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ABSTRACT

One of the prevalent themes in recent theologies and philosophies of religion, especially
those with a sensitivity to continental philosophy and theory more broadly, has been the problem
of 'metaphysics'. This thesis seeks to explore the possibility of theology in a post-metaphysical
mode. One of the main issues is whether theology requires some sort of framework for its
articulation which can be characterized as having metaphysical-like features. This framework we

call the 'heir' to metaphysics. The problem of metaphysics also appears within two, on the surface,
quite different problems for theology: that of the relation of different 'domains' or 'spaces' (such as

'Church' and 'world', 'sacred' and 'profane', 'religious' and 'secular'); and this latter issue is also
involved with the common view that human beings perceive and organize their world in terms of
'worldviews' or 'schema'. This thesis sets out to challenge both of these ideas.

But unlike many previous attempts to work in a 'post-metaphysical' mode, the 'heir' to

metaphysics is one which seeks to emphasize three distinct aspects, often previously overlooked:
firstly, the embodied situated character of all human doing and thinking. This is explored through a

re-exploration of the phenomenological tradition, not least because much of the impetus for 'post-
metaphysical' theology has come from the so-called 'theological turn' of French phenomenology,
such as )ean-Luc Marion and )ean-Yves Lacoste, both of whose work is examined in this thesis. We

suggest that it is Maurice Merleau-Ponty whose philosophy offers the best place to re-think
phenomenology, however, rather than these more recent approaches. Secondly, this situated
character of human doing and thinking is organized by way of human practices: this praxeological
turn is explored primarily through the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Theodore Schatzki. Thirdly, the
implications of a recursive or dialectical structure to human situatedness which both Bourdieu and
Schatzki emphasize, and which is articulated through practices, is extended into a topology, a

redefinition of traditional ontology which is capable of taking account of the complexity and
interwoven character of human life. It is this topology that is the principal organizing feature of the
'heir' to metaphysics. We then set out what this topology might be like through an exploration of
the shape of what we call, following Barry Smith and )an Patocka, the 'mesoscopic' world. By

focussing on a conceptual distinction between 'situational practices' and 'practices of
thematization' suggestions of new ways of thinking about the structure of human situations arise.

Flow such an 'heir' might interact with theology and religious practices more broadly is
the focus of the latter part of the thesis. This is done through examining 'ritualization' as a practice
which is common within religious communities. How such ritualization practices are

conceptualized in a particularly Christian way is explored through the sacramental theology of
Louis-Marie Chauvet and through the tradition of liturgical theology typified by Alexander
Schmemann, whose notion of leitourgia is used to broaden out how we might speak about situated
mesoscopic experience in a theological way without opposing Church and world, sacred and
profane, or the religious and the secular.
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INTRODUCTION

In the introduction, 'Envoi', to his book God Without Being, Jean-Luc Marion writes:

One must admit that theology, of all writing, certainly causes the greatest pleasure.
Precisely not the pleasure of the text, but the pleasure... of transgressing it: from
words to the Word, from the Word to words, incessantly and in theology alone, since
there alone the Word finds in the words nothing less than a body.1

In the context of this project, Marion's quote is quite ironic. The work for this project

was initiated by one chapter from God Without Beinfi, that of the 'Eucharistic Site of

Theology'. This particular motif immediately grabbed our attention. Marion's subsequent

work fails to take up this evocative and suggestive image and one of the concerns of this

thesis is to work out how else this evocative image might impact on a theological project.

We wish that we could admit to finding the reading of theology as much of a pleasure

as Marion clearly has writing it. For so much that one reads seems not to transgress, as

Marion puts it, the text, but to become trapped in it. That is why much of what follows

will not appear to be theological at all. Much of what follows is an attempt to work out

why words get in the way. That this task must itself be done in words is admittedly

somewhat paradoxical. At some points in the process of work, we often wanted simply to

say what this thesis is trying to say in some other mode, a desire borne, often, of the

frustration of getting words to do what words will not, in their very nature, do. As

signifiers and devices of 'meaning', more time was spent on this project figuring out how

to say something without the words and terms getting in the way of what we are groping

towards, without pushing the reader down an entirely misleading pathway because of the

way in which such words and terminology have been used before. Trying to break

1. Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1991), 1
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through this particular problem has meant the coinage of a particular vocabulary, turning

words from other contexts to the service of something that, originally perhaps, they were

not designed to do.

The tendency to ascribe a particular unit of language to a manner of thinking, a way

of thinking, is something that we will question indirectly. By spending considerable time

interrogating the manner of thinking known as 'phenomenology' we hope to suggest what

is wrong with terminologically circumscribed disciplinary boundaries. In other words,

what is at issue is the human drive to define circumscribed concepts within complex

situations and then to treat those concepts as if they were able to exhaustively describe the

situations out of which they were developed. Exploring the roots of Continental thought in

the twentieth century, as we will do in Chapter Two, one realizes that this question is at

the heart of the disputes between Martin Heidegger and Edmund Husserl. What to call

something, terminologically, and the fact that the same phenomena are referred to in

different ways in their philosophies, still causes confusions even in contemporary

scholarship. We should not get too hung up, then, on terminological nuances which are

part of a way of doing any kind of academic inquiry, but we are concerned with

eliminating confusion which certain terms bring with them, the whole host of

connotations which are misleading, the 'baggage' which certain words bring into play.

For this reason, certain terms must be revised in order for them to be used usefully in our

project. We see this revision as demanded by the contemporary conditions in which all

intellectual work is conducted. We must be careful to work with words which do not

suggest the very things that we are working to avoid. Our terminology is carefully chosen

only so far as this is a desirable aim.

The trajectory in this project which grapples with the question of 'categories' and

'concepts', then, should be understood as not as an isolated 'scholastic' problem, but one

which seeks to point out the difficulties in restricting inquiry to set disciplinary
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boundaries, in which activities and practices are cut off from their roots in engaged

human activity more generally. We must be able to take account of the properly human

involvement in the development of the vocabulary and terms of our discourse about our

situation without 'forgetting' the complexity of situation itself. This issue hinges on getting

to grips with what we will call its 'recursivity'. It attempts to deal with the way in which

human beings are involved in their environments, worlds and with each other, and how

this involvement comes to be articulated in language and in patterns and 'systems' of

thought. The problem, for us, is that this involvement is first articulated in practices. Little

progress will be made with the question of interdisciplinarity until this particular question

is clarified. Both theological and philosophical reflection, the doing of theology and

philosophy, are practices taking place amongst groups of human persons involved in their

local environments.

The points at which both theology and philosophy, as practices, encounter each

other is of particular interest to us. This thesis attempts to develop this by invoking,

throughout its chapters, the process of conversation between various thinkers, including

ourselves. For idiosyncratic purposes, the group of people chosen to participate in this

conversation is selective and diverse, perhaps people who would not normally be brought

into conversation. But we have always found those kinds of social gatherings the most

fruitful. If there is some sort of nascent ecclesiology in here somewhere, it is not worked

out any more explicitly than this.

A mainstay of our approach is that activity is the primary 'datum' of human

experience. Human experience must be understood within the parameters of human

active involvement with the environments and situations in which human beings find

themselves. From the outset this is an active involvement. The pragmatics here do not

mean a utilitarian reduction, but simply that with the turn to pragmatics, the basis of

human thought in human activity is emphasized. With the pragmatic turn, the
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metaphysical distinction between realism and idealism is shown to be a confusion, and

central issues which traditionally have been handled by metaphysics are recast. Many

theologians appear to have ignored such possibilities. For instance, in Chapter Six, we

maintain that Alexander Schmemann's liturgical theology, and those who have developed

on his work, can best be understood within a framework where this pragmatic

understanding is operative. Approached from the old opposition of realism-idealism,

liturgical theology appears rather strange, which is perhaps why it has, in general, been

marginalized as idiosyncratic.

One of the central claims of this thesis, then, is that some sort of metaphysical

function is inevitable in theological work, but this function must be rooted in the

pragmatic. The critique of metaphysics, rather than a being a critique of metaphysical

contents, is at its basis a critique of this function. What metaphysics and metaphysical

systems are called to do, the job that they are called into service to perform, is what is at

issue. At its core, this doing or operation is one which is bound up with human activity in

general. The way in which the function of metaphysics, and the relation of the theology

and philosophy, in which this metaphysics is employed, to religion, are understood is

what is at the centre of Heidegger's 'critique of metaphysics', perhaps the best known of a

host of such critiques. In Heidegger's formulation, the problem for metaphysics, is the

problem of metaphysics. We call this function the 'heir' to metaphysics simply to indicate

that, although it might be possible to 'overcome' the content of metaphysics in the

classical or even the modern sense, it is not possible to 'overcome' the function that

metaphysics has served. Another way of putting it is: in the transformation of the 'for' to

the 'of' is indicated that which Heidegger wished to say about metaphysics being

overcome.

A concrete example is perhaps the best way to illustrate this. There is much

discussion in contemporary theology about narrative. If we think of what is involved in
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narrative there is, principally, some kind of story. If traditional metaphysics thought of

what is important about the story as what it is about, its contents, then narrative

approaches, of which many have been developed in the 20th century, took not the

contents of the story but its structure or form to be what is of interest. Contrast, for

instance, Tylor and Durkheim's theories of 'religion': for Tylor it is a mythical contents

(belief in supernatural beings); for Durkheim, it is emptied of content and reduced to its

structural form (a relation to sacred things). Heidegger was trying to push through both the

idea of a content and a form toward something else entirely. Perhaps, and this is our own

approach, not the contents of the story (the contents of a 'metaphysics'); nor the structure

of the story (the form of metaphysics as relations and structures); but the telling of the

story. (In Heidegger's sense, the 'laying-out' of a system or structure of metaphysical

'contents'). It is to the telling, for Heidegger 'the saying', that our focus should be directed.

It is, therefore, the doing of metaphysics that holds our interest, the making of categories,

of 'categorization'; it is the doing of theology, that concerns us. What is this strange

activity? Some will say it is simply method. But we think that misses the point.

Pretending that this is otherwise means overlooking that philosophers and

theologians did metaphysics because it was deemed to provide some sort of working

framework for further inquiry. At the heart of the issue is what kind of framework is

involved. Whether this framework determines the content of inquiry, or whether this

framework is one which clarifies the manner of approach, the procedures and methods in

which any human activity, whether speculative or practical, is embedded. The problem

thus becomes not a critique of metaphysics per se, but a critique of the ways in which

metaphysical contents, systems or explanations are used. Thus, there is a function or role

that metaphysics plays and a way in which this metaphysical function is used. This is a

distinction which is invoked on the level of activity: we distinguish between function and

use only to point out that there is a difference here which is akin to the distinction
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between the function of a tool and the way in which we wield it to accomplish that

function. The 'heir' to metaphysics thus retains something of the character of metaphysics

whilst playing a different role and being employed differently in contemporary inquiry.

In order to see what this involves means paying close attention to the way in

which the notions of 'theology', 'philosophy' and 'religion' are related to one another. As

will become apparent as our argument goes on, what is really at stake in most of these

debates is an anthropological question: at the heart of most of the discussions over the

validity or invalidity of various approaches and relations between terms and disciplines,

regardless of what they are called, is the question of their significance for us as human

persons. The interaction of a whole host of traditional disciplinary boundaries is thus

called into question, not least the traditional demarcation between 'theology' and

'philosophy'. This disciplinary distinction is confounded further by the question of how

'theology' relates to 'religion', and what the difference is between a 'philosophical

theology' and a 'philosophy of religion'. Further confusions emerge when one is pressed

to say how any of these disciplines involves some sort of 'anthropology', by which we

mean not the academic discipline with some sort of commitment to ethnological data, but

an inquiry which is informed by some basic questions of its anthropological significance.

Many of these disciplinary confusions, we suggest, can be laid at the feet of inadequate

terminological reflection and many are simply ways of segmenting the academic field in

such a fashion as to make specialization and the organization of intellectual labour more

easily controlled.

What sorts of questions must be addressed regarding man, man's experience of

himself and man's understanding of this experience? What sorts of inquiries that can be

called 'theological' are we engaged in? What does it mean to call an inquiry 'theological'?

How is this distinguished from that inquiry which is 'anthropological', 'sociological' or

'philosophical'? We think that the best way to address these questions is to stop thinking
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in terms of the 'contents' of certain 'domains', and to be careful when speaking of their

'structures', and to think instead of the practices that set up any 'field' of inquiry. How

such practices are related to the field of inquiry, how such practices are correlated with

certain spaces with which a term then comes to be associated and taken to in some sense

define it, is what we hope to go some way to exploring. That this is done within a set of

practices called 'theology' and (not entirely unproblematically) within a 'religious'

context, will hopefully provide some sorts of co-ordinates for navigating through the

relatively uncharted territory of the doing of these things. We are not following a map

already drawn up. We are mapping a possible 'space' which is itself a set of practices.

Chapter One introduces some components of the question in terms of the relation

of theology to its situation. Some contemporary approaches are addressed by looking at

some recent typologies of kinds of theologies and we then turn to explore the question of

the critique of metaphysics which has undergirded much recent work in Continental

philosophy of religion and theology. The chapter closes with a concise critique of the

work of Jean-Luc Marion. Chapter Two takes up the critical material at the close of

Chapter One and situates our problems firmly within the concerns of phenomenology.

The first half of the chapter aims to give our interpretation of the thrust of Husserlian

phenomenology and central concerns of Heideggerean phenomenology only insofar as

they contribute to later chapters and to our conviction that it is in the phenomenology of

Merleau-Ponty that the most interesting and fruitful suggestions emerge. Chapter Three

takes these suggestions in another direction and focusses on the development of certain

Merleau-Pontyian themes in the work of Pierre Bourdieu, who effectively blends

phenomenological insights with a pragmatic emphasis. This chapter develops a concise

account of what such a focus of praxis might have to do with the phenomenological

insights so far brought out. The chapter closes with an exploration of a more

contemporary thinker, Theodore Schatzki, who has brought together many of these issues
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and who serves as a consolidation point, as well as a useful touchstone, in the centre of

the thesis. The structure of this chapter is unlike that of the others, in that it is rather

'episodic', examining each of the thinkers in turn. The purposes for this are to show

certain kinships between different traditions of thought and to open up possibilities for

further work by finding connections between them on certain important themes. Chapter

Four is where the constructive work really begins to take shape through an exploration of

the way in which the notion of a topos helps to brings together much of our critical

material. Attention is paid to the theology of Jean-Yves Lacoste, whose work suggests the

possibilities of such a topos approach, and whose own errors help to clarify what it is that

we want to emphasize. Some recent theoretical work on space and place is invoked to

show what we mean. Chapter Five is the crucial theoretical core of the thesis where our

own suggestions for further work are layed out. This takes the form of a loosely formalized

set of practices which we think help to clarify what sorts of approaches might bear fruit in

theological terms. Chapter Six is where this framework is put to use in an examination of

particularly Christian practices through the lens of ritualization and liturgical theology.

The thesis closes with a return to our original problematics now firmly re-oriented in

terms of our practical framework.

In the body of the text, book titles are underlined in order to distinguish them from

italics which are used for foreign language terms and for emphasis. The reader will note

that much emphasis is given by italics. This is because much of the terminological nuance

mentioned above is only apparent when a different stress is placed on certain terms in

order to change their relationships with others. Likewise, certain terms are almost always

placed within scare quotes, either to indicate their unsatisfactory nature or that they are

temporary or even suspicious terms which have the potential to mislead. The reader is

requested to overlook the somewhat fussy text that this produces in the hope that in the

end its sense is easier to understand.
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What we need to do is to take a step further from this external opposition... into
direct internalized overlapping, which means: not only does one pole, when
abstracted from the other and thus brought to the extreme, coincide with its

opposite, but there is no 'primordial' duality of poles in the first place, only the
inherent gap of the One... The tension between immanence and transcendence is...

secondary with regard to the gap within immanence itself...

Slavoj Zizek2

2. The Parallax View (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2006), 36
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CHAPTER ONE

AN OVERCOMING OR AN HEIR?

Church and World, Philosophical Theology, and the 'End of Metaphysics'

A theological system is supposed to satisfy two basic needs: the statement of the truth of the
Christian message and the interpretation of this truth for every new generation. Theology moves
back and forth between two poles, the eternal truth of its foundation and the temporal situation in
which the eternal truth must be received... The 'situation' theology must consider is the creative
interpretation of existence, an interpretation which is carried on in every period of history under all
kinds of psychological and sociological conditions... The... 'situation' cannot be neglected in
theology without dangerous consequences.3

One is struck by the still highly pertinent problem to which Paul Tillich is giving

form in the opening pages of his Systematic Theology. It is difficult to deny that, in a time

of crisis for the Christian message, as these early years of the 21st century in Western

Europe most certainly are, we need to return to what the impetus is for the doing of

theology as an articulation and critical formulation of the content of faith. The question of

the status of theology and of the role of the theologian in our contemporary context is one

which strangely echoes the crisis which is seen explicitly in the struggle between Church

and world, between 'religion' and 'secularity'. Looming large in this question is the

response of the Church and of theologians to modernity and, more controversially, to

post-modernity,4

We should be careful not to reject the essential diagnosis of Tillich's polemic here

3. Paul Tillich, 'Message and Situation', Systematic Theology Volume 1 (London: Nisbet, 1953), 3; 4; 6

4. Or 'late-modernity', 'high-modernity', or some other formulation of what this stage of modernity is that
we are actually living in the contemporary context. See James A. Beckford, 'Religion, Modernity and
Postmodernity', in Religion: Contemporary Issues, edited Bryan Wilson (London: Bellew, 1992), 11-23; James
Beckford, 'Postmodernity, High Modernity and New Modernity: Three Concepts in Search of Religion', in
Postmodernity, Sociology and Religion, edited Kieran Flanagan and Peter C. Jupp (London: Macmillan, 1999),
30-47. For a radical critique of postmodernity as a social formation, see David Harvey, The Condition of
Postmodemity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990).
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even if we disagree with how he himself worked out what the 'contact' between message

and situation should actually be like. The task in the Western world appears to be one in

which this relationship between message and situation must be re-conceived if the

message is not to become imprisoned in a fortress of sect-like adherences, whether

'religious' or 'secular'.5

The way in which this is corrected is not by placing the Christian message in

opposition to other messages, whether of the 'world' or of 'other religions'. The

ontological basis on which such an opposition relies must be critically examined. Such

an ontological basis is one which is rooted in what can be called an existential situation.

Such an existential situation we will consistently refer to in this thesis as a life continuum.

