embodied cognition (Noë 
2004, 2). Cassirer regarded even this kind of expressive meaning as symbolically 
pregnant. As he put it: “The relation of body and soul (Leib und Seele) represents 
the prototype and model for a purely symbolic relation, which cannot be con-
verted either into a relation between things or into a causal relation” (Cassirer 
1957, 100). But this symbolic pregnance cannot be described without assuming 

5.  As Michael Friedman (2000) has shown, Cassirer was concerned, like Carnap and Heideg-
ger, with how to continue in philosophy after Kant, not with how to defend any particular neo-
Kantian position.
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the reality of the three basic phenomena: the body (grammatically: »I«), which 
depends upon other bodies (»You«), which in turn involve the world (»It«). These 
three “basic phenomena” are firsts and enter into symbolic pregnance itself. Cas-
sirer asserted: “They (the Basic phenomena) are prior to all thought and inference 
and are the basis of both” (See Cassirer 1996, 137).6

Cassirer’s philosophy owed at least as much to his interpretation of Goethe as 
it did to Kant (Krois 1995; Möckel 2005). Cassirer credited Goethe with a philo-
sophical innovation of fundamental importance – the creation of a new concep-
tion of “form.” For Goethe, form was not static, but rather always undergoes devel-
opment. To express this idea, Goethe coined the word “Morphologie.” Today, this 
concept is found in countless sciences besides biology. From the outset of his ca-
reer, Cassirer adopted Goethe’s morphological conception of form. When he spoke 
about the “philosophy of symbolic forms,” the notion of “form” in that phrase came 
from Goethe, not Kant or Plato. Basically, the morphological conception of form 
entailed treating static organisation as a matter of continuous transformation. The 
most atemporal concept in philosophy – form – was treated as a process. From the 
morphological point of view, even invariant forms are not static, for invariance 
takes place over time.

The theory of evolution went further than Goethe’s morphological conception 
of biology. In evolutionary theory, it was not enough to recognise that a species 
could undergo variations; evolutionary theory demanded an explanation for the 
origin of new species or forms and recognition of the fact that forms could become 
extinct. One of Cassirer’s most important later works is his interpretation of the 
history of biology in the fourth volume of The Problem of Knowledge (Cassirer 
1950, 118–216). There and in other later works he traced the rise and transforma-
tion of the theory of evolution. In these later writings he explicitly adopted the 
notion of “emergence” as the key to evolution, following such writers as C. Lloyd 
Morgan and Ludwig von Bertalanffy.7 Cassirer recognised that the emergence of 
new structures demands abandoning the ancient notion of “Natura non facit salt-
us” (Cassirer 2000, 101), and according to Cassirer (who wrote a book about the 
philosophy of quantum theory): Nature does make jumps. Cassirer approved giv-
ing up the static conception of nature, and he explicitly generalised Hugo de Vries’ 
view that the origin of a species constitutes a break, sharply and completely distin-
guishing a new species (Cassirer 2000, 102). Cassirer claimed that this kind of 
process – the emergence of a new species from an earlier one without detectable 
preparation and without transition – occurs again and again, in both natural and 

6.  Cf. (Cassirer 1995, 132): “Sie sind vor allem Denken und Schließen, liegen diesem selbst zu 
Grunde.”
7.  See e.g. Cassirer (2005, 256–259); cf. Krois (2004).
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cultural developments. This kind of thinking is commonplace in science today, but 
it was rare for a philosopher to defend it in the 1940s as Cassirer did.

Cassirer’s morphological philosophy was a kind of structuralism (Cassirer 
1945), but without the rigidity or emphasis upon dyadic oppositions typical of 
linguistic structuralism. I cannot enter further into this topic here, but it is impor-
tant to mention it, since Cassirer’s approach to philosophical anthropology ulti-
mately derives from this and his lifelong interest in Goethe’s morphology.

4 Cassirer’s philosophical anthropology

Cassirer began his work on philosophical anthropology at Hamburg University, 
where he took up three strands of research that guided his work in philosophical 
anthropology: (1) cultural anthropology, (2) neuropathology of language and 
symbolism, and (3) comparative biology. Each was linked with researchers with 
whom Cassirer collaborated during his Hamburg years: Aby Warburg, Kurt Gold-
stein, and Jakob von Uexküll.

