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INTERSUBJECTIVITY, INTERCORPOREALITY,
BEING-WITH-ONE-ANOTHER (MITEINANDERSEIN)

So far, this account has concentrated on the phenomenological descrip-
tion of the first-personally experienced lived body, what Husserl sometimes
refers to as the body “in solipsistic experience” (Ideas T1 § 42). This
first-person phenomenology needs to be supplemented with the rnuch‘less
well-described phenomena of intercorporeality, the manner in which lived
bodies interact with each other, in the overall context of intersubjectivity
and “being-with-one-another” (Miteinandersein). Gail Weiss has Writt.cn ?fol—
Jowing Metleau-Ponty): “To describe embodiment as intercorporeaht%/ is to
emphasize that the experience of being embodied is never 2 private affair, but
is always already mediated by our continual interactions with other human
and nonhuman bodies.”' From the point of view of genesis, all humans
experience the original intercorporeality of living and experiencing within
the womb of the mother. The mother’s pre-naral infant relation is well docu-
mented in recent psychological literature on feral psychology and neonatology,
and recent investigations by Vasudevi Reddy;!% Colwyn Trevarthen,'” and
others confirm what earlier phenomenologists postulated regarding the rich-
ness of early mother—child experiences. It is well known that the mother can
experience the child, move, kick, sleep, or be awake and lively With.in her.
There is already here one body apprehending another lived body—at literally
a deep personal, even visceral level. Furthermore, there is also conscious com-
munication between mother and ferus in the womb—the mother may speak
or sing to a baby of massaging the baby in the womb.!% Similarly, it is virell
documented that the fetus can respond and recognize the mother’s voice.
These are merely examples of the intercorporeal nexus out of which indi-
viduality comes to be. Early Freudian theory claimed that even after birth,
mother and child lived in a kind of undifferentiated communion, but this
does not seem to accord with the phenomenological evidence.!” For many
years, psychology disputed the claim that neonates apprehend their r.noth—
er’s as subjects, denied that neonates experienced pain, and so on. This put
supposedly scientific psychology in conflict with human experience. Mothers
have a distinct sense of the individual personality of the newborn and her
individual patterns of behavior, sleep, feeding, fascination with objects,
and so on. It is therefore interesting to sce empirical psychology becoming

informed by phenomenological insights.
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Human embodied life is, then, essentially intercorporeal from the womb

onward. In a way, the question as to which comes first—monadic egoic con-
sciousness or intersubjectivity—is a {alse question. The child’s ego and sense
of self can grow only in communication with other selves, which them-
selves had an interconnected communality of selves to draw on. It is not the
case that egos or consciousnesses are in communion in their own right—
as Husserl’s misleading talk of the “community of monads” might suggest.
Rather, intersubjectivity is founded on intercorporeality. Intercorporeality
is a phenomenon even less studied than intersubjectivity. There is, already
in everyday experience, a vast repertoire of intercorporeal experiences. Sarfre,
in particular, has focused on the experience of the caress, the loving touch.
He writes in Being and Nothingness that the touch is that which brings alive
the other’s lived body for me and for the other person: “The caress reveals the
Other’s flesh as flesh to myself and to the Other . . . itis my body as flesh which
causes the Other’s flesh to be born.”*! There is a vast field of intercorporeal
activities, from shaking hands (discussed by Merleau-Ponty), kissing, mas-
saging, to having sex, dancing, wrestling, and so on. In each, the other’s body
comes to appear and is experienced in a particular way by my body. One learns
to anticipate the other, to respond to the other’s timing, distance, speed, and
so on. In everyday life, although this is heavily inflected by local cultural tra-
ditions, a handshake can disclose something about another person, even if it
is only their warmth or level of energy (a firm or limp handshake), as well
as being an act of decisiveness, symbolizing a personal greeting, the expression
of agreement, the closing of a deal, and so on. To give just one example, the
refusal of some men in some cultures, for religious/cultural reasons, to shake
hands with women in business situations discloses a field of contestation that
was hitherto invisible. It illustrates how meaning-loaded shaking of hands
can be and how different kinds of hand-to-hand contact can constitute the
intersubjective relationship in crucially different ways (the unwelcome touch
is another example).

The first encounter with the other is through intercorporeal contact
in the womb. Subsequent discussions of the “experience of the other”
(Fremderfabrung) have concentrated on perception and the engagement
with others through what Sartre calls the “look” (le regard). As described
by Husserl, the understanding of others involves a living body to living
body relation, a Leib-Leib relation. For Husserl, “[t]he body, the living body
of the other, is the first intersubjective thing.”"* In other words, it is through
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experiencing the other’s experiences that one comes to recognize that there
is an intersubjective world, a world on which we have different experiences.

Within the overall problematic of intersubjectivity, the phenomenon
of intercorporeality is even more complex, since the manner in which embod-
ied human subjects cooperate and intertwine with one another is enormously
varied, and there is also the hugely underexplored area of human relations
with animals (riding horses, petting cats and dogs, not to mention more con-
troversial relations such as zoophilia).''? Intercorporeality takes many forms,
from the double body of pregnancy, through the caress (which Sartre dis-
cusses), the kiss, the embrace, the handshake, sexual intercourse, to corporal
punishment, sado-masochistic relations, team sports, martial arts, wres-
tling, dancing with a partner, even singing together (harmony of voices),
joint chanting, and other forms of intercorporeal blending. Medicine has
many forms of intercorporeal practice, including various forms of massage.
There are intercorporeal emotions—shyness, shame, sexual attraction, for
instance—that relate one person’s body to another. One very complex kind
of intercorporeality is the case of conjoined twins—some rare few of whom
live entire lives as conjoined, such as the Minnesota twins Abby and Brittany
Hensel, now in their twenties, who have separate upper bodies and stom-
achs but share their digestive tract and reproductive organs.’* This case
of conjoined twins challenges the classic assumptions of bodily integrity and
unity and even puts in question the usual medical procedure of separating
conjoined twins.!'? ‘

In discussing intercorporeality, Merleau-Ponty himself introduces another
new term, “interanimality;”*'® which has a wider scope and includes, presum-
ably, interspecies animal-animal relations (both within and between species).
The late Merleau-Ponty considered the human insertion into the living,
organic world to be a kind of intertwining and intercorporeality.

It is not possible within a short chapter to offer detailed explications of the
extraordinarily rich heritage of phenomenological discussions of embodiment.
I have tried simply to show how the first-personal experience of one’s lived
body in fact opens out, as both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty recognized, into
much wider reflections that include the relations between embodied subjects,
other animals, and in the very constituted of the spatiotemporal, natural,
cultural, and historical world, which is why both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty
link the interconnected Ineinander of human embodied subjectivities with
the very experience of “worldhood™? itself. I hope to have at least woken
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an interest in what the phenomenologists have to say on these matters and
whar vast regions remain to be explored.
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