In this latter sense, the Church must make a more radical claim: what the message is,

what the Revelation does, is not primarily epistemic (whether in terms of epistemic access

or of a purifying of epistemic structures) nor the construction of a worldview offering the

correct interpretation of reality. The 'message' is itself an ontological reality which breaks

down traditional oppositional structures, since such structures arise out of a lived

existential situation that is itself the primary datum for theology and philosophy.6 What is

in question is not the relationship of the message to situation or of Church to world or of

theology to philosophy and other 'secular' disciplines, which casts them as two ends of an

5. Tillich's approach, much contested, was to proceed within an existentialist-ontological analysis of the
situation. While many have found this approach to be a problem, there is something essentially right about it:
the contact between message and situation, Church and world, has an ontological component. Such an
ontological component includes structures which are 'existential' in the sense that we will clarify further. An
attempt to deny the influence of situation, the world, or the 'secular' brings the problems which arise there
back into a so-called 'pure' theology of the Word/Message/Revelation in the form of a negation. In miscasting
and confusing the ontological component, and therefore the 'existential' structures, one is left only with some
sort of epistemic framework, competing 'worldviews', disparate socio-cultural frameworks, or whatever, for
interpreting reality. What one is left with is this message - ours given by Cod - against other competing and
alternative messages, different 'worldviews', different socio-cultural schemas, all in competition to provide a
total reading of reality, no remainder, no excess. This is even more apparent in a pluralistic context that would
have bewildered Tillich's rather simplistic correlational strategy.

6. Such is the conception of 'primariness' that we will continually stress: not 'primary' in the sense of a
metaphysical 'first' but primary in the sense that we always necessarily begin here in the conducting of any
kind of intellectual work. Existential situation thus refers not to some 'theoretical' existential freedom or

authenticity, but to the unavoidable situatedness of all theory within particular and concrete situations arising
in the life continuum.
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oppositional polarity. It is a radically new way of relationship which has for its primary

datum the ongoing, ordinary life continuum in which everything human arises.

There are not two poles as Tillich imagined in his correlational model. Likewise a

non-correlational position simply supports that same oppositional ontology but only

denies that one of the poles is determinatively valid. In other words, both correlational

and non-correlational models depend on the same ontological scale for their articulation.

They are, in the end, mutually constituting positions based upon the same ontological

framework. What is required for a radically particularist understanding of the Christian

message is to recognize the ontological ramifications of Incarnation, Cross and

Resurrection and the ecclesial body which these historical events found. These

ramifications are such that the ontology upon which such polar oppositions are based

has already been transformed. This effectively means that theological thinking must take

into account the way in which the relationship between Church and world, theology and

philosophy (and cognate 'secular' disciplines) is understood from that new ontological

basis. We cannot start from the basis of an opposition. What we are after is what kind of

relationship this really is and what that means for theology, for the Church and for

Christian life as a whole. Deciding the appropriate way in which to take account of this

theological method then becomes a problem of the first order.

In order to approach this question of method, this chapter will attempt to explore

the contours of what might be involved in the contemporary articulation of the

relationship of theology to situation. We will first explore how some recent theologians

have gone about providing models for the relationship, before turning to examine the

ways in which theology is related to philosophy. This latter issue will be taken up

principally through the debate over 'metaphysics' in contemporary work. The last section

of the chapter briefly explores one such critical thinker, Jean-Luc Marion, whose work we

believe presents us with the ramifications of many of these problems.
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1.1a A Tale of Two Typologies

The importance of such methodological decision and the apparent disparity

between methodological choices is shown by two recent attempts at producing a

typology of contemporary theological methods. The first, by David Tracy, sees theological

method as being essentially divided over the response to modernity and post-modernity.

The second, formulated first by Hans Frei, and elaborated by David Ford, works with the

notion of a scale of extremes and median positions, with the factor which determines their

position on the scale mostly determined by the weight in one way or another between

Christian self-description (intra-ecclesially) and resources, tools and frameworks

appropriated from elsewhere (extra-ecclesially).

Tracy's typology focusses on two basic strategies.7 These strategies are indicative

of the way in which the relationship between Church and world is conceived, as well as

the way in which theology and philosophy (and other 'secular' disciplines) are involved

with one another. Tracy states this in terms of a more familiar problem, that is, the tension

between faith and reason. Hans Frei calls his typology a form of "conceptual analysis" of

types of Christian theology. The issue for Frei is to "draw a brief map of modern

theology... for the purposes of locating the spot from which I believe one can most

productively explore the relation of hermeneutics... to the Christian religion... such a

mapping enterprise is... concerned not so much with doing theology as asking what it is

and how one would go about doing it if one were to do it."8 Frei's five types typology has

subsequently been elaborated on by David Ford who, whilst admitting that such

typologies are a little too neat to accommodate much theological work that is actually

done, claims that such a typological approach "helps in mapping some of the main

7. David Tracy, foreword to Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte, translated Thomas A.
Carlson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), ix-xi

8. Hans Frei, Types of Christian Theology, edited George Hunsinger and William C. Placher (New Have:
Yale University Press, 1991), 19
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possibilities in relation to... the interaction of Christianity with modernity."9

Tracy emphasizes that the distinction and differences between various methods

reflect a basic conflict within the practice of theology itself. This conflict is over the proper

theological response to this domain which is the 'other' of theology, whether conceived

as other disciplines or as the 'secular'. This results, as Tracy sees it, in "two basic

theological strategies on the proper Christian response to modernity."10 The first,

according to Tracy, is "to correlate the claims of reason and the disclosures of revelation";

the second "believes that reason functions best in theology by developing rigorous [sic]

concepts and categories to clarify theology's sole foundation in revelation."11 Tracy sets

out the various degrees of what the first 'correlational' strategy might be like, from what

he calls a "confident" approach that sees strong continuity, through a "more troubled"

approach that sees continuities but also fewer identities between "reason and revelation",

to the correlational strategy of late and post-modernity which "becomes less hopeful

about one or another side of the correlation" and which consists mostly in disclosure of

"nonidentities, differences, oppositions, interruptions, confrontations." This latter strategy

is common in what Tracy calls the "radical critiques of 'modernity'" apparent in many

contemporary theologies.12 This latter strategy of 'suspicion' is an important aspect of

Tracy's own work and provides us, as we will see, with a useful orientation in the

question of the relation of correlational to non-correlational approaches and over the

problem of 'metaphysics.'

Frei and Ford's typology works with five basic types laid out on a scale of degree.

In Frei's formulation the tension of the poles is between, at one end, an academically

9. The Modern Theologians: An introduction to Christian theology in the twentieth century, second edition,
edited by David F. Ford (Oxford: Blackwells, 1998), 2-3

10. Marion, Cod Without Being, ix

11. ibid., x

12. ibid., xi
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'neutral' pursuit of theology as one discipline among many and, at the other end, a type of

Christian self-description.13 Ford uses a similar approach but with the tension between

Christian self-description and modernity. At one end of the scale are what might be called

'pre-modern' approaches which simply deny the relevance of any secular or modern

features for Christianity; at the other end an approach which "gives complete priority to

some modern secular philosophy or worldview" to which Christianity must conform.14

Effectively, then, what is at issue is the way in which the 'other' of theology or

Church, other disciplines and the wider expanse of 'secularity', however this is

conceived, is related to theological work and to the whole sphere of the Church's life.

This is the question that will concern us most throughout the constructive parts of this

project: it therefore makes sense to indicate something of the general direction that we

will take and to point out a couple of basic problems with what we have so far laid out.

It is notable that the typological approaches that we have just surveyed have a

very intellectual or 'abstract' quality to them. One of the correctives that we will engage

in during this project is to change this emphasis and focus considerably, by broadening

out the range of such work. This broadening will take the form of a shift of focus and an

inclusive and much more holistic approach to identifying those issues that are of interest

for theological attention in the contemporary context. Two problems emerge initially.

Firstly, however we set about clarifying the issues, we should beware of the tendency to

reduce things to bare oppositions. The relationships involved must be understood as

complex and not in terms of the opposition of one to another. The tendency to think in

terms of 'two sides' simply confuses the issue. This relationship, then, is not simply one

which connects (correlationally) nor separates (non-correlationally) two different spaces of

13. Frei, 3-4

14. Ford, 2-3
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discourse or two different spheres, one sacred, the other profane.

The second problem is itself involved with this complexity. In Tracy's typology,

the question of what this relationship is like actually has two aspects to it. There is the

question of what that extra ecclesial 'world' is really like; and there is the question of

what is the properly theological, and therefore intra ecclesial, response to that extra

ecclesial 'world'. The conflict over the two methodological strategies is then over what

the theological response should be, but the intra-ecclesial conflict cannot be extracted or

isolated from the first question of what the extra-ecclesial reality is like: both questions

implicate each other. Proponents of both methods do so from an intra-ecclesial stand

point. Whether or not one believes that the Church is capable of addressing its own

situation vis-a-vis the extra-ecclesial world, and what tools and resources theology must

appropriate from this extra-ecclesial world in order to articulate and clarify its own

position and relationship to that world, is what is at issue. The debate over whether to

correlate or not depends not only on the status of the extra-ecclesial world but on what

sort of reality the Church is conceived to be. One can put it another way: a Christian who

is a member of the Church is also a human being who lives and thinks within the

parameters of a wider extra-ecclesial world. Since the Church is comprised entirely out of

human beings who are all situated thus, as well as situated in the Church, the question

arises as to how to understand the relation of the Church to the world through what is

proper to the various activities that Christians do as distinct from the activities that they do

as worldly human beings.

What is apparent in the typologies of Tracy and Ford is that although the kinds of

theologies presented there are placed in relation to each other by way of criteria about the

relation of theology to modernity, this last term is both complex and multivalent. What is

striking in Tracy's typology is the extent to which strands of the strategy of correlation in

which critique and suspicion are prominent and those strategies of non-correlation which
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privilege the irreducible particularity of revelation and ecclesial identity, have much in

common. One notable thing which is common to both strategies is a certain suspicion of

totalizing metaphysical frameworks. We will devote much attention in this project to

examining aspects of a strange hybrid approach which sits uneasily with the strict

demarcation of correlational and non-correlational. This is the focus of Tracy's analysis in

his typology, the emergence within a post-modern context of theologies which prioritize

revelation and ecclesial identity whilst also invoking some sort of philosophical support

for their formulations. This has its most clear expression in the so-called tournant

theologique within French phenomenology, which will form a major part of the critical

work in this thesis. In focussing primarily on le tournant theologique we will be

concerned to understand how this can be made sense of if one assumes, as does Tracy,

that it is basically a non-correlational strategy. Where a traditional correlation approach

openly commits to a two-pole Tillichian framework, the non-correlational does not, but it

still tacitly pre-supposes such a two-pole framework. It is this implicit acceptance of the

oppositional scheme that emerges in other ways which usually turn out to have a

distorting character. It is what such a 'non-correlational approach' pre-supposes that

indicates some new avenues for theological work.

1.1b Modernity, Anti-Modernity, Post-Modernity

The first two chapters of David Tracy's influential The Analogical Imagination,

perhaps a paradigm case of a more traditional correlational theology, set out the contours

of a critical theological approach in which the place of the theologian is analysed from

both the perspective of the theologian's occupation of particular social spaces; and from
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the perspective of the Church's self-understanding in relation to its 'object.'15 Tracy's

analysis is oriented around the function of a particularist theology in a contemporary

context marked predominantly by cultural pluralism. This latter concern means a focus on

the various kinds of hermeneutics that can be applied to unpacking theological method,

its function and its place in the Church, the academy and the broader public. Whereas

Hans Frei focussed on the relationship between 'theology', 'philosophy' and 'Christian

self-description' and thus treats theology itself as principally an internal exercise in

clarification, for Tracy the focus is on the theologian as person, that human practitioner of

theology who does theology in the different social spaces which they as person and

practitioner occupy: Church, academy and the wider public.16

For Tracy, much of the complexity of these issues concerns primarily the

relationship between modernity, anf/'-modemity and post-modernity. Ours is an age that

"cannot name itself."17 In Tracy's account, our contemporary situation is defined by the

intersection of three distinct ways of viewing the world: a modernity which still believes

in the democratic Enlightenment process of rationalization; an anti-modernity which seeks

to return to an illusory past that never was, to a pre-modernity; and a post-modernity

which thinks both these views are "self-deceiving exercises attempting to ground... a

secure foundation for all knowledge and all life."18 Moreover, if Tracy is correct about the

15. David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (London:
SCM, 1981), 3-98

16. The very fabric in which theology could be meaningful has been rewoven through a host of
unprecedented historical and socio-cultural changes. Whilst there are still some contemporary approaches
which prefer to withdraw from those changes by a retreat into fundamentalism, traditionalism or sect-like
protectionism, the irony here is that these same approaches claim to have the answer to the world's problems
whilst simultaneously seeking to withdraw from the world. Or as Tracy puts it, "...the products of modernity
are embraced... while all the authentic values of the modern experiment are rejected." Tracy, Analogical
Imagination, 6-28; David Tracy, On Naming the Present: Reflections on Cod, IHermeneutics, and Church
(New York: Orbis, 1994), 12

17. Tracy, On Naming the Present, 3

18. ibid., 3
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three spaces of the social which the theologian occupies, then these three spaces are

intersected by those three distinct ways of looking at the world' as well: though there is

nothing in principle which would determine that a person occupying one of those three

spaces must also hold one of the those ways of looking at the world.

Gerald O'Collins has also offered a tripartite model of different theologies, a

model which, unlike those of Tracy and Frei/Ford, does not group according to the

theologies themselves but does so on the basis of three themes: of the place of theology;

its motivation; and its method.™ O'Collins' takes up Tracy's notion of the three social

spaces and emphasizes that, although the primary theological 'place' is the Church, one

cannot ignore the other two 'places'. O'Collins thus categorizes his three styles according

to the 'place' in which they occur. The first is one which is directed mainly to an

academic community and teaches skills and competencies, what O'Collins calls the

koinonia style; the second is one which emphasizes social critical methods and a

transformative approach to history, which he calls the diakonia style; the third is one

which is oriented towards the worshipping community, which he calls the leitourgia

style.20 O'Collins also notes that whatever the particular "notions and systems" that each

of the styles adopt, "all three styles involve some use of philosophy" which is used for

gaining "clarity of concepts for verifying the specific claims that are made."21 Tracy and

O'Collins thus present a variety of ways in which theologies are sited within a

bewildering contemporary context. Their attempt to produce a typological analysis

perhaps reflects the profound unease with which the contemporary theologian faces not

only a complex internal debate over correct method but also a complex nexus of non-

19. Gerald O'Collins S.J., Retrieving Fundamental Theology: The Three Styles of Contemporary Theology
(London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1993), 36-39

20. ibid., 37

21. ibid., 39
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ecclesial 'worldviews'. Such 'worldviews' supposedly conflict with the 'worldview'(s) that

theology offers and within which it operates. In designating post-modernity as both

suspicion of the modern and anti-(pre)-modern 'worldviews', and simultaneously the

foregrounding of a concern with otherness and difference, one gets the impression of a

singular process of history in which different takes on the world, different 'worldviews',

have reigned supreme, and that what characterizes our contemporary age is both the co¬

existence of adherents to such worldviews -the modern and the anti-(pre)-modern -within

a context where others hold another 'worldview' within which those other 'views' must

live.

One of the tasks of this current thesis is to challenge this notion stridently:

theology is not a 'worldview'. We will further argue that there are no such things as

'worldviews', in the sense of views 'of' the world as a sort of 'other', from a 'place' which

is considered to be 'outside' the world. All theologies, as are all other ways of doing

things, are situated in and involved with the world, which is a different sort of picture from

that of the notion of 'views' onto or of the 'world.' We see this task as pre-eminently a

phenomenological one, in that the re-emergence of a contemporary phenomenological

approach takes as its principal impetus a critique of the kind of picture that is drawn up

by approaches which privilege the socio-cultural construction of worldviews. Such a re-

invigorated phenomenology does so through a de/re-construction of the conditions for the

positing of such 'views' by concentrating attention and exploration on the situatedness of

all being, doing and thinking.22 Much of the work that follows in this thesis is an attempt

to think through the implications of such a re-invigorated phenomenological approach

22. In this we follow the Heideggerean critique of the 'world picture'. See Martin Heidegger, 'The Age of the
World Picture', in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, translated William Lovitt (New
York: Harper, 1977), 115-154. For useful commentary on this aspect of Heideggerean phenomenology see
Peter Jonkers, 'God in France: Heidegger's Legacy', in God in France: Eight Contemporary French Thinkers on
God, edited by Peter Jonkers and Ruud Welten (Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 16-22
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which focusses on 'placed' thinking, something which we will come to call 'topology'.23

We suggest that what correlational and non-correlational approaches share in

common is a search for some kind of singular viewpoint, that is, a viewpoint which is

'outside' situations and placedness. Whether this viewpoint is cast in the traditional

'theist' terms of an 'objective' God as causa sui, or in terms of the constructing 'subject' of

consciousness, or of socio-cultural 'perspectives', what is common to these approaches is

that a certain kind of ontological structure is pre-supposed. The dispute between

correlational and non-correlational theologies depends upon a certain kind of ontological

structure which maintains the very relationship that is in dispute and simply emphasizes

one 'pole' of the relationship or collapses one to the other. This mode of approach is

equally at work in the approaches of contemporary philosophers of religion and

theologians who invoke a phenomenological heritage, as we will explore in this thesis.

We suggest that this polar way of conceiving the relationship is fundamentally wrong and

is in character similar to the one said to obtain in the epistemological tradition beween a

'mind' and a 'world'.

One of the greatest achievements of twentieth century philosophies was the denial

that such an epistemological relation exists. According to the critical work done in such

philosophies, particularly that of phenomenology and of certain other strands which we

will touch on in this thesis, there is no such thing as a 'view' onto the world. The

maintenance of the distinction between Church and world, between some sort of self-

description within a particular ecclesial or other socio-cultural identified grouping, and

what is 'other', is a form of the same epistemological problematic. We suggest that we

can learn from mistakes that were made in so heavily stressing the epistemological

problematics about the relation of the self as subject to the world by broadening out the

23. See Chapter Four
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notion of such an epistemological subject into the wider social ramifications of such a

picture. We maintain that the question of ecclesial self-description has a similar character.

Roughly speaking, we can say that the notion of the monological self as subject in an

epistemological relation with its world can be likened to the notion that a social body has

an intersubjective socio-cultural worldview, the idea that a social body or grouping

possesses a distinct way of 'seeing' the world which has decisively determined contours

which are said to be, or implicitly taken to be, 'outside' that world (even if the 'shape' of

that view is said to have 'given' or 'revealed' by a transcendent deity.) By concentrating

on the ontico-existential structures which undergird the starting point for the positing of

such notions we hope to bring out some of the problematic features of such accounts and

open up the field within theological terms for fruitful dialogue with extra-theological

disciplines. The relationship of theology to philosophy is particularly stressed in such an

endeavour.