4.1 Warburg and cultural anthropology.

Soon after coming to Hamburg Cassirer came into contact with Aby Warburg’s 
library of Kulturwissenschaft, which gave special attention to cultural memory 
and expressive symbolism. Warburg regarded ritual action as the basis of culture 
(Warburg 1997). Warburg gave special attention to the study of the representation 
of emotional expression in gesture, rituals, and depiction (Warburg 1999). Cas-
sirer aligned himself with Warburg’s outlook, emphasizing the primacy of ritual 
action in the emergence of culture. As he put it in his 1925 book, Mythic Thought: 
“Not mere observation, but rather actions are the middle point from which, for 
human beings, the intellectual organisation of reality takes its beginnings” (Cas-
sirer 1955, 157). Cassirer agreed with Warburg that ritualized action is more ele-
mentary than language. The narratives we call “myths” offer explications of what 
people do; humans first engage in ritual actions and then interpret them verbally. 
This fit well with Cassirer’s early conviction that Wilhelm von Humboldt was cor-
rect in taking language as primarily a matter of doing, an “energy” as Humboldt 
called it, and secondarily a “system” or product (ergon). Cassirer relied in his 1923 
book Language only upon the work of linguistics and philosophers; but shortly 
thereafter he discovered a new perspective for the study of language.
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4.2 Goldstein and the neuropathology of language.

Cassirer’s perspective on language was enlarged “after the completion of the first 
and second volumes,” he wrote, when “the study of the work of Gelb and Goldstein 
drew my attention to the connection between the modern pathology of speech 
and the basic view on which Humboldt builds his theory of language.”(Cassirer 
1957, 210,n.7). The study of aphasia, Cassirer believed, showed two things. First, it 
demonstrated that language was integrated into human action and, second, that 
the loss of language due to neurological disorders was not the same as the loss of 
symbolic capacities, but only their limitation. Cassirer visited the neurological 
ward in Barmbeck under the guidance of the neurologist Heinrich Emden (1871–
1941), and he made numerous visits in Frankfurt to Kurt Goldstein’s clinic, which 
treated soldiers who suffered brain damage in the First World War. He observed 
patients, sometimes interviewing them himself, including Goldstein’s famous pa-
tient Schneider. From these observations Cassirer determined that alterations in a 
person’s symbolic capacities did not merely influence their thought; it changed 
everything: the patient’s perceptions, capacities for action, and even the patient’s 
personality – their attitudes to others and their own self-relationship. He described 
all this in his text “The Pathology of Symbolic Consciousness,” the longest section 
in his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. This text was a milestone for Cassirer, not just 
because neurology and the brain usually were ignored in philosophy, but because 
such topics were regarded as “naturalistic” and so considered a no-go zone for 
philosophers in the Kantian tradition. “The Pathology of Symbolic Conscious-
ness” – which Cassirer also published as an independent text (Cassirer 1929) –
broke with that mode of thinking. It constituted his first move towards a philo-
sophical anthropology with a biological orientation (Métraux 1999; Krois 2004).

In a letter to Goldstein in 1925 (Cassirer 1925), Cassirer wrote that he was par-
ticularly struck by the similarity between the spatial orientation that Schneider dis-
played and Hans Volkelt’s account of a spider’s relationship to its own net.8 The slight-
est change in a detail could disorient the spider, so that it could no longer recognise 
prey when it was placed directly into its net. A ritual procedure of action by the spider 
was necessary for it to perceive that something was prey; without the proper proceed-
ing ritualized activities the spider could not recognise the prey for what it was. So too 
Schneider could only understand details by including them in complete actions of his 
own. He was able to knock on a door to see if somebody was in, but it was impossible 
for him to perform the knocking motion when the doctor told him to do so. So too 
Schneider could use language only in a ritualized way, to obtain certain immediate 
ends. He had lost the ability to represent the merely possible.

8.  On the further interpretation of Volkelt’s research see Cassirer (1996, 65f.).
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4.3 Uexküll and comparative biology

In 1926 the biologist Jakob von Uexküll began his work in Hamburg as the director 
of his Institute for Umweltforschung. Uexküll’s theoretical biology provided the 
context for Cassirer’s later understanding of action, ritual, and speech. The impor-
tance of Uexküll’s comparative biology to Cassirer was evident in his 1944 book, An 
Essay on Man. But Uexküll’s work already figured prominently in Cassirer’s 1928 
text “The Problem of the Symbol as the fundamental problem of philosophical an-
thropology,” and in March 1929, when Cassirer gave a lecture at Davos entitled “the 
problem of philosophical anthropology,” he focused upon an explication of Uexküll’s 
work. Martin Heidegger attended this lecture and that autumn he dealt with 
Uexküll’s ideas at length in his semester lecture course (Heidegger 1983).9

Whereas comparative anatomy was an old biological method, serving Goethe 
as well as Darwin, Uexküll extended the procedure to include the organism’s func-
tions in its particular Umwelt. According to Uexküll, the anatomy of the organism 
had to be conceived in terms of an organisation or Bauplan, which determined its 
particular surrounding world, or Umwelt. That is, each organism lives in its own 
particular world or niche because of the nature of its anatomy – its perceptive or-
gans, means of feeding and movement, etc. Because of its unique Bauplan, the phe-
nomena familiar to one species are unknown to another. In the world of the fly we 
find only “fly things”; in the world of a sea urchin we find only “sea urchin things.” 
Uexküll’s most cited case study deals with the Umwelt of a tick (Uexküll 1957), 
which reproduces by planting its eggs in the coat of a furry mammal. The blind tick 
has a nervous system that registers an olfactory sign of what we call butyric acid, 
tactile indications of the structure of fur, and the thermal sign of body warmth 
from mammals. These are all it needs to fall upon the animal and obtain the blood 
it needs to complete its life cycle. The Umwelt of the tick and every animal is limited 
to what its receptor and effector systems make accessible to it, whereas humans 
have access to other worlds through symbolic forms of thought and feeling.