To unpack what this means, we will have to retrace some of the ways in which

the notion of the epistemological subject was undone in the twentieth century and

employ some of the insights developed in the phenomenological tradition towards

critically analyzing that same epistemological problematic as it re-appears in socio-

cultural terms. It is in the phenomenological tradition, broadly construed, that resources

that best serve such a clarification are to be found.24 It is for this reason that work in

recent phenomenology in its French guise is so intriguing with regards to philosophy of

religion and theology. The question is whether the Church, and the activities which are

distinctly ecclesial (particularly theology), can be understood in terms of a 'worldview', a

'correct' interpretation of reality, or any kind of epistemological or 'socio-epistemological'

24. We are not claiming that such resources are exclusively to be found in the phenomenological tradition,
only that given the strong return to phenomenology in certain contemporary theological circles, such an
exploration is particularly worthwhile in the current context, and especially as some of the best 'resources' for
such work are to be found in that tradition.
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framework, whether of the 'subject' traditionally construed or of some sort of socio-

cultural 'subject'. We think that this is the fundamental problem in the whole issue of

correlation and non-correlation.

The attempt to describe things in terms of distinct ways of looking at the world

suggests not only that people can be categorized by a supposed epistemological,

psychological or socio-cultural 'schema' which determines the way they 'see' the world,

but that such a 'schema' has some sort of real existence outside of their engagement with

the world and with others. Where such 'schemas' are generated and how they are

transmitted from one person or generation to the next as a 'worldview' is a problem.

There seem to be three distinct issues which cohere around such a problematic.

Firstly, the notion that there can be views onto the world from a place said to be 'outside'

the world; secondly, that 'on the ground' the 'world' is not a tidy and easily categorizable

place since what we encounter is a whole host of messy and variable contingencies not

amenable to being forced into such schemas; thirdly, there is the phenomenon of

plurality.25 These latter two issues seem to be strongly connected, but we see no reason to

attempt to resolve them by appealing to the first. What we do not accept is that either the

messiness or plurality in question is a matter of diverse sets of ways of 'looking' at the

world, or that plurality is something which arises because of a conflict of worldviews

embedded in different socio-cultural groups each with a distinctive way of interpreting

reality. The problem remains because this plurality remains at the level of epistemology

25. One of the problems of the so-called 'anti-modern' perspective - which is really a desire for the
supposed traditional certainties of a pre-modern era - is that it attempts to portray an ancient past as if life
there were really a simple and singular kind of phenomenon. The problems were of a different kind, but life
was as messy then as it is now. The issue is not so much that life was/is messy, but the issue is that this
messiness is interpreted as a problem. This interpretation is in many ways the legacy of the project of
modernity, which was largely an attempt to simplify and streamline such messiness through the imposition of
reason. The failure of such a project can be said to be our contemporary legacy, whatever we choose to
'name' it, or as Tracy suggests, must leave it 'un-named'. So we live in an era when the certainties supposed
to have been brought about by the project of reason are at best ambiguous. But we do ourselves a disservice
to pretend that life will ever be anything but messy. The question is more like, what sort of messiness is this
that is the lot of human kind?
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(or language, psychology, or sociology) and not of life and of being: it is still trapped

within an epistemological problematic which thinks of human beings as alienated from

the world rather than alienated from each other, which is where the real problem lies. The

divergence of 'worldviews' thus imports an epistemological problematic into a social

ontology.

One way in which to address some of these problems is to explore the pre¬

suppositions of such pluralistic schematic approaches. We will do that by focussing on

the practical dimensions out of which such approaches arise. This is, for us, a major

feature of what we will call 'topology'. This means focussing on the ordinary, everyday

contexts in which human beings live, a return to the complex sphere of life in which all

sorts of descriptive, normative and abstract intellectual activities arise and have their

impetus. Rather than attempt to locate 'the one right method' that will solve our problems,

we will seek instead to articulate the dimension of ordinariness in which all such attempts

and methods are situated.

I.tc Clarifying Metaphysical Pre-suppositions about Ontological Conditions

...modem correlation method no longer functions as it should. Theology was
considered the fruit of a mutually critical encounter between Christian tradition and the
modern secular culture and society in which this tradition found itself... (this)
methodological approach should be recalibrated... because of the contextual shift from
modernity to postmodernity... With what categories... should we interpret the modern
context? Most modern and anti-modern theologies... start from the premise that the
processes of secularization have brought about a split in the pre-modem synthesis
between Christianity and culture, between religion and world.26

In this quote from his paper 'The Sacramental Interruption of Rituals of Life' Lieven

Boeve raises a set of issues which point in the direction of our problematic. In questioning

the relationship between theology and the 'secular', Boeve takes certain strands of

26. Lieven Boeve, 'The Sacramental Interruption of Rituals of Life', in Heythrop journal XLIV:4 (2003),
401 -41 7. This quote 406.
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modern and anti-modern theology to task for confusing the problems at stake. For Boeve,

in the contemporary context the notion of a 'secular' world has effectively been called

into question and instead of the idea that society is becoming secularized, what is now

being proffered as a more accurate characterization is a 'de-secularization' thesis. Boeve

then puts forward the idea that contemporary society is one in which we see

"detraditionalization and individualization, accompanied by a growing pluralization."27

Boeve cautions against treating the notion of 'desecularization' as somehow opening the

way back to some sort of traditional Christian view of society and of the role of the

Church:

...a perspective of plurality more satisfactorily explains the varied religious (but also
non-religious) traditions, movements and life-styles with which we are confronted today...
There are individually, inter-individually and collectively a multitude of ways to
experience and give meaning to life and reality, as well as to study, analyse and interpret
these -the Christian theological way (in its own varieties) being one of them.28

Because of this shift in the context in which Christian theology is done, it is

therefore ineffective to work within a method which tries to find points of contact with a

so-called 'secular' world, as if this 'extra-ecclesial world' was one of a piece, as if it were

a distinct 'world' or 'domain' to itself. The assumption here is that when secularity is

posited as being a distinct 'realm' outside the Church, a separate 'domain' demarcated off

from the 'domain' of 'religion', then a polarization has occured which distorts the

situation socially and contextually in the positing of 'worlds' or 'domains' which then

come to be seen as 'polar'. This approach also wrongly construes the way in which

theology should be done within the Church, a construal which tends towards

27. ibid., 407. For more on the notion of 'de-traditionalization' and other issues cohering around the problem
of categorizing social change and the problems for correlational theologies, see Postmodernity, Sociology and
Religion, edited Flanagan and Jupp

28. Boeve, 408



- 26 -

emphasizing the epistemic problems raised by such 'domain' talk. What Boeve suggests

is that:

...precisely because the current context denotes itself better in terms of plurality than
secularity (and the Christian narrative is seen as situating itself as one of those
traditions within this plurality), the most relevant theological question no longer
appears to be: how can the Christian tradition be fruitfully involved in a dialogue with
modern secularity, resulting in a relevant and plausible modern Christian way of
existence? Rather, the question should be how does the Christian narrative relate to the
plurality of religious and non-religious fundamental life options?29

Boeve seeks a theological re-orientation towards plurality in order to shift the

concern away from the modern theological project of seeking to find continuities.

Correlational theologies were developed with the assumption that such continuities

existed. The notion of continuities is based on the presumption that theology is inherently

connected with worldly forms of various kinds. The problem is that it assumes that one

can easily isolate what the character of 'worldly' means. The picture of such a singular

'world' is no longer tenable. Boeve's concern is, then, to suggest that striving to find

'continuities' in the straightforward Tillichian sense is no longer an appropriate way to

proceed. Rather than there being two 'domains', whether Church and world, or religious

and secular, there is a plurality of 'domains' and a plurality of ways of life. For theology to

continue with the view that things are stratified along a sacred/profane demarcation is

therefore very misleading. Things are considerably more complex than that. The notion of

'discontinuities' in Boeve's work we understand in this light: as a way of pointing up the

difficulty in maintaining a straightforward sense of 'continuities' between a simplistic

demarcation of two domains. In a 'plural' situation, then, the relationship is going to be

complex and multifaceted, neither strictly 'continuous' nor 'discontinuous'.

Boeve suggests that thinking in terms of 'continuity' is a hallmark of even the most

29. ibid., 408
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orthodox contemporary theologies, even those which might consider themselves to be

strongly non-correlational. In the sense of these theologies, there are no continuities with

secularity but a radical opposition. This is the position held roughly by those theologians

who might be considered anti-modern, where the notion of 'modernity' is equated fairly

broadly with that of the 'secular'. To speak of 'continuity' does not mean that there is a

natural continuum between Church and world, theology and culture, by which the two

'domains' can be correlated. Continuity is what the opposition of one to the other

depends upon to effect their polarization. The demarcation of the two into an opposition

actually depends upon a continuity between them which allows for the distinction to be

made in the first place, since it assumes that things can be demarcated along such

'domain'-like lines. According to Boeve, notable theologians who make this move are

those who are trying to set up a 'post-modern' theology, where the notion of anti-

modernity is posited in terms of something that comes after modernity, where:

...modernity is left behind, or at least undoing it from its secular presuppositions. These
thinkers, philosophers and theologians alike, read the postmodern crisis of modernity as its
failure.... they dismiss modern methodological atheism and introduce thought-patterns that
lay claim to a more original relation to God as the point of departure for any reflection on
human subjectivity, society and world.30

Among influential contemporary movements Boeve references two quite different

currents which are independent and very different from one another. However, Boeve

notes a strange similarity in the strategy that they employ. The two currents in question

are 'Radical Orthodoxy', predominantly a British movement,31 and le tournant

theologique in recent French phenomenology.32 What is striking in both cases is that not

30. ibid., 409-410

31. See Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology, edited John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock and Graham Ward
(London: Routledge, 1999)

32. Boeve mentions two protagonists within the tournant theologique specifically: Jean-Luc Marion and Jean-
Yves Lacoste. We will explore the work of both these thinkers in this thesis.
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only are the presuppositions about continuity and discontinuity remarkably similar, but

both currents present us with the problematic of the relationship between theology,

philosophy and 'religion'. In both cases the point of departure is the

...deconstruction of the secular partner of the modern correlation theology, and thus the
failure of the correlationalist project. The current postmodern context is reinterpreted in
terms of nihilism and loss of meaning. It can only be rescued when it allows itself to be
broken open into a more original theo-centred relationship... there is no analysis of the
present-day context in terms of plurality, other than as relativism, chaos and loss of
perspective... The presumption of continuity between secularity and tradition, as held by
correlation theology, is replaced by the presumption of discontinuity. Theological
discourse stands at odds with the (post)modern human being and its world, and breaks
open its condition by immersing it in a theocentric relationship.33

These problems are heightened by a lack of attention to the relationship not just

between theology and 'world' (whether this is considered under the simple distinction of

'secularity' opposed to 'religion', or as a plurality) but, more problematically, the

relationship between theology and philosophy. With the 'secular' considered en bloc as

'the world' lying on the 'other' side of a boundary between 'sacred' and 'profane', and

philosophy a discipline operating within such an 'other' sphere, certain problems arise

that are unsolvable. Rather than treating this as an indication that the starting point was

erroneous, this aporia is then treated as the 'content' for further work. This has become

one of the hallmarks of such post-modern theologies. Graham Ward points out this issue

in a recent book review:

[Jean-Luc] Marion's question, "What speaks in the 'It gives'?"... leads to an aporia that...
can be answered in terms of deism, the Freudian id, the Good beyond being or nihilism.
Aporia as such is surely another idealistic (metaphysical) abstraction. It is just this aporia
that more attention to religion and secularism rather than the overcoming of metaphysics
might have grounded. The specificities of religious practices and pieties get short shrift and
yet... this is where the most important work needs to be done. Something more original
still waits to be attempted, beyond more exegeses and comments upon what have already
become the set pieces and the usual suspects at the end of metaphysics.34

33. ibid., 410

34. Graham Ward, review of 'Religion After Metaphysics, edited by Mark A. Wrathall (Cambridge:
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These remarks at the close of Ward's review of a book entitled Religion After

Metaphysics usefully set out the contours of our engagement with le tournant

theologique. Is the problem the way in which 'metaphysics' and 'religion' are related to

one another? Or is the problem these very terms themselves? What do we mean by

'religion' and 'metaphysics'? Much of the discourse on these topics seems to assume that

both 'religion' and 'metaphysics' are terms with univocal meaning, but a brief look at

much of the literature shows that this is far from uncontroversial. We suggest that much of

the so-called 'critique of metaphysics' that has been at the forefront of Continental and

North American debates in theology and philosophy in recent years, and for which

Marion is a dominant voice, has failed to take this clarifying task seriously enough. This

problem is demonstrated by Marion's failure to think carefully enough about the

confusing relationship of phenomenology and theology in his own work.35 The 'set

pieces' and 'usual suspects' to which Ward refers, and which Marion's writing tends to

perpetuate, have become almost canonical reference points for any work being done at

the interface of philosophy, theology and religion. But as Ward wisely points out, the

somewhat normative but often confused character of this debate tends to ride roughshod

over the need for a more careful consideration of the distinctions and disciplines

involved, between the 'religious' and the 'secular', and of the nature of 'piety' and

'practices'. By failing to do so serious problems are overlooked, the same old territory is

reploughed and the same mistakes made.

The question of what the post or non metaphysical might be like is affected from

the start by the divergence of opinion over exactly what metaphysics is, and that is largely

Cambridge University Press, 2004)' in Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews (September 2004)

35. In what has become almost a canonical position Jean-Luc Marion has maintained that the possibility of
an 'end of metaphysics' is shown by its 'culmination'. This 'culmination' is a question of a non-metaphysical
thinking which "seeks a non-ontological case." We will explore this later in the chapter.
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a matter of who one reads and to which tradition one is inclined. One could take

'metaphysics' in a broad sense as that kind of philosophizing which aims at some sort of

descriptive take on 'reality', which takes the form of a 'take' on the broader structural

characteristics of 'reality'; alternatively, one could take 'metaphysics' in the pejorative

sense that is typically found in French philosophy of the late 1960s, in which case it is

identified roughly with 'logocentricism.'36

In his important essay 'Negative Platonism', written in 1953, Jan Patocka

addresses this very issue.37 The complexity of the question of what metaphysics is makes

itself felt in the status of philosophy after the so-called 'death' of metaphysics. Patocka

begins by returning to Socrates, Plato and Aristotle in order to set in perspective the way

in which modern metaphysics has culminated. According to Patocka, in order to

understand the problem of metaphysics one must first understand the ways in which the

practice of philosophical questioning has been transformed by the attempt to produce an

objective and totalizing account of reality, an explanatory dimension which serves to

make intelligible the world of our experience. He contrasts this conception with that

appropriated by Christian theology which merely borrowed the terminology and

structural framework of this meta-physical practice, and which modern metaphysics, in

rejecting, does nothing to overcome. For Patocka, then, humanisms and modern

philosophies of the subject are as metaphysical as any supposedly 'theist' theologies. To

see a way out of this dilemma, the status and character of philosophical questioning in

practice must be radically reclaimed.

36. In this sense, 'logocentricism' is usually meant to highlight two characteristics of 'metaphysics': the first,
the tendency to focus on the relationship between an origin and what refers back to the origin (as mimesis/
copy, participation in, or as cause); the second, the way that this kind of privileged relation finds its way into
certain epistemological problems concerning representation, knowledge and action. See Jurgen Habermas,
Post-Metaphysical Thinking: Philosophical Essays, translated William Mark Hohengarten (Cambridge MA:
MIT Press, 1992), 50-51. This common theme in certain French and post-structuralist philosophies of the
1960s is not the only critical position taken but perhaps the most influential.

37. Jan Patocka, 'Negative Platonism', in Philosophy and Selected Writings, edited Erazim Kohak (Chicago:
Chicago University Press, 1989), 175-206
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In order to have a better grasp of the way in which metaphysics has been

problematized, particularly as such problems appear in the question of the relationship of

'metaphysics' to theology, we need at least a loose working definition (or specification,

delimitation), one which will be open-ended enough to allow room for manoeuvre within

what has become very confusing territory. One possibility can be gleaned from the way in

which metaphysics functioned in classical theologies, for instance. In this case,

metaphysics was like a set of philosophical tools which did not undergird theology as

much as offer up a way for such discourse to be chiseled out and articulated. The critique

of metaphysics as onto-theological can not be confused with such basic philosophical

work going on inside theology. The conflation of onto-theology with metaphysics only

applies when that theological work moved into properly philosophical territory, as an

attempt to set-out a complete description of reality. This tends, however, to assume that

the intellectual practice of theology was somehow detached from a life experience in

which such theological articulation was felt to be necessary. It is the grounding of

theology in life experience, rather than as totalization of reality (a particularly influential

species of 'metaphysics'), that offers up one fruitful strand of clarification. The notion that

metaphysics is a totalization of reality seems to underlie the notion that metaphysics is

onto-theology. If one conceives of onto-theology as a normative discipline (perhaps in the

attempt to provide a totalizing account of the way things are), then it is one in which the

articulatory role of metaphysical tools and description has been usurped in favour of a

determining one. Metaphysics thus serves to offer up the content for theology rather than

a way of structural clarification or articulation. What we need to be clear about in this

debate is not confusing 'metaphysics' in the descriptive and articulatory sense with 'onto-

theology' in the determinative one. What is overlooked in almost all such cases, and most

certainly in the case of Marion, is that the relations between theology, metaphysics,

philosophy and religion, and the terminological distinctions that are involved in these
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debates, never receive adequate clarification. Ward points this out as the need for

consideration of the distinction between the 'religious' and the 'secular', and of the

nature of 'piety' and 'practices' on the other. We hope that this thesis will contribute

somewhat to unpacking some of these issues by putting forward an approach which,

hopefully, has the benefit of avoiding some of the most common confusions.

One astute commentator on these sorts of issues is Jurgen Habermas who has

provided clear and concise assessment of the territory in question.38 Habermas

characterizes 'metaphysical thinking1 as the thinking of a broadly philosophical idealism.