In his philosophical anthropology Cassirer generalised Uexküll’s strictly bio-
logical theory, emphasizing the decisive factor of symbolism as that which sets 
humans off from animals. While humans too can be regarded in the same way that 
animals are in Uexküll’s theoretical biology, they also must be regarded in terms of 
their symbolic systems and worlds. These make culture possible and serve to sepa-
rate humans and animals. Cassirer incorporated Uexküll’s biological perspective 
into his symbolic theory, and conversely Uexküll explicated his biological theory 
with an increasingly emphasis upon semiotics, especially in his late publication, 

9.  Heidegger evidently learned about Uexküll from Cassirer in Davos. Cassirer’s Davos lec-
ture will appear in Cassirer (forthcoming 2).



 Philosophical anthropology and the embodied cognition paradigm 

Bedeutungslehre (1940). Together, Uexküll and Cassirer developed a comparative 
theory of living systems. Animals live in a world of signal routines, but in addition 
to receptor and effector systems, humans possess symbolic systems that gave them 
access to symbolized worlds. On Cassirer’s view, at some point in evolution signal 
routines became rituals, i.e., natural signals became cultural symbols. But he of-
fered no explanation of how this occurred. For Cassirer the line of demarcation 
between humans and animals was not defined by reason, as philosophers had al-
ways claimed, but by mythic thought. Reason was an ideal to be achieved; it is not 
constituitive of human nature. Humans are the symbolic species: “animal sym-
bolicum” (Cassirer [1944] 2006, 31). Symbolism makes rationality possible, but 
much more as well.

While the biological organisation of animals was amenable to evolutionary 
change, symbolic systems enabled humans to introduce changes into their form of 
life at will. The ability to symbolize permitted the representation of the possible, 
not yet actual, and to anticipate the necessary, but not yet perceivable. By means of 
symbolic thought, humans were able to gain access to new perspectives, and to 
alter their surroundings, a fact which could lead to the co-evolutionary interaction 
between culture and nature (Deacon 1997; Richerson/Boyd 2005).

Uexküll’s work was largely forgotten among biologists after his death, and 
some scholars even suggested that by tying his philosophical anthropology so 
closely to Uexküll’s work, Cassirer had affixed his otherwise feasible notion that 
anthropology required a theory of symbolism to a relic or curiosity from the his-
tory of science. In the age of molecular biology, genetics seemed to be the only 
scientific way to approach the study of life. All this has changed with the rise of the 
Embodied Cognition Paradigm. Today, Uexküll’s notions of the Bauplan and 
Umwelt are widely appealed to by researchers in the field of cognitive science, es-
pecially in the area of robotics (Ziemke/Sharkey 2001).

5 Philosophical anthropology and embodied cognition

The Embodied Cognition model is at bottom Uexküllian in conception. Intelli-
gence on this view is the activity by which an agent is able to pursue goals in its 
particular Umwelt. Possession of an internal map of this world is not a necessary 
condition of intelligence.10 The thing is to negotiate the Umwelt quickly, not to 
represent it abstractly.

One of the most intractable problems confronting the computational model of 
mind from the outset was how to the deal with the emotions. For if intelligence is 

10.  This is a key idea in Brooks (1999).
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computation, this seemed to leave emotion unaccounted for. In this regard, the 
computer model of mind was in the same predicament as postmodernist theories 
that proclaimed the death of the subject (Rei 2001). The status of emotion without 
a subject is as perplexing a problem as how to attribute feelings to a computer.