The main problem, for Habermas, is that even strongly anti-metaphysical movements and

countermovements still remain within the parameters set by such a metaphysics. By

opposing metaphysical thinking these movements simply inherit the false problems set up

by it. For Habermas, then, the "inner dynamic of the history of metaphysics" is the tension

between two forms of knowledge, the empirical and the intuitive. Habermas sets out the

main aspects of this tradition in terms of three main themes: identity thinking, or the

theme of unity within a philosophy of origins and the temptation towards a totalizing

thinking; the doctrine of Ideas, or the simple equating of being with thought; and what he

calls the strong concept of theory characterized as "the redemptive significance of the

contemplative life."39 He then characterizes the different aspects of the challenge to such

metaphysical thinking in modernity. These aspects are that of a procedural rationality,

characterized by scientific method, which displaces the cognitive privilege of philosophy;

historical consciousness or situated reason, which emphasizes the dimension of finiteness

and also operates a kind of "de-transcendentalization"; and the deflating of the extra¬

ordinary, which effects the "embedding of theoretical accomplishments in the practical

38. Jurgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, translated Frederick G.
Lawrence (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1987)

39. Habermas, Post-Metaphysical Thinking, 28-51
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contexts of their genesis and employment".40 Habermas suggests that many of the

problematics of metaphysical thinking can be understood through the hermeneutic lens of

logocentricism,41 This is the notion that the logos that "inheres in the totality of beings"

gives those beings the "capacity to represent and act upon objects". In Habermas, the

reversal of such a logocentricism is not a simple contextualism, but means a return to the

Lifeworld, towards a logos already operating in everyday practice:

...what has, following the disintegration of metaphysical and religious worldviews, been
divided up on the level of cultural systems under various aspects of validity, can now be
put together... only in the experiential context of lifeworid practices...
postmetaphysical thinking continues to coexist with religious practice.42

This latter concern has been one of Habermas' own philosophical interests and

centres on the notion of Lifeworld. This notion will be one of our main concerns in this

thesis, though we part ways with Habermas on what the implications of such a focus

actually are. What we are after is not the re-instatement, in social terms, of an

unregenerated metaphysical thinking with its structural relationships intact even if the

terms and the roles played by those terms have changed. What we are after is an heir to

metaphysics which has inherited the best characteristics of its progenitor, such as the

structural function itself, whilst also realizing the pitfalls inherent in previous metaphysical

thinking. This means re-thinking the structural functions and roles which such an heir

must have in order to accomplish such a task and it means calling into question what

such a structure might actually be like. We will now turn to see how Jean-Luc Marion sets

40. ibid., 33-34

41. Habermas uses this term somewhat differently from the way in which Jacques Derrida and post-
structuralist discourse more generally use this term.

42. ibid., 51. This is where, as will become apparent, we part ways with Habermas' assessment. It seems that
what Habermas is after is some way of founding the dispersion of reason across different domains of discourse
in their practical lifeworld contexts. What is problematic is that in order to do this he must resort to the notion
of a transcendental point of reference, a normative point, which is necessary for conversation and agreement
amongst those different perspectives.
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out a supposedly non-metaphysical philosophy (that works, somewhat awkwardly, in

tandem with a non-correlational theology), in order to assess the problematics and pre¬

suppositions which must be uncovered in order to lay out such an heir.

1.2 The Character of 'Le tournant theologique de phenomenologie fran^aise':

Philosophy, Theology, Metaphysics in the work of jean-Luc Marion

He who pretends to go beyond all metaphysics most often risks taking up again, without
being conscious of it, its basic characteristics.43

Although our assessment of the work of Jean-Luc Marion will be overwhelmingly

critical, it is important to note at the start that our engagement with this material stems

from a sense of something positive in Marion's work. This positive aspect is to be found in

his notion of a 'Eucharistic site' of theology, first presented in Chapter Five of God

Without Being. Unlike most of Marion's subsequent writings, this chapter has elements of

a quite concrete character which Marion himself does not fully develop. The 'Eucharistic

site' of theology means that theology's impetus is located within the sacramental practice

of the Church: theology begins in the mediation of the Word through the material and

concrete.44 For Marion, at this stage, it is the (Sacramental) Word that gives language and

43. Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being, 65

44. "Christ calls himself the Word. He does not speak words inspired by GXd concerning GXd, but he
abolishes in himself the gap between the speaker who states (prophet or scribe) and the sign (speech or text);
he abolishes this first gap only in abolishing a second, more fundamental gap, in us, men: the gap between
the sign and the referent... Christ does not say the word, he says himself the Word. He says himself -the
Word! ...in him commune... the sign, the locutor, and the referent that elsewhere the human experience of
language irremediably dissociates... Word in flesh and bone, he is given as indissolubly speaker, sign, and
referent... the Word is said as it is given." God Without Being, 140; 142. Marion's emphases and italics.
Marion 'crosses out' the central letter 'o' in 'God' with a cross to indicate the 'beyond Being'-ness and also as
an indication of the Cross.
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gives interpretation to Himself.

Because such a 'Eucharistic site' is rooted in the Church's concrete practice, it

means that following through on this concrete character in tandem with the strongly

phenomenological trajectory which Marion's work takes might provide some corrective

measures to the over-idealized direction of his later writings, opening up some rich

material for further theological work. That Marion's work has been very influential in

some theological circles means that such a critical appropriation is necessary. As usual in

this area, Graham Ward is particularly astute:

The horizon of the post-modern project... provides Marion with his Eucharistic site...
used to draw attention to an a-priori gift... but then Marion proceeds to a naming of the
giver (as God) and the world as icon (the incarnated gift).45

Accordingly, one wonders whether this shift of concerns, which coheres around

the point at which Marion posits a 'Eucharistic site', is where his work goes astray.

Granted that we think there to be some strong themes in this 'sited' apsect of Marion's

work, and that it is, unfortunately, the later less successful work that seems to have

garnered most critical acclaim, the rest of this chapter will outline the contours of

Marion's writings in order to open up useful space for critical reflection and positive

appropriation. It is hoped that the focus on critical work does not disguise the original

positive impetus to be found in our reading of Marion.

The appearance of Dominique Janicaud's polemical The Theological Turn of

Phenomenology in the early 1990s signalled a new wave of critical interest in the

reawakening of the question of 'religion' in a postmodern context.46 After the heady days

45. Graham Ward, 'The Theological Project of Jean-Luc Marion', Post-Secular Philosophy (London:
Routledge, 2001), 229

46. Dominique Janicaud, Le tournant theologique de la phenomenologie frangaise (Paris: Editions de I'Eclat,
1991); included in Phenomenology and the Theological Turn: The French Debate, translated Bernard G.
Prusak (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), 16-103
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of the late 1960s, the various currents of French philosophy had begun to question

seriously the French philosophical legacy: the question of 'religion' was again posed

anew, albeit within a discourse structured by a vocabulary and methodology vastly

removed from the terminological conservatism of most dogmaticians. At the heart of this

controversy, a debate between different branches of phenomenologically-influenced

work, is the relation between philosophy and theology. For Janicaud, the problem in the

relation of phenomenology and theology is not "directed at the theological as such, but at

certain of its translations or intrusions into the phenomenological field."47

Jean-Luc Marion's work claims fundamentally to be post-metaphysical,48 For

Janicaud this is an issue. Critiquing the way in which Marion presents the adoption of the

post-metaphysical as if it is "quasi-evident"49 Janicaud sets about showing not only that

this notion of a post-metaphysical phenomenology is problematic, even within the terms

with which Marion seeks to situate it, but that the basis on which Marion's

phenomenology opens out onto the theological is very dubious. Janicaud's critique is

mainly directed at Marion's "schema" of three distinct phenomenological reductions.50

This will be the basis for our own critical approach in what follows. Before we engage in

that task, we will briefly set out what Marion's position actually is. This is not at all an

easy proposition, since one of the problems with Marion's work is that one cannot take at

face value what he says he is actually doing.

In the English translation of Marion's influential book God Without Being, David

47. Janicaud, 51. English translation

48. The question of what a post-metaphysics might be like is, as we observed earlier, affected from the start
by the divergence of opinion over exactly what metaphysics is. In terms of understanding the way in which
Marion means 'metaphysics', Robyn Horner claims that, for Marion, "..metaphysics... is (or involves elements
of) a conception in terms of being as presence, with a claim to some kind of absoluteness, on the foundation
of a transcendental I, whose existence and certainty is guaranteed by a term posited beyond the conceptual
system: metaphysics is 'onto-theology'." Jean-Luc Marion, In .Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2002), xiii

49. Janicaud, 52

50. ibid., 56-62
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Tracy contributes a foreword which introduces Marion's work as a philosophical theology

that "needs new... concepts... to understand with conceptual rigour the reality of God's

self-disclosure as Love."51 Tracy's introduction portrays Marion's project as principally

one which makes the "need to question whether any transcendental or metaphysical

reflection is the correct route forward for theology" a priority. Although Tracy may be

right in suggesting that Marion's philosophical work is about finding new concepts for

adequately dealing with revelation, a major element that is lacking in Marion's work is a

reflection on what it means to formulate such new concepts and categories, and indicates

a serious issue at the heart of Marion's project as a whole: his failure to account for his

own philosophical and theological practice. Though, according to Tracy, Marion forges a

"new and brilliant postmodern version of the other great alternative for theology: a

revelation-centred, noncorrelational, postmetaphysical theology", Marion fails to think

out what this forging itself consists in. We think that this failure could well be attributed to

Marion's firm espousal of the need to "abandon all the metaphysics of the subject which

have defined modernity."52

This denial of the subject without any alternative framework being properly

worked out means that Marion's project floats free of the situational focus of the

'alternative' correlational strategies. In other words, it has no proper historical or located

dimension. The concepts and categories end up as epistemological factors which subsist

within a field of disembodied consciousness, neither fully human nor fully divine. It is,

then, not post-metaphysical, but an approach that has rejected 'Being'-talk as onto-

theological, in favour of something else that is never quite made clear, though we are sure

that what this something else is does not evade being described as some kind of

metaphysics.

51. Marion, God Without Being, xii

52. ibid., xi
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This 'something else' takes the form of Marion's most critically acclaimed work: the

development of a phenomenology of givenness. The issue is how Marion gets to this

notion of givenness, how it functions in his phenomenology, and what the relation is to

his theological interests. Rather than taking on the whole of his work for exposition and

for critical points, which has been done in a variety of forms by others,53 we will focus on

three fundamental problems which help to open up other paths of inquiry. These issues

will mark out slightly different openings than others have chosen to follow, but they

cohere around the trajectory that we will follow in the rest of this thesis. These issues in

Marion are: the way in which he sets-up and works within a particular understanding of

the relationship between philosophy, always conceived unambiguously as a type of

phenomenology, and theology; the whole question which emerges, in this context, of a

First Philosophy; and the role that the phenomenological 'reduction' plays in his work and

the problems that accrue from his understanding of this reduction. It is the way in which

Marion misunderstands reduction that points to what is most distorting in his work. We

will suggest that his misunderstanding is caused by a strange and twisted kind of idealism

which lurks in the background of Marion's work.54

The relation of theology to phenomenology in Marion's work is one of its most

problematic elements. Marion emerges from a French philosophical tradition informed by

highly detailed Cartesian scholarship.55 In his earliest books Marion develops, on the one

53. See for instance the excellent and varied critical work from different perspectives in New Blackfriars Vol
76 No. 895 (July/August 1995). For more descriptive exposition with little critical work see Robyn Horner,
Jean-Luc Marion: A Theo-logical Introduction (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005)

54. Which is perhaps something which he has integrated into his work because of his intense studies of
Descartes' philosophy. There is also the odd way in which, in his later books, Marion presents his
phenomenology of givenness in terms of what he calls the 'saturated phenomenon' which he claims as an
inversion of Kant's categories of the understanding.

55. As a Roman Catholic lay person, other influences are some dominant strands of French Catholicism of
the 20th century: Henri de Lubac, )ean Danielou, Etienne Gilson and Jacques Maritain. From other writings,
we can also see the pervasive influence of Hans Urs von Balthasar, Karl Barth and Emmanuel Levinas. His
socio-historical background is the "French spiritual and cultural crisis of the nihilism which... marked the
years dominated by 1968..." Graham Ward, 'Introducing Jean-Luc Marion', New Blackfriars Vol 76 No. 895
(July/August 1995), 317-8
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hand, a series of careful analyses of Descartes; and on the other, a series of theological

studies. The two strands come together in two important texts, On Descartes'

Metaphysical Prism and God Without Being, both published in Paris in the 1980s.56

In the former book, Marion attempts to overcome Descartes' ontology, which

Marion describes as being a kind of intensification of onto-theology to the point where

onto-theology is overcome or exceeded.57 Marion closes the book by claiming that Pascal

had realized the problematic ontological aspects of Descartes' rationalism and instead

offers an alternative philosophical approach that can be described as having to do with

the order of charity. This is the main theme of all of Marion's subsequent books, though

under a variety of different guises. His oeuvre from this point on can be seen as an

attempt to work out the character of the order of charity. The notions of givenness, gift,

and the whole set of cognates which he works with in his later phenomenology, are

phenomenological versions or modes of this 'charity'. In other later books he sets out this

notion of charity more substantially, but it is clear that givenness as a first philosophical

term is dependent upon the Pascalian critique in which Marion first realizes the possibility

of a philosophical order of charity which is reached by philosophical inquiry but which

has strong connections with a theology.58 From the start it is evident that, through a

philosophical inquiry, Marion finds a theological datum, or tacitly takes up a theological

datum into a philosopical inquiry. A serious problematic issue, however, is that although

56. Marion, On Descartes' Metaphysical Prism: The Constitution and the Limits of Onto-Theo-Logy in
Cartesian Thought, translated Jeffrey L. Kosky (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); originally
published in Paris in 1986; God Without Being was published originally in Paris in 1982.

57. This notion of exceeding or excess is a recurrent one in Marion's later work.

58. What is most illuminating is that after this clear insight at the close of this book, Marion does not return to
explore Pascal with anything like the close scrutiny with which he has attended to Descartes. In fact, if
anything Descartes remains silently in the background even after Marion has explicitly overcome him with the
help of Pascal. This is a baffling aspect that has not been sufficiently noticed in the secondary critical
literature. It, perhaps, helps to explain the sense that one is always being tugged in two different directions at
the same time when reading Marion's texts. One wonders whether the connection between Marion's invoking
of a 'First Philosophy', which he does plainly and explicitly in the first section of In Excess, is not the ghost of
Descartes re-appearing after Marion has long since exorcised him.
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Marion has critically engaged with Descartes' ontology, he never seems to question what

the epistemological ramifications of such a critique might be. Marion's work thus takes up

the task of overcoming or exceeding Descartes' ontology but remains within an

epistemological framework.

What skews his work as a whole is that he seems overly concerned to assert that his

phenomenology and theology are two separate endeavours, when it is obvious from

reading his writings that the two mutually inform one another. This is something that has

been noticed by most secondary source critics, even those who are sympathetic to

Marion's project as a whole.59 What is odd is that most supporters of Marion's work do

not find this basic methodological blindness to be a problem. Why does Marion refuse to

acknowledge that his phenomenology is informed by theological insight and vice versa?

The other major text of this earlier period is the very influential and provocative

God Without Being. Although there are many problems in its overall shape, the central

core of the book presents a remarkably clear theological thesis: that theology must

emphasize the theo- over the -logy, and that the principal way that this emphasis should

occur is through finding ways to talk of God beyond the category of 'Being'. It is this work

which helps to orient Marion's project as a whole, since we find both the most positive

aspect of his work and its own problematic turning point within the same book. The

positive articulation of the 'Eucharistic site' for theology, a 'site' arising out of the concrete

sacramental practice of the Church, is quickly passed over in favour of rather abstract

formulations about the ecstatic nature of time and of 'the gift'. This shift is discernable in

59. For instance Robyn Horner who is, in general, relatively uncritical of Marion says: "...while his different
strands of specialisation can be seen to stand independently... they also seem to converge to form the fabric of
a much larger project... Marion ultimately seeks to show that there is a way forward for thought beyond
metaphysics. Initially, he maintains that it is theology that best offers the way forward. Nevertheless, the leap
from metaphysics to a (non-metaphysical) theology appears too much like the sheer imposition of dogma -
and the consequent repetition of metaphysics at a new level. In a second phase of writing, Marion uses
phenomenology to push the boundaries of metaphysics, and is then able better to contextualise theology as a
non-metaphysical possibility. The two phases remain interconnected, which is why his non-theological critics
generally remain suspicious about the extent to which dogma actually drives Marion's philosophical agenda,
and why it is difficult to assess the ultimate success of his project." Horner, jean-Luc Marion, x
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the break between the fifth and sixth chapters of the book, towards that section entitled

'Hors-Texte'.

In the early chapters Marion's credentials as a 'post-modern' theologian are

displayed to full effect. Within this context, these chapters are an attempt to articulate a

post-metaphysical critique of onto-theology, roughly in the footsteps of Heidegger,

through the dialectical figure of the relationship between 'idol' and 'icon'.50 But from the

start of this inquiry Marion is concerned with another distinctly theological theme, that of

the unconditioned. This allows Marion to develop a "transcendental trajectory" which

becomes "an a-historical deconstruction of the history of metaphysics at once abandoned

to and removed from historical destiny."61 The concern with unconditionality leads away

from history in a dialectic of unconcealment and withdrawal, situated here in terms of

abandonment to and removal from history tending towards the eschaton.62 It is notable

that if Marion had extended and developed his notion of a 'eucharistic site', which has a

quite concrete character, some of the miscues of the later work might have been avoided.

It is precisely this aspect that we are picking up on with the intention of exploring further.

Translator Thomas Carlson offers us an insight into Marion's overall concerns in

60. Roughly speaking, an 'idol' is used to indicate the talk of God still under the category of 'Being', whereas
'icon' is used to point to the new formulation of 'without Being' that Marion is trying to articulate.

61. Marion, God Without Being, xxii

62. One way that we can see a problem arising here is in the way in which Marion focusses on the
traditional theological category of Revelation in his later (allegedly) purely phenomenological works. Marion
perhaps realizes this problem, for he makes a typographical distinction between Revelation (capitalized) and
revelation (uncapitalized). This distinction in the way in which the two terms are used points to two sets of
concerns which are linked: Revelation (capitalized) is the historically actual revelation as a phenomenon;
revelation (uncapitalized) is the possibility of such a phenomenon. Marion's phenomenology, then, is an
attempt to describe the possibility of a Revelation. It is an attempt to philosophize about the very legitimacy of
a theology of Revelation. Strangely, although Marion's thought is directed towards creating a
phenomenological possibility for a historically actual Revelation, he gives very little attention to what it means
for something to be historically actual. Here we see the problem of authority and legitimacy arising again. For
Marion, historical actuality has some sort of status as a fixed event whose contours are only properly described
by adherence to descriptions of that phenomenon already decided in advance and to which we must adhere
if we are to be true to that historical actuality. How this single event in its historical actuality relates to both
the continuing unfolding of history, to our own (or anyone else's) historical actuality, and what the relations
between these elements (situated in a manifold world of phenomena and diverse interpretations of that
manifold) are like, are for Marion, issues secondary to the delineation of the possibility for this kind of
historical event. Concern for actual history is secondary to the concern for a particular kind of certainty about
such historical events.
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God Without Being, in his summative introduction to the relatively recently published

English translation of Marion's first theological work, The Idol and Distance.63 Carlson

maintains that Marion's stated aim of working post-metaphysically is really all about the

question of conditions and the unconditioned:

Marion insists that the phenomenon constitutes its own, unconditional and irreducible
self-showing, against a constitution by a metaphysical God or transcendental 'I'...Marion's
theology passes beyond metaphysics by freeing God's self-revelation in distance
(withdrawal-absence) from limiting conceptuality, conditions of thought... His
phenomenology passes beyond metaphysics by freeing phenomena's self-showing from a-
priori conditions, the thinking subject or a metaphysical God.64

There is more than a hint of Descartes here, something which results in the later

Marion's concern to set-out some kind of First Philosophy. In an attempt to push onto-

theology to its destitution Marion manages to succumb to the temptation to set his

philosophical project on a great height removed from the world as a sort of articulation of

possibility. Philosophy thus conceived remains the adjudicator of a theology, whilst

simultaneously wishing to grant theology an autonomy from philosophy, and depending

on the very possibility that his phenomenology has set out to describe.

I.2b Phenomenology as 'First Philosophy'

In the opening chapter of In Excess, a late book published originally in 2001 and a

mature working out of his project, Marion attempts to cast his phenomenology as the

problem of a primacy. Much of his work, seen retrospectively through this essay, can be

viewed as predominantly a grappling with what is a-priori and a-posteriori. This should

63. Marion, The Idol and Distance: Five Studies, translated Thomas A. Carlson (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2001)

64. ibid., xix
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alert us to the fact that Marion's work is still fundamentally located within an

epistemological framework. Rather than 'first principles', Marion calls his phenomenology

a 'last principle' submitted to givenness. It seems that Marion's work, as a whole, might

well be best understood within the light of this essay which casts a retrospective shadow

over the whole trajectory of his thought:

...it becomes vital for philosophy to maintain, even today, a claim of primacy... it is only in
claiming, essentially, the rank of 'first philosophy' that philosophy remains in conformity
with its proper essence...! will no longer ask if 'first philosophy' remains thinkable, but
rather which determination of primacy can legitimately be exercised there.65

The problem with Marion's definition of 'givenness' is that it seems to operate as a

way of singularizing the manifold to a unified principle which underlies or determines it,

or which supplies an intelligibility to an otherwise profuse manifold of phenomenality,

(even if this intelligibility is always dissolved in an 'excess' which saturates what is usually

understood conceptually.) Whatever he may call them, these moves appear to us as

metaphysical, and metaphysical in a quite 'traditional' sense. The whole question of

'primacy' and 'legitimacy' seem to us to indicate that Marion's polemic against

'metaphysics' is misconceived, simply because he needs some sort of framework for even

making the moves he does in his phenomenology. For instance, 'givenness' has the role of

legitimizing particular strands within manifold phenomenality over others, yet the

manifold is 'given' by one and the same givenness. If givenness, in Marion's thought,

gives all phenomenality, then Marion's understanding of givenness must be able to

account for the manifold nature of phenomenality without stripping away its diversity and

complexity. Since Marion no longer sees it as necessary to ask whether 'primacy' is a

65. Marion, In Excess, 2. This passage is very illuminating in the context of Marion's thought as a whole. It
shows how Marion's thinking often closes off an avenue of exploration by simply refusing to ask another
question, and it shows how, for Marion, the key move is often not that of questioning the appropriateness of
this closing off, but whether what is appropriated by making this move can be posited and determined
legitimately. 'Legitimacy' is a very significant word for Marion's work, something which he is always at pains
to establish. One has to ask why this is so.
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'legitimate' place to situate the philosophical and theological issues, we need to question

whether the search for first principles is as immune to the critique of metaphysics as

Marion appears to believe it is.66 Marion's fondness for Descartes and Kant as dialogue

partners also suggests that he remains squarely within an epistemological problematic,

one that raises certain kinds of metaphysical questions.67 Givenness operates as a

principle within the primacy to which phenomenology's 'last principle' is correlated. So

Marion's work is split between epistemological apriori-aposteriori problematics and the

search for metaphysical primacy:

...if one expects of a 'first philosophy1 that it determines what it brings to light in fixing to
it a priori a principle or group of principles, in particular, in imposing the transcendental
anteriority of the I (or the equivalent), then phenomenology no longer reaches... the status
of a 'first philosophy1... For...the determining originality of its enterprise consists in
rendering to the phenomenon an incontestable priority: to let it appear no longer as it
must (according to the supposed a priori conditions of experience and its objects), but
as it gives itself (from itself and as such)... instead it offers a last principle... The last
principle takes the initiative to give priority back to the phenomenon. It comments on
the act by which what shows itself gives itself, and what gives itself shows itself, always
starting from the irreducible and prime self of the appearing.68

One sees here that despite his quest for a non-metaphysical philosophy, Marion's

work still shows major features of post-Cartesian philosophies, particularly the attempt to

shape issues connected with the problem of 'metaphysics' around supposedly

'epistemological' inquiries. Marion's 'First Philosophy' is of this rather odd hybrid kind.

This hybridity also extends to Marion's conception of the relationship of philosophy to

66. Here it is pertinent to point out Marion's earlier concern with the problems of conditions and to
reclaiming a theological unconditionality. In returning to the notion of primacy, in the sense in which Marion
articulates it at this late stage, we wonder whether he has failed to consider that the notion of primacy and
principle are themselves conditions. This is both a philosophical problem and a theological liability.

67. Janicaud suggests as much when he points out in his discussion of Marion's formulation of the
phenomenological reduction that: "...for Marion, the transcendental reduction is not uniquely Husserlian, but
'Cartesian' or even 'Kantian' as well. 'It matters little here' the author bizarrely specifies. On the contrary, it
matters a lot, for the question is whether it is possible to amalgamate, for the needs of the cause, such different
undertakings." Janicaud, 57

68. Marion, In Excess, 25-6
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theology. On the one hand, he separates off theology from philosophy; on the other, he

wants to set out a first philosophy and yet clearly works within theological parameters to

do so. What is noticeable is that Marion clearly conceives God Without Being as a piece

of theological work. We think this is the work where Marion's concerns become quite

clear theologically. Yet it is also in this book that Marion turns to the analysis of the 'gift'

and to a phenomenology of givenness in order to give a theological theme -charity- a

philosophical possibility of articulation: in 'givenness'. Ironically, in focussing on the how

of charity, on givenness, on a sort of phenomenological possibility of Revelation, Marion

fails to question the way of charity and the life that issues from such a way. This way is

not a principle —like 'givenness'— but a practice. Likewise, is not the more fundamental

issue not the gift as such, but what it does and how it fits into concrete lived situations?

1.3d The Correlation of 'First-Last', 'Givenness-Reduction'

I have but one theme: if the phenomenon is defined as what shows itself in and from itself
(Heidegger), instead of what admits constitution (Husserl), this self can be attested only
inasmuch as the phenomenon first gives itself... What shows itself first gives itself—this is my
one and only theme.69

Since Marion's phenomenology of givenness is so heavily dependent on the

correlation that he establishes between givenness and reduction, it is essential to

understand the problematics that surround the way in which Marion conceives the

phenomenological reduction. What will be apparent is that the point we have just made

about the confusion of a principle with a way, is also operative in the manner in which

Marion formulates his central methodological correlation.

How does Marion get from the latter half of God Without Being to the 'First

69. Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, translated Jeffrey L. Kosky (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2002), 4; 5. Marion's italics.



-46-

Philosophy' of In Excess? What is apparent is that during this period, Marion became

interested in Edmund Husserl. Whereas the earlier texts refer often to Heidegger, an

influence still apparent in the first half of God Without Being, the figure of Husserl is

prominent by his absence. By the time of Reduction and Givenness Husserl has moved to

centre stage.70 In the first chapter of this book, Marion thoroughly explores early

Husserlian texts. In Being Given, Marion explicitly links reduction and givenness by

appealing to Husserl's text The Idea of Phenomenology.71 It is in this text that Husserl first

talks about the notion of a phenomenological reduction.72 We are compelled to ask, why

did Marion not work with later texts where Husserl had more carefully worked out what

reduction might mean? It is clear that it is because in The Idea of Phenomenology Husserl

links reduction specifically to givenness, something which he does not do in later

formulations. It is precisely this issue which has been picked up by Janicaud. In an

important section of his essay, entitled The Schematism of the Three Reductions',

Janicaud critiques Marion for not being sensitive to Husserl's development of the notion

of reduction:

...this unified presentation of the transcendental reduction fails to recognize the difference,
introduced by Husserl... between regional reductions and the epoche as such. The epoche is
no longer simply directed at objects related to psychological events, but at pure lived
experiences in their intentional correlations... Marion systematizes the Heideggerean
critique of the Husserlian reduction... to such a point that it becomes impossible to discern
either the interest or the originality of Husserl.73

70. Reduction and Givenness is the first of the trilogy of books where Marion works out the phenomenology
of givenness, the other two are Being Given and In Excess. Reduction and Givenness: Investigations of
Husserl, Heidegger, and Phenomenology, translated Thomas A. Carlson (Evanston: Northwestern University
Press, 1998). Reduction et donation was originally published in 1989, Etant donne in 1997, De Surcroit in
2001.

71. Edmund Husserl, The Idea of Phenomenology, translated Lee Hardy (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1999). A
translation of Die Idee de Phanomenologie, 1907. Marion cites explicitly from this text. Being Given, 14-15;
21; cf: Husserl, 34; 64; 66.

72. "Only through a reduction, which we shall call the phenomenological reduction, do I acquire an
absolute givenness that no longer offers anything transcendent... to every psychological experience there
corresponds, by way of the phenomenological reduction, a pure phenomenon that exhibits its immanent
essence... as an absolute givenness."; "The psychological phenomenon in psychological apperception and
objectification is not really an absolute givenness, rather, only the pure phenomenon, the reduced
phenomenon." The Idea of Phenomenology, 34; 64. Husserl's italics.

73. Janicaud, 57; 58-59
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Janicaud then presents a detailed analysis of each of Marion's points with regards to

his appropriation of Husserl and Heidegger that lead to Marion's own formulation of a

new phenomenological principle, "so much reduction, so much givenness."74 Janicaud's

main critical point is that whereas Marion presents this formulation as "inevitable", it is

anything but: "the path that was supposed to lead to it proves to have been too artificially

flattened."75

Janicaud's criticisms focus primarily on the way in which Marion's conception of

phenomenology itself is really rather odd, whilst presenting his work as being strictly

within the tradition of Husserl and Heidegger:

In Marion's work, there is no respect for the phenomenological order; it is manipulated as
an ever-elastic apparatus, even when it is claimed to be "strict"... his response concerning
"givenness" makes use of the term's very ambiguity to avoid truly responding to the question
posed... the question is one of a totally phenomenal givenness, which is precisely not the
case with... "Marionesque" givenness.76

Janicaud's critical work is incisive. However, we would like to suggest another

problem which opens out Marion's work in another direction. It may be that it is not

'givenness' which is the most problematic issue in Marion's work, but the way in which

he understands and uses the notion of a reduction.

Just what is reduction and how is it employed in the phenomenological tradition as

formulated by Husserl and Heidegger?77 Briefly, the reduction emerges as a

74. Marion, Reduction and Givenness, 203-205

75. Janicaud, 61

76. Janicaud, 65. This issue of the way in which Marion understands the task and reach of phenomenology
comes to the fore in the discussion between Marion and Jacques Derrida published as 'On the Gift'. In a point
of debate over Marion's desire to do away with the notion of a 'horizon' (the condition of phenomenality, the
'as such') and to focus on the unconditioned, Derrida accuses Marion of not doing phenomenology: "Then
would you dissociate what you call phenomenology from the authority of the as such? If you do that you
would be the first heresy in phenomenology... I am also for the suspension of the horizon, but, for that very
reason... I am not a phenomenologist anymore." 'On the Gift', in God, the Gift and Postmodernism, edited
John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 66

77. We will return to many of these points in more detail in the following chapter. This brief overview of
some phenomenological points is made here to grasp adequately what our critical trajectory of Marion's work
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methodological practice or discipline out of the original formulations of

phenomenological method. It is always a part of the intentional structure which is the

binding together of intuition with phenomenon, that structure which undercuts any need

to emphasize subject or object, subjectivity or objectivity. On this basis, Heidegger does

not depart from Husserl. Where Heidegger moves away from Husserl, is in the specifics of

the reduction itself and what is involved in its operation. Fundamentally, the reduction is

a methodological technique for phenomenology as a philosophical method and as such

lies at the heart of phenomenological practice.78

The reduction can not be operated or emphasized outside of phenomenological

practice. To focus on reduction means to take this intentional relation seriously from the

outset and not to collapse it into a monolithic givenness. Marion's problem is that he does

not reflect on his own practice of the reduction and he has no coherent account of the

philosophical practice in which he is engaged. This results in a failure to give any account

of how his philosophical polemic to strip away human-centred questions from his

philosophical vocabulary can even be articulated without consideration of the human

who practices philosophy. Given that Marion's engagement with Heidegger is long and

detailed, one struggles to see why he fails to recognize that these are some of the most

fundamental issues with which Husserl and Heidegger grappled, and particularly those

discussions which evolve out of Heidegger's notion of Dasein:

Phenomenological reduction as the leading of our vision from beings back to being
nevertheless is not the only basic component of phenomenological method... For this
guidance of vision back from beings to being requires at the same time that
we should bring ourselves forward positively toward being itself... 79

is trying to do.

78. Reduction for Husserl leads to phenomenological seeing, to eidetic clarity, and operates out of (detaching
itself, so to speak, from) a natural attitude. Reduction for Heidegger is the working out of the comportment
structures which are Dasein's natural attitude. In both cases, the natural human attitude is thus taken up into
phenomenological insight, which reflects on, out of, and upon the natural attitude, which is embedded in an
intentional structure.

79. Martin Heidegger, The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, translated Albert Hofstadter (Bloomington:
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Now Marion certainly is able to take account of certain elements of Heidegger's

concerns, but he often seems burdened by the desire to strip away any possible mediation

by that which is human.80 Yet simultaneously he is also highly critical of Husserl's focus

on objects, on objectivity in general, or of any philosophy which seems to be directed at a

dimension which could be described in terms of its conceptuality. Yet we see this also

firmly placed within the frame of a phenomenological method by Heidegger:

...here necessarily belongs to the conceptual interpretation of being and its structures...to
the reductive construction of being, a destruction —a critical process in which the
traditional concepts... are deconstructed down to the sources from which they were
drawn... These three basic components of phenomenological method -reduction,
construction, destruction- belong together in their content and must receive
grounding in their mutual pertinence...81

Marion's attempts to recast the subject and downplay the object, whilst privileging a

'pure' transcendental unconditioned givenness which gives both objectivity and

subjectivity, must be critiqued from this perspective. If there is any sense in which we can

speak of this pure givenness, it emerges not as a monolithic transcendental, but from the

intentional structure itself, which is relational. The correlation which pervades all aspects

of phenomenology is this relationality in clear view, emerging out of intentional structure.

The best way to show the problems with the way in which Marion uses the notion

of reduction is through one of his own phenomenological analyses. In Excess provides us

with a fine example of such an analysis. The third essay in this book, a reflection on the

'saturated phenomenon' of the Idol entitled 'The Radiance of the Painting', is an attempt

by Marion to bring his phenomenology of givenness into the realm of aesthetics, and

Indiana University Press, 1982), 21-23. My italics.

80. For instance his employment of the notion comportment towards the 'Other' is always situated in terms
of "hearing the Call" and human actions are always in response.

81. Heidegger, Basic Problems, 21
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simultaneously the setting out of Marion's 'inversion' of the Kantian category of 'quality'.82

This essay is very problematic. The 'closing off1 operation that we observed earlier is

properly at work in this essay. He treats the painting as "not an object", but casts it as an

instance of radiance, an excess of givenness which the painting merely instances, or

provides a site for. The painting itself is simply a vehicle for a more originary givenness

which is just 'there' regardless of the individual painting under consideration, like some

sort of Platonic form. This means that his aesthetics operates with an a priori notion of

what makes paintings 'work', something which he never spells out explicitly. In Marion's

analysis, the painting, in order that it might serve as an instance of givenness, is made to

perform some kind of reduction of the phenomenal field. How paintings accomplish this

reduction is never unpacked or examined, but simply claimed. We need to ask, how can

a painting do that? A reduction is the application of a philosophical technique performed

by the phenomenologist! According to Marion, givenness is 'known' (or 'perceived', in

this case) through the type of saturation proper to paintings (conceived as radiance, or as

"idol") and this means that the painting must be some kind of 'object' for perception. To

claim otherwise means to call into question the proper status within the phenomenal field

that the art work holds. Clearly to function as an instance, as Marion seems to suggest,

means that the painting is situated as a particular element within the broader field or

region of phenomena. Consider the following:

Here is the painting: the non-physical space where the visible alone reigns abolishes
I'invu (the invisible by default) and reduces the phenomenon to pure visibility... the
painting, such that in its frame it operates a reduction of the given to pure visibility,
produces...a visible that has never previously been seen by anyone.83

82. For Marion, a 'saturated phenomenon' is a way of indicating not a 'phenomenon' as much as different
modes of phenomenality per se, the way in which things appear. Marion's notion of a 'saturated
phenomenon' is an attempt to reformulate Kant's 'pure concepts of the understanding' -the categories- by
inverting them. Kant's quartal division of quantity, quality, relation and modality become, in Marion's work,
the categories of event, idol, flesh and icon, and the four are gathered together simultaneously as revelation.

83. Marion, In Excess, 68. My italics and emphasis.
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There are several problems with this, but we will focus on the two that are most

apparent with the aim of showing what is fundamentally misguided about Marion's

approach. Firstly, as Graham Ward points out, Marion often has recourse to making the

material, the physical, merely a metaphor, "...the movement from the concrete, the reele

(sic,), into the metaphoric, where objects continually lose their specificity... 1,84 We can

see this in the example above. Marion de-materializes the painting, it is for him a "non-

physical space". Marion seems to be operating with a crudely Platonic semiotics, or

something quite like it: worldly visibility is merely a sign pointing to a higher visibility

which makes itself known through the radiance of paintings, in excess of our capacities.

Secondly, the painting "operates a reduction of the given to a pure visibility". How

one interprets the way in which Marion's notion of reduction operates, pretty much

decides whether his project as a whole is viable, since in his work the correlation

between reduction and givenness is absolutely crucial. In this passage, Marion seems to

suggest that he conceives of the phenomenological reduction in a very strange way. It is

not a philosophical method but something else entirely. What this 'something else' is

remains a complete mystery. Just how does a painting operate a reduction? One major

place where Marion's analysis becomes difficult to comprehend is, therefore, in the status

of the reduction which the painting supposedly performs.