By contrast, the most striking feature of mythic thought is its great emotional-
ity, which lends mythic conceptions an almost irresistible force. Cassirer showed 
that even an abstract order such as spatiality can possess inherent emotional con-
tent when it is framed in terms of mythical conceptions. For humans, space can be 
more that the geometrical order that Kant called being “next to one another” 
(“Nebeneinander”). In Cassirer’s essay “Mythic, aesthetic, and theoretical space” 
(1969) he regarded space morphologically,11 showing that it could assume not only 
different geometrical configurations, but also take on a personal, emotionally 
charged order, with the body as its focus. This occurs when rituals divide the world 
up dramatically, taking place in a particular location. Here is one of Cassirer’s ex-
amples of such a ritualized conception of space (from Australia):12

Figure 1. Australian space divisions in burial rituals (Cassirer [1922] 2003 from Howitt)

11.  Cassirer’s proximity to the embodied cognition paradigm has been noticed before. Man-
jali (1997) points out how Cassirer’s theory of metaphor coheres with the work of George Lakoff 
and Mark Johnson.
12.  This example is taken from Cassirer ([1922] 2003, 61–63). Cassirer reproduces in an ap-
pendix an excerpt from an article by Howitt (1889) including this diagramm. 
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Instead of utilizing the four cardinal directions of our compass, directions are iden-
tified with different tribes, whose names appear here, and which can be translated 
as “people of the Sun,” people of the “Hot Winds,” people of the “white Cacadus,” 
and so on.13 These directions indicate the ways in which the dead were to be buried, 
according to their totem group membership. Instead of measuring space by means 
of an objective scale, it is grasped here in terms of the schema of burial rituals. Ex-
amples such as this led Cassirer to the conclusion that in mythic thought, the hu-
man body offered, as he put it: the “preferred system of relationships,” around which 
everything else was organised.14 Although our organisation of space appears no 
longer to have any association with such conceptions, they have survived in the 
names of the cardinal points of our compass. The dwarfs from Nordic mythology 
who held up the sky were named Nordri, Sudri, Astri, Westri.15

 Cassirer‘s studies of mythic thought were neither psychological nor ethnologi-
cal, although he drew upon the findings of researchers in both disciplines. He was 
interested in the logic of categorization, organised upon the basis of ritual actions.

Philosophers have usually avoided non-propositional cultural symbolism 
such as rituals, ignoring them or relegating them to aesthetics, rather than grant-
ing them a place on the agenda in the philosophy of mind. The philosophy of mind 
relied for decades upon a computational model of intelligence, which seemed to 
include neuroscience and artificial intelligence in a seamless web of investigation. 
It was a Cartesian project from start to finish. It had little room for emotions, so-
cial life, action, and none for the imagination because it ignored embodiment.

Suddenly, all this has changed with the rise of the embodied cognition model. 
The study of enactive cognition and philosophical anthropology converge in a 
non-Cartesian model of intelligence. This model promises to lead to a new under-
standing of what it is like to be a human being and all that this involves. So far, 
second generation cognitive science has dealt with action in autonomous subjects, 

13.  An anthropologist fixed these directions in a diagramm while the natives explained their 
space to him. For them, these spaces were continuous rather than exactly differentiated, for they 
spoke of directions such as “Wartwut but also partly Moiwiluk” (Nos. 6 and 7). See Cassirer 
([1922] 2003, 63).
14.  Cassirer ([1922] 2003, 45): “Der menschliche Körper und seine einzelnen Gliedmaßen 
erscheinen gleichsam als ein ‘bevorzugtes Bezugssystem’, auf das die Gliederung des Gesamtrau-
mes und all dessen, was in ihm enthalten ist, zurückgeführt wird.” (The human body and its 
particular parts offers a kind of ‘preferred system of relationships’, upon the basis of which the 
differentiation of space as a whole, and everything within it, can be referred to).
15.  See Guerber (1994, 6): “To support the heavenly vault, the gods stationed the strong dwarfs, 
Nordri, Sudri, Astri, Westri at its four corners, bidding them sustain it upon their shoulders, and 
from them the four points of the compass received their present names of North, South, East, 
and West.”
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irrespective of whether they are alive or not – indeed this distinction is relativized 
in the concept of “artificial life.” The Uexküll-inspired attempt to bridge robotics 
and animal intelligence is an important step forward in the study of cognition. But 
philosophical anthropology examines more than cognition; it seeks to understand 
what it is like to be a human being and to live in a human world. For philosophical 
anthropology, taking the body as the source of the ‘preferred system of relation-
ships’ involves the examination of emotional as well as cognitive aspects of under-
standing. Philosophical anthropology must study expressive – nonverbal – mean-
ing as well as propositional language and so needs to examine symbolism in a wide 
sense. From this point of view, one of the most important recent developments in 
neurology is the new interest in the study of emotion, a topic previously consid-
ered to be too subjective for scientific study.16 In the past, thinkers who sought to 
conjoin science and philosophy, such as Cassirer or his follower Susanne Langer, 
ran the risk of being ignored by scientists and philosophers alike. With the rise of 
the embodied mind paradigm in cognitive science the combination of first, sec-
ond, and third person research perspectives is gradually becoming accepted in 
both science and philosophy. With the rise of the embodied mind paradigm, the 
cooperation between philosophers, scientists, and cultural theorists forseen in 
philosophical anthropology is at last being recognized as a necessary step forward 
in the development of all these fields.
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