What Marion appears to be attempting is to downplay simultaneously the status of

objects whilst also attempting to sidestep subjectivity by placing the operation of a

reduction with a now somehow 'de-objectified' object. Subjectivity is constituted by the

excess of intuition required to assent to any kind of perception or cognition of the

saturated phenomenon which "gives itself": saturatedness or givenness 'calls forth' an

excess of intuition which constitutes a being-given in place of subjectivity. The problem

remains that Marion never elucidates just how the painting, for instance, operates a

84. Ward, Post-Secular Philosophy, 233



-52 -

reduction. Marion's failure to unpack this claim means that his project remains

suspiciously unclear. In the end Marion's work remains difficult because although he has

acknowledged Pascal's critique of Cartesian metaphysics, and although he seems to be

critical of the traditional problematics of subjectivity and objectivity, he remains firmly

within the sway of certain epistemological problematics. This makes Marion's thinking a

highly dense, confusing and complex affair, which offers on the surface the rhetorical

flourish of French philosophy in the post-Heideggerean climate, but requires great leaps

of acceptance of Marion's pre-suppositions and refusals in order to string together a

coherent trajectory in his work. His work is highly problematic once one starts to dig

deeper below its rhetorical surface: whilst the surface glitters with promise, the depths

prove murky and misleading.

Marion's work seems to move too easily in blurring the boundary between proving

something and showing something. Considering his rhetoric is so heavily oriented to the

notion of letting things show themselves from themselves, there is considerable irony that

he must belabour the point as he does. He is attempting to prove that things show

themselves from themselves.85 Failure to think carefully enough about some of the

intricacies of his own philosophical practice, combined with his suspicion of any kind of

mediation or activity by a human 'subject', seem to find a strange parallel in Marion's

failure to question how human persons might be involved in the way that things "show

themselves from themselves." What is the relational structure here?

At this point, we are beginning to see a whole set of issues which the

phenomenological tradition, and those influenced by it, have come to treat as primitive

problems. Issues of objectivity and subjectivity, the status of objects and being, the

85. We suspect, however, that the subversive element that we have pointed out before is revealed by
Marion's concerns with authority and legitimacy. We have reason to be suspicious that his focus on givenness
is not so much about allowing phenomena to show themselves as about providing some sort of
phenomenological warrant for the notion that what the Church's teaching office sets out must be taken as
already given. It is about setting out a philosophy which leaves room for the revelatory claims of the Church.
In this sense his philosophy takes on a very different character indeed.
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relation of transcendence to immanence, visibility and invisibility. Maurice Merleau-

Ponty's understanding of reduction, as formulated in the Preface to the Phenomenology of

Perception demonstrates a concern with these questions and shows where his

phenomenology begins. It is notable that he simply refuses to singularize the multiplicity

of the phenomenal field by recourse to a principle, of givenness or otherwise:

The best formulation of the reduction is probably that given by Eugene Fink, Husserl's
assistant, when he spoke of wonder in the face of the world. Reflection does not withdraw
from the world towards the unity of consciousness as the world's basis; it steps back to
watch the forms of transcendence fly up like sparks from a fire; it slackens the intentional
threads which attach us to the world and thus brings them to our notice; it alone is
consciousness of the world because it reveals that world as strange and paradoxical... in
order to see the world and grasp it as paradoxical, we must break with our familiar
acceptance of it and also from the fact that from this break we can learn nothing but the
unmotivated upsurge of the world... Far from being, as has been thought, a procedure of
idealist philosophy, phenomenological reduction belongs to existentialist philosophy:
FHeidegger's 'being-in-the-world' appears only against the background of the
phenomenological reduction.86

It is clear that we are, with Merleau-Ponty, in an altogether different manner of

approach to phenomenology than Marion's, one that gives us an alternative account of

the possibilities of phenomenology and offering a very different set of philosophical tools

for theology. To this work we will now turn.

86. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, translated Colin Smith (London: Routledge,
2002), xv-xvi
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CHAPTER TWO

NAVIGATIONAL PHILOSOPHY:

An Alternative Tradition of Phenomenology

Fact and essence can no longer be distinguished... because Being no longer being before
me but surrounding me... traversing me, and my vision of Being not forming itself from
elsewhere but from the midst of Being... spatio-temporal individuals, are from the first
mounted on the axes, the pivots, the dimensions, the generality of my body, and the ideas
are... already encrusted in its joints. There is no emplacement of space and time that
would not be a variant of the others, as they are of it; there is no individual that would not
be a representative of a species or of a family of beings, would not have, would not be a
certain style, a certain manner of managing the domain of space and time over which it
has competency, of pronouncing, of articulating that domain, of radiating about a wholly
virtual centre... a certain manner of being... a certain Wesen... there is no essence, no
idea, that does not adhere to a domain of history and of geography...87

11.1 Thinking-With and According-To the Phenomenological Tradition

In the last chapter we saw how Jean-Luc Marion seeks to situate himself as in

some way following through and extending the phenomenological tradition of Husserl

and Heidegger by 'exceeding' it. We have suggested that Marion rather appropriates

Husserl and Heidegger to his own purposes and that it is other extra-phenomenological

factors that are the real influences. Our engagement with Marion tried to show that the

tradition which he invokes is at odds with the work he seeks to accomplish. Since Marion

has been a major force in recent and contemporary re-examination of phenomenological

themes, we now aim to show that there is a very different tradition within contemporary

phenomenology which has its roots in the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and which

offers a critical and constructive perspective on the rather hegemonical picture that

Marion has built up. For us, this approach also offers up some rich resources for

87. Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, edited Claude Lefort, translated Alphonso Lingis
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968), 114-5; originally published as Le Visible et I 'invisible (Paris:
Gallimard, 1964)
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theological reflection and for questioning the ontological presuppositions to which we

drew attention at the beginning of this thesis.

Merleau-Ponty invokes the notion of 'thinking the unthought' in the work of his

predecessors in the tradition, but we think that he accomplishes this without doing

violence to the texts with which he works. Subsequently, Merleau-Ponty extends aspects

of both Husserl's and Heidegger's work. He does so in a critical manner whilst also

accomplishing something of a synthesis which opens up new possibilities for

phenomenologically influenced work. He does so by considering the larger arc and

movement of Husserl's and Heidegger's writings and tries to get back to the core

concerns with which they grappled in a way which is true to their work as a whole.88 This

chapter will thus take account of the main motifs in Merleau-Ponty's work, in an effort to

be faithful to the overall contours of his concerns, whilst also attempting to think

alongside him in the working out of revisionary ontological frameworks. In doing so we

are following through on the way of doing philosophy which he emphasizes.

This way of engaging with the work of a predecessor in thinking we are calling a

way of 'thinking-according-to'. The emphasis is that this is a way of thinking. This

'according-to' has remarkable theological, as well as philosophical, significance. It is an

appropriately modest but in depth engagement with the work of others which seeks to

advance that work through one's own involvement with the texts at hand, as well as one's

involvement with the world at hand. As we will see, this 'according to' is a way of doing

88. Moreover, in the last fifteen years or so, Merleau-Ponty's own work has itself been taken up anew, in a
similar fashion to the way he himself worked, by the relatively young French philosopher Renaud Barbaras.
Barbaras' first major book is a detailed engagement with Merleau-Ponty, in the manner of Merleau-Ponty; his
second major book is a phenomenological treatment of perception in which he engages with Merleau-Ponty
afresh for the contemporary situation in the formulation of his own philosophy. In this latter work is the
working out of a deep understanding of phenomenological tradition in which Merleau-Ponty is brought into
dialogue with Jan Patocka. Barbaras' work provides a significant support for re-interpretation, as well as a
guide in working through the problems in a way which is fresh but also consistent with the texts with which
he works. See Renaud Barbaras, The Being of the Phenomenon: Merleau-Ponty's Ontology, translated Ted
Toadvine and Leonard Lawlor (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004); and Desire and Distance:
Introduction to a Phenomenology of Perception, translated Paul B. Milan (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2005)
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what Merleau-Ponty terms 'philosophical interrogation', a style of thinking which is

connected with, what he calls, a certain style of the world.89

The primary text in which Merleau-Ponty shows us the strength of this approach

is his 1959 essay The Philosopher and His Shadow, originally published in a collection to

commemorate the centenary of Husserl's birth, but also included in the collection of

essays Signs.90 In this essay, Merleau-Ponty appears simply to be outlining his own

reading of Husserl, summarizing some basic contours of Husserl's work. However, careful

reading shows that this essay reveals Merleau-Ponty's philosophical approach in its fully

developed and articulated state. At the very opening of this essay, we are given a clear

indication of what is going on:

Establishing a tradition means forgetting its origins, the aging Husserl used to say.
Precisely because we owe so much to tradition, we are in no position to see just what
belongs to it... Between an 'objective' history of philosophy... and a mediation disguised
as dialogue... there must be a middle-ground on which the philosopher we are speaking
about and the philosopher who is speaking are present together, although it is not
possible even in principle to decide at any given moment just what belongs to each. 91

Merleau-Ponty uses the occasion of a commemoration of Husserl to genuinely

commemorate him by thinking alongside him, thus furthering Husserl's own thinking:

At the end of Husserl's life there is an unthought-of element in his works which is wholly
his and yet opens out on something else. To think is not to possess the objects of thought:
it is to use them to mark out a realm to think about which we therefore are not yet
thinking about...92

89. For contextual and biographical background on Merleau-Ponty see the useful discussion in Albert
Rabil, Merleau-Ponty: Existentialist of the Social World (New York: Columbia University Press, 1967). In
understanding the historical issues which have affected the reception of Merleau-Ponty's work, see Merleau-
Ponty, Husserl at the Limits of Phenomenology, edited Leonard Lawlor (Evanston: Northwestern University
Press, 2002), Lawlor's introduction xxi-xxxii. See also Ted Toadvine: "For more than a decade the central
concern of American Merleau-Ponty scholarship has been his role as progenitor of the various strands of post-
structuralism and 'post-modernism' dominating the landscape of continental studies in America."
'Phenomenological Method in Merleau-Ponty's Critique of Gurwitsch" in Husserl Studies 17 (2001), 195
90. Merleau-Ponty, Signs (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1964), 159-181
91. ibid., 159
92. ibid., 160
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The key issue here is what this 'marking-out' of a realm for thinking consists of.

Doing phenomenology is not just a case of following through on a set of

phenomenological procedures. It is fundamentally about including those procedures as a

part of what is elucidated. But more: this 'marking-out' of a realm for thinking is the very

matter of philosophy, this marking-out is an activity that is engaged in, occuring in a

particular situation, as part of a life. 'Concepts' and 'terms' are not the objects of

philosophy, nor even of thought, they are the way in which we mark out a region to work

with, work in, to work-out-of. The more flexible and fluid these markings-out become, the

richer the region thus marked out. Philosophical activity is richest when it seeks to

dissolve the rigidity of precise definition in favour of the opening up of regions of

investigation whilst remaining rooted in the life in which such activity always occurs and

in which it has its sense.93

This approach can also be discerned in a series of lectures that Merleau-Ponty

gave at the College de France in 1947-8, The Incarnate Subject: Malebranche, de Biran

and Bergson on the Union of Body and Soul.94 In dialoguing with these seminal figures in

the French philosophical tradition, Merleau-Ponty presents his students with a method of

inhabiting the texts of these philosophers, what he calls "thinking the unthought in the

margin of some old pages" in the FHusserl essay.95 This is a way of reading philosophical

texts in an interrogative manner. In attempting to think through the region which a text

marks out in a way which the philosopher who wrote it would not have been able, one

tries to push through to what they were seeking to express but were not able to do, since

"The historical situation of a philosopher delimits what he can think about with certitude,

93. See ibid., 161 -163
94. Merleau-Ponty, The Incarnate Subject: Malebranche, de Biran and Bergson on the Union of Body and
Soul, translated Paul B. Milan, edited Andrews G. Bjelland Jr. and Patrick Burke (New York: Humanity Books,
2001)
95. Signs, 160. It should be noted that Merleau-Ponty's approach to Descartes contrasts starkly with that of
Marion.
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but not what he can try to think about."96

In 1939, Merleau-Ponty was one of the first visitors to the newly established

Husserl Archives at Leuven where he consulted the then unpublished manuscripts of

Ideas II and The Crisis of the European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology.97 It

was his reading of these texts which made a strong impact on his early writings,

particularly Phenomenology of Perception. All the major themes of Merleau-Ponty's own

work are already set out in Husserl's texts. One can read Merleau-Ponty as furthering the

work of Husserl, but with considerable changes in emphasis. A major part of this

furthering is his appropriation of central terms and issues gleaned from Heidegger's work

of the late 1920s and early 1930s. In this sense, Merleau-Ponty brings aspects of the two

pioneers in phenomenology together and contributes an acute critical and synthetic

ability in re-articulating their concerns within his own philosophical vision. It is precisely

this ability that constitutes Merleau-Ponty's originality and importance. It points to a way

of thinking which follows paths marked out by predecessors, whilst forging new paths

forward using those already marked out paths not as directional decisions already

undertaken, but as ways of moving forward. The thought of predecessors are re-thought

according-to, thought with, in order to navigate one's way through into unmarked

territory and to new insights. As Eric Matthews points out:

Merleau-Ponty offers a comprehensive and yet unified account of the human situation,
covering individual experience, mind-body relations, freedom, relations between self and
others, society, history, politics and the arts. Many of his themes are recognizable in the
work of other twentieth-century philosophers -notably Heidegger, but also Sartre,
Marcel, and Bergson. What is distinctive and original about Merleau-Ponty is the
particular way in which he combines these themes, the style in which he develops them,
and the implications that he derives from them.98

96. Incarnate Subject, 47
97. For historical detail see Dermot Moran, Introduction to Phenomenology (London: Routledge, 2000),
406-409; Eric Matthews, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty (Chesham: Acumen, 2002), 3-4; Edmund
Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy, Second Book:
Studies in the Phenomenology of Constitution, translated R. Rojcewicz and A. Schuwer (Dordrecht: Kluwer,
1989), from now on referred to as Ideas II; Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental
Phenomenology: An Introduction to Phenomenological Philosophy, translated David Carr (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1970), from now on referred to as Crisis
98. Matthews, Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, 21-22
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If we are to characterize Merleau-Ponty's philosophy, we could aptly call it

navigational. It is about finding one's way about in the world into which one is already-

always involved and onwards towards new horizons, whilst always acknowledging that

by heading towards those new horizons, one is still involved in the concrete situation

which is one's life. Moreover, in this striving forward one is guided by the way in which

one's predecessors themselves pushed forward. One is never without companionship in

the forging of new paths: the paths themselves may be as yet unmarked, but the way in

which they are found and explored is something which one must master, a way of doing

which others have already set out in their own explorations. 'Navigation1, then, is a key

term for understanding Merleau-Ponty's work. It is this navigational possibility which

strikes us as a central concern of the phenomenological tradition. It is why Husserl

himself kept going back to start again, to reforge his standpoints, to relearn what he was

trying to show and teach others, why each new book seemed to be yet another

introduction to phenomenology. In this sense, Merleau-Ponty is his faithful companion.

But what he does with what he has learnt takes on a very different character indeed.

Merleau-Ponty's late thought is explicitly trying to formulate a new kind of ontology

which can take account of these navigational themes. It is situated, rooted, worldly, and

yet steeped in a kind of philosophical wonder. The thrust of this movement towards new

ontological formulations can be gleaned from a passage in the prospectus that Merleau-

Ponty wrote for his future work which is included in the collection of essays The Primacy

of Perception:

Our inquiries should lead us finally to a reflection on this transcendental man... which
appears through the movement of history - to a reflection on this Logos which gives us the
task of vocalizing a hitherto mute world... they should lead us to a study of the Logos of
the perceived world... Here we rejoin the classical questions of metaphysics, but by
following a route which removes from them their character as problems... as difficulties
which could be solved cheaply through the use of a few metaphysical entities constructed
for this purpose."

99. Merleau-Ponty, Primacy of Perception, edited J. Edie, translated A.B. Dallery (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1964), 11
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There is in Merleau-Ponty's late writings a sense of the character of our human

situation as ambiguity, a sense of contingency seeking articulation rather than

clarification. Merleau-Ponty provides us with ways of setting out what this articulation

might be like, one which rejoins the questions of classical metaphysics and then responds

in a new way. He gives us the opportunity to mark-out this terrain in an understanding of

'tradition' and 'ways of thinking' in which we do not think metaphysically, but find ways

to articulate something that lies further on, beyond metaphysics, as its kind of 'heir'. It is a

situated thinking, bound up with life. In order to do so, it must take seriously the activity

of the thinker as a part of a life lived in the world, in which we are always-already

involved.

II.2 Merleau-Ponty as an Heir to Phenomenology

ll.2a The Inheritance from Husserl and Heidegger

Clearly we cannot hope to be exhaustive in covering even the surface of both

Husserl and Heidegger's philosophies in this chapter. What follows is an outline of some

essential aspects of these pioneers of phenomenology which turn around issues which are

of central importance for Merleau-Ponty and for this whole project in general.100

The question of just how and in what ways Merleau-Ponty is influenced by

Husserl and Heidegger is one that is very much in dispute. Some commentators have

attempted to show that although in the early years Merleau-Ponty saw himself very much

as a Husserlian, in his later years he moved more and more under Heidegger's

influence.101 This, we think, is a picture which is much too simple. It also ignores the very

100. We therefore ask that the reader forgive the odd tangent in this exposition as it stands in this chapter.
The relevance of these tangents will become clearer as we move through the thesis in later chapters.
101. This approach tends to be the one adhered to by Leonard Lawlor, for instance: "In the later courses
language, for Merleau-Ponty, is fundamental, and because of this, Merleau-Ponty sets up the moment of the
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clear textual evidence which shows that in the late 1950s Merleau-Ponty was quite

explicitly linking himself with Husserl, whom he casts as a kind of 'master'. But it is also

clear that there are distinctly Heideggerean themes in this late work too, though they are

carried through in very different ways.102 In order to assess just how and by what Merleau-

Ponty is influenced, we must first set out some essential features of the way in which

Husserl and Heidegger did philosophy, and specifically their concerns with a

phenomenological philosophy.

Il.2b Husserlian Issues

We will attempt to give a survey of some principle themes in Husserl's work

emphasizing what we see as those issues which serve to make sense of his concerns. In

this section we will cover some methodological issues and then turn to the way in which

Husserl's philosophy developed. Given the complex relationship between Husserl and

Heidegger, we will leave one or two aspects of Husserl's work, those which are important

in Heidegger's work, to that section.

In summary, Husserl's work can be characterized by fundamental methodological

principles. Firstly, he approaches philosophical problems in an unusual way, emphasizing

observation and description as a way of doing philosophy. One of Husserl's main

great French philosophy of the sixties. This rupture occurs because of Merleau-Ponty's reflections on
Heidegger. Indeed, the later Merleau-Ponty discovers 'convergences' between the phenomenology of Husserl
and the ontology of Heidegger. Despite the pervasive influence of Husserl in Merleau-Ponty's thought up to
the very end, it is not possible now to say that Merleau-Ponty's later thought is merely phenemenological. The
courses demonstrate clearly that Merleau-Ponty was reading all the texts by Heidegger that were available
during the later fifties; he was truly making an attempt to absorb Heidegger's thought"; Lawlor, 'Essence and
Language: The Rupture in Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy' in Issues Confronting the Post-European World,
conference in honour of Jan Patocka; http://m-pc.binghampton.edu/index.html
102. See Barbaras: "Thus, Merleau-Ponty's ontology in no way attests to an accord with Heidegger. It seems
to us, on the contrary, that it is situated beyond Heidegger's interrogation insofar as it constitutes a critique in
action of what the thought of Being as Being retains that is still abstract and unilateral. Merleau-Ponty's
ontology allows us to recognize, as Richir has said, 'in Heidegger's insistence to push interrogation in one
sole direction - the direction of Being as such - a form of abstraction coming from classical philosophy,
although here in Heidegger it is carried to a degree of necessity and subtlety never before attained.'" Barbaras,
Being of the Phenomenon, 319; quoting Marc Richir, "Le Sens de la phenomenologie dans 'Le visible et
I 'invisible'" Esprit 66 (1982), 142
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concerns is to try to place philosophy on a scientific footing. In this he follows through on

a central thrust of Kant's critical method. This means that the thrust of phenomenology is

based on the development of a way of doing philosophy rather than on specific doctrines.

This approach means that he is critical of the metaphysical tendency in philosophy to

construct theories and then try to fit evidence to those theories. He is also critical of the

tendency to reduce the evidence of our experience to a merely subjective status, a

tendency which Husserl calls 'psychologism'.

The reassessment of the notion of experience is one of Husserl's main

contributions to philosophy and remains quite misunderstood. The basic thrust is that

philosophy, in the modern period, has completely miscast experience by levelling it off to

some sort of empirical category. Rather than treating experience in this levelled off way,

Husserl seeks to get back to an understanding of experience which is rooted in that sort of

experience which we commonly talk of, and making a clear distinction between this kind

of experience and that which has been discussed philosophically. This distinction

between everyday experience and philosophical experience underlies all sorts of

Husserlian distinctions which characterize different aspects of his work, not least the

distinction between the natural and the phenomenological attitudes, and in his later work

the emphasis on the Lebenswelt, or Lifeworld.103 Husserl locates the root of the levelled

off notion of experience in modern philosophy with the Cartesian distinction between

inner and outer experience and shows how this distinction does not allow for a proper

consideration of the pre-philosophical experience which undergirds it. This realization is

central for the development of Husserl's philosophy and he returns to the issue of

experience throughout his work. It underlies the very important distinction between the

103. Getting clear about the problem of 'experience' is one of the tasks of this thesis. We can suggest at least
three dimensions to this problem here: experience as (mis)pictured by empiricists and the
Kantian tradition; 'everyday' experience; experience as it unfolds (and is 'described') in and through the
practice of phenomenology.
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living and objective body (Leib and Korper); the importance of distinguishing between

sensuous and categorial intuition; the relation between the predicative and the pre-

predicative. Many of these issues are rooted in the way in which Husserl takes on the task

of a rigourous critique of predominant philosophical prejudices about experience,104

Subsequently, this concern to come to a better understanding of 'experience' is a

consistent concern of phenomenology as a whole, it is central for Heidegger and

Merleau-Ponty, and will be a central concern of this current thesis.105

The relationship between 'phenomena' and 'experience' is important in

understanding the notion of 'phenomena' which distinguishes phenomenology from other

ways of doing philosophy. The class of 'phenomena' is very open-ended and broadly

conceived for Husserl. Phenomena are all kinds of entities, not just 'things'. Entities in a

phenomenological sense are spatio-temporal, and so include language and expression;

processes and organizations of time, memory and anticipation; meanings and

significations; assertions, claims and beliefs. For Husserl, all phenomena are organized in

domains and regions, sharing a certain ontological kinship. These different domains are

also related with and to one another. To investigate the ways in which this organization of

phenomena occurs is to do what Husserl calls 'formal ontology', a study of the

relationships which obtain not just within different ontological regions but also between

different regions.

104. See Ludwig Landgrebe, 'The Phenomenological Concept of Experience1, translated Don C. Welton, in
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 34:1 (1973), 1-13. Landgrebe shows how Husserl spent many
years studying the British empiricists, since although they had realized the centrality of experience, they still
worked within the Cartesian distinction between the inner and outer experience. Husserl is sympathetic to the
emphasis on sensuous experience that he finds in Locke and Hume, but is critical of the way that inner
experience is then transformed into 'ideas'. Husserl's phenomenology consistently challenges the
epistemological prejudices inherent in both rationalism and empiricism. Understanding this issue helps to cast
light on the ways in which Husserl's work itself developed.
105. Unfortunately with 'experience' we come up against a term which is highly problematic.
'Experience' is a term that we will use extensively, but we must guard against a certain inflexibility or en bloc
understanding of it. In later chapters we will set out several ways in which 'experience' might function within
a philosophy and theology. The roots of our explorations on this issue grow out of Husserlian soil, which is
why this study can still be characterized as a kind of 'phenomenology.' See note 101.
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Phenomenology, then, is a new way of doing ontology, but it is an ontology

which seeks to be attentive to the experience by which any region appears in human life.

It is lived experience that drives this attentiveness.106 This lived experience must be

described without recourse to metaphysical pseudo-entities which are not phenomena,

but which are entities invented for the purpose of explaining those phenomena which we

do experience. Though these metaphysical entities may not be proper phenomena, we

must therefore question and describe the creation and positing of them, which is a

phenomena of our experience. We need to inquire, therefore, into the history of

metaphysical entities and see how their role and character developed and changed. In

this way we remain in the domain of experience and come to a clearer understanding that

metaphysics is an activity like any other. This phenomenological critique of the relation

between metaphysics and ontology is one that is important for understanding the

subsequent developments of phenomenology. It is this latter critique of metaphysics that

became a main focus of Heidegger's take on phenomenology.

The phenomenality of entities, the way in which this phenomenality is arranged

into ontological regions, and the relationships which obtain between these regions, must

be described and analysed without being determined by an overarching metaphysics. In

this sense, 'metaphysical' means that tendency to refer phenomenality back to some entity

which is outside experience. To do this kind of work of description and analysis requires

some way of bringing 'thinking' under the jurisdiction of phenomenality.

What is at issue here is that one's way of thinking must be situated by what is 'at

hand', but what is 'at hand' is our dealing-with a whole complex of multi-layered and

textured dimensions. For instance, in the philosophical handling of texts is included a

106. Like 'experience', the terms 'ontology' and 'ontological' are also somewhat problematic. We are using
these terms in the broad sense of an inquiry which attempts to set out the constituents of 'what there is', the
'stuff' with which we are always dealing in our lived experience. One of the tasks of finding the 'heir' to
metaphysics is to come to better ways of describing and understanding just this activity of 'dealing with' what
'there is'.
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whole host of complex historical and social issues, as well as reading skills, habits of

interpretation and so on. It is always fundamentally a practical dealing-with. Inherent in

this dealing-with is the personal affectivity of moods and concerns and all this is a part of

the lived dimension in which philosophical thinking, as all thinking, occurs.

This points to the crucial task of making sure that the way of thinking is not

obstructed by a certain picture of 'mind'. One of the thrusts of phenomenology has been

to attempt to re-think this picture. One way of understanding the problem is this: what

has often been referred to as 'mind' is a way of designating a location for activities of

thinking, but these activities are considered as the discrete operations of some sort of

mental substrate. This is the gist of Husserl's starting point for analysing 'acts' of

consciousness. The phenomenological doctrine of intentionality, inherited from Brentano,

that consciousness is always consciousness of something, serves principally as a way of

ensuring 'mind' always remains in contact with 'world' rather than withdrawing into a

Cartesian substantial realm separated from the world. How this intentional binding is

conceived is one of the major points of disgreement within phenomenology: whether they

are discrete, almost atomistic, acts of consciousness; whether intentionality is more

holistic, structural, practical; or whether there are different levels of intentionality as well

as different kinds. Husserl starts from the position that intentional acts are discrete but

then moves towards a much more complex understanding of intentional structures.

This shift is apparent in Ideas II, an important text for our concerns. In this book,

Husserl starts to work out the implications of phenomenological analysis by paying

attention to a variety of different kinds of intentional life. These analyses are grouped into

'material', 'psychic' and 'spiritual1, and in each case Husserl sets about providing analysis

of the ways in which these domains of phenomenality are constituted. As part of these

analyses, Husserl emphasizes that our conscious life is one which is multifaceted and

involved in a whole complex of worldly affairs, a nexus of overlapping concerns, which
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Husserl calls 'the surrounding world'.107 In these sections it is clear that a shift has taken

place in Husserl's work. As he tries to apply his theoretical phenomenology from Ideas I108

into concrete analyses of constitution, he discovers the complexity of that which he is

attempting to 'reduce1:

As person, I am what I am... as subject of a surrounding world... The surrounding world is
the world that is perceived by the person in his acts, is remembered, grasped in thought,
surmised... as such and such; it is the world of which this personal Ego is conscious, the
world which is there for it, to which it relates in this or that way... To begin with, the
world is, in its core, a world appearing to the senses and characterized as 'on hand'.109

Put another way: what we describe as 'thinking' must be a way of thinking, and that

way of thinking is always situated by what is 'on hand'. This 'on hand' can be conditions

of life which are about our involvement with physical objects, or our handling of tools in

the sense of a hammer, in the sense of a violin and bow, or in the sense of words written

or spoken. This 'on hand' can also be a range of responses to these same handlings and

dealings with. Moreover, the way in which we deal with and handle the variety of

involvements that we have with things, persons, and situations as a whole, also to some

extent determines our further involvements:

The same holds for the objects of desiring and practical acts. The experienced objects...
excite my desire or perhaps fill needs in relation to certain circumstances... Afterwards the
objects become apprehendable as in the service of the satisfaction of such needs according
to this or that property, and in that case they offer themselves to the apprehension as...
use-Objects of various sorts: heating materials, choppers, hammers, etc...110

There is thus an affective dimension to our involvements. Affectivity in this sense

can be 'moods' or it can be a more general sort of 'concern' for the way things are going

in our lives. This can also be a very specific concern for the outcome of a particular

handling: the way in which a certain expression finds its way onto the page, the way in

107. See especially Section 50 'The person as centre of a surrounding world'
108. Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology, translated W.R. Boyce Gibson (London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1931); Hereafter Ideas I
109. Ideas II, Section 50, 195-196; Husserl's italics
110. ibid., 197
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which a particular phrase is spoken, the way in which the bow makes the legato between

two notes. Or it can be a more general concern with the way in which one's whole

manner of living is able to cope with the terrain of one's engagement with the world and

others, the way in which one communicates to others, the way in which one deals with

others more generally, one's 'manners' and one's 'vices':

It is evident what foundational new sense there is to the relation beween man as person
subject and the objects of his surrounding world versus the natural relation between the
naturally understood man (as psychophysical reality) and other realities.111

Reading these later texts sympathetically, it becomes clear that Husserl was

striving to articulate something new but he was burdened by the philosophical language

which he had already inherited from the philosophy of consciousness. It is not at all clear,

in Ideas II for instance, that what is being described there as 'consciousness', can so easily

be assumed to be the same notion of consciousness as that within the main thrust of

German Idealism, with which Husserl is often (misleadingly, we think) connected.

Husserl's 'consciousness' seems to be used to indicate a complex. It is used in the

sense of a 'field of experience'.112 In the first place, in Ideas I, Husserl specifically links the

term 'consciousness' with experience:

Consciousness, or more distinctly Conscious experience (Erlebnis) in general, [is] to be taken
in an extremely wide sense... As starting-point we take consciousness in a pregnant
sense... We shall consider conscious experiences in the concrete fullness and entirety with
which they figure in their concrete context - the stream of experience - and to which they
are closely attached through their own proper essence... every experience in the stream...
has its own essence open to intuition, a 'content' which can be considered in its singularity
in and for itself... Under experiences in the widest sense we understand whatever is to be
found in the stream of experience... all the real phases to be found in this stream and in its
concrete sections.113

111.

112.

113.

ibid., 198
This is what Merleau-Ponty picks up on from Ideas II. See Phenomenology of Perception, 406
Husserl, Ideas, Section 34, 116; Section 35, 120. Husserl's italics.
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At this point Husserl then turns to considering the Ego and the Cogito. Is it simply

the case, therefore, that the singularity or unity for which Husserl is looking in experience,

is to be identified with a central point around which experience coheres? This would be a

simplistic idealism of a sort. But Husserl is clear that he is after something which pertains

to experience in its widest sense, something that cannot simply be identified with a

cogito-like point for its coherence. It is the notion of the personal that is at stake here. In

this sense, what is meant by Ego, is an indication of the irreducible personalistic character

of conscious experience in the widest sense. Even when experience of an everyday kind is

reduced, one is left not with some sort of disembodied cogito or transcendental ego but

with the self-evidence of one's personhood. When all else is reduced, one realizes the

irrevocably personal involvement that undergirds all conscious experience within the

stream of experience. Experience is the field in which personal identity, the invariance of

the personalistic, is built up. This personalistic invariance is one which is always

embedded in an intentional structure, an invariance or essence of experience which is

revealed by phenomenological method.114

'Personalistic1 is thus the correlate to the complex which is a field of experience.

In the personalistic sense it is a complex of involvements with the 'surrounding' world in

engaged activities of what Husserl calls 'motivation'. The way in which Husserl weaves a

complex set of terms around 'consciousness' can lead one to suppose that he understands

this in terms of a 'pole' or 'centre' around which everything revolves, and this is often

how he has been interpreted. What is difficult to square with this is the vehemence with

which Husserl always denied this interpretation and the equal vehemence with which he

114. See Maria Villela-Petit: "Consciousness must be taken as a field of experience, the unity of which
derives not from any synthetic activity of a transcendental ego but from... 'passive synthesis' or a 'synthesis of
transition", 'Selfhood and Corporeity' in journal of the British Society for Phenomenology 25, 1 (1994), 36.
Support for interpreting Husserl in this way also emerges from the later texts. In Experience and judgement,
Husserl discusses the ways in which experience comes to be familiar to us by way of a collusion between
objects of experience and a personal habitus which is "awakened anew by an active association." See
Experience and judgement, translated James S. Churchill and Karl Ameriks (Evanston: Northwestern University
Press, 1973), Section 25, 122
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always fought against psychologism. There is clearly a tension in Husserl's work. The

word 'consciousness' here indicates that tension.

Husserl's emphasis on the body in Ideas II suggests that whatever this notion of

'consciousness' is supposed to be about, it cannot simply be assumed to be a 'mental

centre1. The lived body (Leib) is distinguished from the physical or objective body

(Korper), and to this Leib is ascribed a fundamental role in all human knowing and doing.

Consciousness is bound up with this living body, and this living body is the way in which

the various intentional structures of 'consciousness' are traced out.

It is apparent immediately that if one reads for 'consciousness' instead

'personalistic involvement' this starts to look very different. It is important, therefore, to

understand that Husserl is struggling to formulate something new in a philosophical

language that is being pushed in new directions and straining under the pressure, and also

to see that the motif of 'living body' must be understood as giving shape to a radically

new philosophical perspective. The living body emphasizes a practical and physical

dimension in human knowing, but this must be qualified by an emphasis on the

personalistic involvements in which human beings live. Leib thus serves as the motif

which carries these emphases. It is this which Merleau-Ponty picked up on as he studied

Ideas II and which is crucial for the whole of his philosophy.

In Crisis Husserl sets about connecting all these strands emerging in Ideas II into a

historically sensitive philosophy, and this centres on the notion of the Lebenswelt or

lifeworld. The notion of lifeworld develops out of the need to formulate more clearly what

was originally conceived of as 'surrounding world' in Ideas II. This is a way of taking into

account the complex in which our life is embedded and involved before we engage in

any kind of activity of detached reflection. This is the important relationship that Husserl

posits between a 'natural' attitude and the 'phenomenological' attitude, a relationship

essential to understanding Husserl's long struggle to articulate the 'phenomenological
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reduction'. At this iate stage, Husserl had come to the position that the involvements with

the world of which the 'natural' attitude consists have to be taken as basic: any reduction

is a move 'out' of that attitude towards a more detached attitude, but the basis remains the

Lebenswelt from where the motivation to reduction and reflection has its impetus.115

Significantly, Husserl develops this by an extensive historically oriented critique of the

development of European science. His analysis shows how both scientific and

mathematical disciplines emerge out of the ongoing surrounding world, the Lebenswelt.

For Husserl, science, like all human activities, is something which goes on in a lived

world that is already there before science makes it thematic.116

Il.2c Heideggerean Issues

A major issue which complicates the interpretation of Merleau-Ponty's influences

is precisely the extent to which Heidegger was influenced by Husserl. Although

Heidegger claims often to completely overturn certain aspects of Husserl's philosophy117,

many central issues for Heidegger can be discerned in Husserl's work. The way in which

Husserl's analyses in Ideas II are very similar to Heidegger's analyses is apparent when we

compare the quotations already given with the way in which Heidegger opens Sein und

Zeit Section 15:

The Being of those entities which we encounter as closest to us can be exhibited
phenomenologically if we take as our clue everyday Being-in-the-world, which we also
call our 'dealings' in the world and with entities within-the-world. Such dealings have
already dispersed themselves into manifold ways of concern. The kind of dealing which is
closest to us is... not a bare perceptual cognition, but rather that kind of concern which
manipulates things and puts them to use; and this has its own kind of 'knowledge'.118

115. Crisis, Part MIA, Sections 28-55, 103-189
116. ibid., Section 28, 103-111
11 7. See for instance his re-formulation of the 'phenomenological reduction', Basic Problems, 21
118. Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, Division I, Section 15; Being and Time, translated Macquarrie and
Robinson (London: SCM Press, 1963), 95
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We must start by being very clear that, for us, the major theme of Heidegger's

philosophy is not 'Being'.119 Heidegger's philosophy takes its starting point from the

problem of Being. This is something which Heidegger himself acknowledges as a

Husserlian influence from his studies of Husserl's Logical Investigations.120 It is this

influence which proves to be of considerable importance. Here a central issue is the

status of categorial intuition as Husserl formulates it in Investigation VI.121

The notion of categorial intuition which Husserl formulates in Investigation VI is

where Husserl first glimpses the implications of phenomenology. Up until this point he

had not used the term exclusively or even explicitly. It is here that he begins to describe

what he is doing as 'phenomenology'.122 The issue of categorial intuition laid out in

Investigation VI re-occurs in a variety of guises throughout Husserl's corpus, but

particularly in the later books. The whole of Experience and ludgement is devoted to its

implications, as is Formal and Transcendental Logic and large sections of Crisis.123 The

notion undergoes considerable shifts in emphasis from the earlier formulation, but the

basic contours remain the same.124 Categorial intuition is that which connects together the

119. This is an emphasis that Thomas Sheehan makes consistently, see Sheehan 'Kehre and Ereignis: A
Prolegomenon to Introduction to Metaphysics1 in A Companion to Heidegger's Introduction to Metaphysics,
edited Richard Polt and Gregory Fried (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000)
120. Husserl, Logical Investigations, 2 volumes, translated J.N. Findlay (New York: Humanities Press, 1970);
[these two volumes] "lay on my desk in the theological seminary ever since my first semester there."
Heidegger, On Time and Being, translated Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper and Row, 1962), 74
121. "[Heidegger] took his orientation from Husserl's Logical Investigations, even after the publication of
Ideas I in 1913, though it is clear that he had access to the manuscript of Ideas II, and that many conceptions
in his own work originate from that unpublished work of Husserl, especially the concepts of 'world' and
'environment'. Heidegger was especially interested in the Fifth and Sixth Logical Investigations, linking
Husserl's enquiries in categorial intuition and his discussion of the recognition of truth with the problem of
Being as explored by Brentano and Aristotle. Husserl's notion of categorial intuition was, for Heidegger, an
attempt to think through Brentano's notion of the manifold meaning of Being." Dermot Moran, Introduction to
Phenomenology (London: Routledge, 2000), 226-7. For excellent discussion of the importance of categorial
intuition in phenomenology see Jiro Watanabe, 'Categorial Intuition and the Understanding of Being in
Husserl and Heidegger' in Reading Heidegger: Commemorations, edited John Sallis (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1993); Richard Cobb-Stevens, 'Being and Categorial Intuition' in Review of Metaphysics 44
(1990), 43-66
122. Husserl would later refer to this section as the 'breakthrough' of his method: "The correlation between
world (the world of which we always speak) and its subjective manners of givenness never evoked
philosophical wonder, that is, prior to the first breakthrough of 'transcendental phenomenology' in the Logical
Investigations." Crisis, Part III A, 165
123. Husserl, Formal and Transcendental Logic, translated Dorion Cairns (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,
1969)
124. It must be emphasized that this issue pre-dates Husserl's focus on the phenomenological reduction,
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various aspects of a state of affairs: it is the 'is' in the state of affairs 'the paper is white'. In

Investigation VI Section 43, Husserl sets out the basic contours of 'categorial intuition1:

I can see colour, but not being-coloured. I can feel smoothness, but not being-smooth. I
can hear a sound, but not that something is sounding. Being is nothing in the object, no
part of it, no moment tenanting it, no quality or intensity of it, no figure of it or no internal
form whatsoever, no constitutive feature of it however conceived. But being is also
nothing attaching to an object: as it is no real internal feature, so also it is no real external
feature, and therefore not, in the real sense, a 'feature' at all. For it has nothing to do with
the real forms of unity which bind objects into more comprehensive objects, tones into
harmonies, things into more comprehensive things or arrangements of things. On these
real forms of unity the external features of objects... are founded. Among these anything
like an 'is' is naturally not to be found.125

The problematic status of the 'is' is what the whole issue focusses on. At this

stage Husserl's focus is on showing how the achievement of categorial intuition is not

something supplied by the mind, but that the categorial connection indicated by the 'is',

though not perceived through sensorial intuition, is still perceived by a type of intuition

which he calls categorial. The categorial is something given to intuition in the state of

affairs thus perceived. I may see the coloured object, yet I do not see the 'being-coloured'

but see that the object is coloured. Husserl's concern is to maintain, against all

psychologism, that the state of being-coloured is nonetheless perceived in intuition that is

not purely sensorial. What is perceived is, in Husserl's terminology, eidetic. This

and that in Experience and judgement, there is no discussion at all of reduction. This is one more issue that
challenges most of Marion's later work which centres on reduction as the sole mode of access to 'givenness1;
Husserl himself was following another path of inquiry in these texts which are centred on logical inquiries. It
is precisely the shifts in Husserl's own thinking with regards to categorial intuition that illuminate the way in
which Heidegger made use of and transformed the material laid-out in Logical Investigation VI. Moreover,
this is an issue which goes to the heart of phenomenology itself. Husserl himself came to realize this, and
Experience and judgement is an attempt, in his own way, to come to terms with it.
125. Husserl, Logical Investigation VI, Section 43, 780, Findlay translation. This can be interpreted in a
variety of ways. For instance Robert Sokolowski turns it in one particular direction: "Language does not float
by itself on top of our sensibility; the reason we can use language is that we are capable of the kind of
intending that constitutes categorial objects. The syntax that defines language is grounded on the articulation
of wholes and parts that takes place in categorial intending... It is not the case that we can think because we
have language: rather, we have language because we can think, because we have the ability to achieve
categorial intuition." Robert Sokolowki, Introduction to Phenomenology (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), 91; Also compare this with Derrida as he first formulates the doctrine of differance: "The sound-
image is what is heard not the sound heard but the being-heard of the sound. Being-heard is structurally
phenomenal and belongs to an order radically dissimilar to that of the real sound in the world. One can only
divide this subtle but absolutely decisive heterogeneity by a phenomenological reduction. The latter is
therefore indispensable to all analyses of being-heard..." Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, translated
Cayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 63. My italics.
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formulation is retained right through Husserl's corpus. In Ideas I, he returns again to issues

which cohere around the question of regional eidetics:

Category is a word which on the one hand and in the combination 'category of a region1
refers us precisely to the relevant region, eg., to the region of physical nature; but on the
other hand sets the material region specified in relation to the form of region in general...
to the formal essence: object in general and the 'formal categories' belonging to it.126

In this passage, Husserl sets about defining eidetics in terms of the regional

investigations made possible by the intuiting of categories, an intuiting which itself is

made possible by the sensorial intuiting of things. Regions, categories, eidetics are all

bound together and stem from the problem of the status of the 'is' of predication first

discerned in the Investigation VI. Husserl returns again and again to the same theme. In

Experience and ludgement the question is the genealogy of logic. In this case the issue is

to discern how predicative judgements arise out of pre-predicative experience, but the

contours of the inquiry are similar. The basis of logical and categorial analysis is found in

experience, an experience which in the first instance is sensorial lived experience. In all

these cases we see a similar theme: the issue is in what way does the logical, the

categorial relate to the experiential? What is required is some way of relating the

experiential to the logical, the sensorial to the categorial.127

This is the point from which Heidegger's whole 'problem of being1 takes off.

Understood in this way, one can see that Heidegger is emphasizing something that is

already a major preoccupation in Husserl's work. For Heidegger, categorial intuition is

something practical. The basis of categorial intuition is the ability to take something as: it

126. Husserl, Ideas I, Section 10, 66
127. If one reads Husserl's 'consciousness' as 'personalistic involvement' then things start to appear
differently. Sokolowski's 'ability to achieve categorial intuition' (see note 125) is not something which is
inherently an ability of mind, consciousness, or anything exclusively within a psychologistic or mental frame
of reference. Our extension of the notion of 'consciousness' to 'personalistic involvement' means that it is this
involvement with entities in a personal way, in a life, which gives rise to language, to predication, and the
ability to make categorial achievements. Moreover, the notion of 'categorial intuition' is something which
arises out of a consideration of the different kinds of intentionality. Categorial intentionality is one such kind.
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is this which is central to the whole problem of Being.™ Categorial intuition is that which

connects the various aspects of a state of affairs. For Husserl, this is a categorial object or

an essence. Its status is something that concerns eidetic analysis. For FHeidegger, this is the

whole problem of Being; but moreover, it is something which is achieved by an activity.

When I make the statement 'the paper is white', whether or not there is some eidetic

component here is secondary to the activity of making the connection. Moreover, this is

not something which is anything special or out of the ordinary. On the contrary, it is

something which is going on all the time in everyday life. This activity is not something

which is primarily linguistic, nor is it primarily done in thought or consciousness. This

activity is a taking something as something else, a significatory activity which we see

primarily displayed in the use of tools and equipment. It is this 'taking as' which forms

not just language structure but thought as well. The problem of being turns on the

question of significance, a question which has a peculiarly mundane genesis in the human

ability to take something as something else:

In theoretical activity we take X as something. In practical activity we take X as for
something. In both cases... the first name for 'is' or 'being' is the 'as' of an act of taking-as.
Heidegger spells this out in Sections 15-18 of Sein und Zeit, which constitute his
Bedeutungslehre, his doctrine of... sense-making. Those sections provide Heidegger's
phenomenological-hermeneutical explanation of how 'being' functions whenever we
make sense of things, whether in the S-and-P framework of apophantic statements or in
the tools-for-tasks framework of practical operations. In both contexts, he argues, 'being'
is always a matter of the synthetic-differential relation between things and human
interests: it is about the sense that things have in the light of those interests... 'Being' is the
'presence' of things, but that presence is always the current sense that things have in
relation to, and within the world of, human concerns.129

128. This also helps to make sense of the critique of metaphysics which appears much more strongly in the
later Heidegger. The onto-theological basis of metaphysics consists in mistaking what is a practical
comportment, a taking-as which underlies categorial achievements, and turning it into something which has
more being or has being more perfectly. This is the problem of being: it is not something that an entity has
more or less of. Onto-theology is the attempt to ground other entities on an entity which is said to have more
being. What grounds entities has nothing to do with being, but with their relations in comportments and
categorial achievements, something which arises most clearly in 'taking-as1. This is a consistent emphasis that
Thomas Sheehan makes in his work on Heidegger. According to Sheehan, there is a singular theme in
Heidegger's philosophy from first to last, but this is not about 'Being'. See Sheehan's texts where he re¬
inforces a more unified interpretation of Heidegger's work, such as 'Time and Being, 1925-27' in Thinking
about Being, edited Robert W. Shahan and J. Mohanty (Norman: Oklahoma University Press, 1984); 'How
(Not) To Read Heidegger' in American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly LXIX, 2 (1995)
129. Thomas Sheehan, 'A Paradigm Shift in Heidegger Research' in Continental Philosophy Review 34



- 75 -

Thomas Sheehan presents this as a way of showing that Heidegger's concern with

'being' is not his main topic. According to Sheehan, this is simply Heidegger's revision

and re-statement of traditional philosophical doctrine. But Sheehan goes further by asking,

if this is Heidegger's retake of traditional philosophical issues, just what is properly new in

his philosophy? This has to do with the way in which this activity is related to the place in

which this activity occurs, what the conditions are for this activity to take place:

When we speak of having-already-let-something-be-involved, so that it has been freed for
that involvement (Bewandtnis), we are using a perfect tense a priori which characterizes
the kind of being belonging to Dasein itself. Letting an entity be involved
(Bewendenlassen), if we understand this ontologically, consists in previously freeing it for
its readiness-to-hand (Zuhandenheit) within the environment.130

This text, which according to Sheehan is at the core of the concerns of Sein und

Zeit, highlights that the most important focus for our purposes here, in unpicking just what

Merleau-Ponty preserves from phenomenological method, are those sections of Sein und

Zeit where Heidegger elucidates the themes we have already seen at work in the Husserl

of Ideas II.131 These passages are complemented by Section 15c in The Basic Problems of

Phenomenology, 'More radical interpretation of intentionality for elucidating everyday

self-understanding. Being-in-the-world as foundation of intentionality.'132

(2001), 191
130. Heidegger, Being and Time, Div I, Section 18, 117
131. The sections in question are in Division I, Sections 15-18, and particularly Section 18 'Involvement and
significance: the worldhood of the world'. Being and Time, 114-122
132. "Dasein's comportments, in which it exists, are intentionally directed-toward. The directedness of these
comportments expresses a being with that with which we have to do, a dwelling-with, a going-along-with the
givens... intentionality hitherto customary in phenomenology proves to be inadequate and external... Existing
in an environment, we dwell in such an intelligible functionality whole. We make our way throughout it. As
we exist factically we are always already in an environing world (Umwelt, milieu)... Dasein is not also extant
among things with the difference merely that it apprehends them... Dasein exists in the manner of being-in-
the-world and this basic determination of its existence is the presupposition for being able to apprehend
anything at all... The characterization of being-in-the-world as a basic structure of the Dasein makes it clear
that all comportment of the self toward intra-worldly beings is grounded on the basic constitution of being-in-
the-world. Intentionality presupposes the Dasein's specific transcendence, but this transcendence cannot be
explicated by means of the concept of intentionality as it has hitherto been usually conceived... the
understanding of the being that belongs to intentionality embraces the Dasein's being as well as the being of
intraworldly beings which are not Daseins. This means that... Existence and extantness are more disparate
than, say, the determinations of God's being and man's being in traditional ontology. For these two latter
beings are still always conceived as extant. Thus the question becomes more acute. Given this radical
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The 'categorial' reading of Heidegger's 'problem of being' has been explicitly put

forward since the early 1970s. Werner Marx's Heidegger and the Tradition was the first

commentary to raise the question of 'Being' in terms of categories; Reiner Schurmann

calls Heidegger's philosophy 'categorial phenomenology'; and the influential Heidegger

interpreter Theodore Kisiel also presents the categorial as central to Heidegger's

philosophical development.133 Kisiel specifically connects the notion of category to the

notion of context. For Kisiel, categories and contexts are essentially interlinked in that it is

from contexts that human beings experience the things included within them. This Kisiel

links to Heidegger's ontology of the 'world' and to the way in which practical

involvement in the world gives way to theoretical involvement which is a kind of

'unworlding' of the world in categories. Kisiel calls the ways in which Heidegger

describes the practical context in which various moves are made a "prepositional nexus of

praxis", the notions of "with, for, in order to, for the sake of" are all situated relationships

of comportment which precede the predications of perception and which are

presupposed by categorial predications. This prepositional nexus is the environment in

which the meaning that is given to things is first encountered in the form of tools (Zeug).

Heidegger's way of defining this pre-predicative yet prepositional nexus is Zuhandene:

Beings thus receive their meaning... from the operative structuration of contextualization,
from the 'world'. They are thereby articulated or 'expressed'... the active locus of such
contexturing 'expression' is already in life itself, its comportments, its experiences... The
categories or contextures of life are first out of life itself, genetive subjective. Life
spontaneously contextualizes or articulates itself and so discloses beings in their being.134

distinction of ways of being in general, can there still be found any single unifying concept of being in general
that would justify calling these different ways of being ways of being?" 'Basic Problems of Phenomenology'
Section 15c, 161 -171

133. Werner Marx, Heidegger and the Tradition, translated Kisiel and Greene (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1971); Reiner Schurmann, Heidegger On Being and Acting: From Principles to Anarchy
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 160-161; Theodore Kisiel, The Genesis of Heidegger's Being
and Time (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 371-2
134. Kisiel, 372
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This makes it clear that Heidegger transforms Husserl's language about

intentionality into language about comportment,135 This transformation occurs through

rooting intentionality in comportment and by rooting comportment in the 'equipmental

contexture', the taking-as and taking-for which is at the core of Heidegger's analysis of the

'problem of being'. Being-in-the-world is the situatedness in which comportments-

towards are involved (Bewandtnis) in a contexture of equipmental takings-as.

It is by analysis of categorial intentionality that Heidegger seizes hold of the

practical comportments that make categorial achievements possible. This new way of

presenting what the notion of 'intentionality' had been used to do by Husserl means that,

for Heidegger, comportment is not simply an act, just as intentionality is not simply an

act: intentionality is a structure of some kind, a correlative structure in which there is

reciprocity. It is an ontological structure of the very situatedness of any agent.

Comportment-towards is a comportment towards something, a structure which is rooted

in a way of being which is situated.

'Comporting-towards' traces out such a structure with regards to the relations

involved but not with regards to the specificities of what is so related. Because there is a

structure of comportment-toward, the correlative to the activity of comportment is some

sort of 'object'. But what is important for our discussion is not the object towards which

one comports nor the comporting itself, but the relation so established, which articulates

the ontological structure of situatedness whilst also strangely 'transcending' it.

Objects which can be comported-toward can be of a variety of different kinds:

those which are everyday objects that one uses in daily activities; goals or targets, which

135. Whereas for Husserl, intentionality was originally a way to describe the cognitive and mental acts of
consciousness, in the later texts beginning in Ideas II, the body began to take on a much more important role.
In Heidegger, there is not much discussion of 'intentionality' per se from about the time of Sein und Zeit, but
to claim that the issue is not there as does Thomas Baldwin is an oversimplification. This is very clear in Basic
Problems of Phenomenology where Heidegger sets out his understanding of reduction, see text already
quoted last section of Chapter 1. Compare, Thomas Baldwin, Maurice Merleau-Ponty: Basic Writings
(London: Routledge, 2004), 26-28
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are very different types of objects; 'ideas' or 'ideal objects' such as the objects of

mathematics or science, 'theories' 'hypotheses' and so on. But beneath any kind of

object-comported-towards, regardless of its status, there is the comportment structure

which is already there. What Heidegger is doing is unfolding a rich set of relations, all of

which are fundamentally dependent on comportment structure.

In Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics there are two main thrusts to

Heidegger's analysis.136 Firstly, the so-called 'Problem' has two components. There is the

problem considered as the 'subject matter' of metaphysics, the task which metaphysics

sets about dealing with. This could be considered as the 'object' or 'matter' of

metaphysical thinking. Secondly, there is the 'Problem' that is metaphysics itself. So

Heidegger cleverly builds into the title of the book this dual sense: problem in the sense of

object, the matter of metaphysics, and problem in the sense of the problematizing of

metaphysics itself. Thus his analysis turns about on the word 'problem' in an interesting

way.

This can be clarified by the chief aim of the early chapters of the book. Here

Heidegger sets about showing how the main thrust of Kant's method is about achieving a

proper understanding of the conditions under which any investigation, scientific,

mathematical, metaphysical, philosophical, or theological, is undertaken. As Kant shifted

the grounds for metaphysics in order to give it scientific status, Heidegger attempts to

remove the grounds altogether from this quest, in search of the fundamental conditions

which support even this search for the grounds. What is at issue is not the grounds

themselves but their laying-out. For Heidegger, the fundamental conditions are 'ground-

laying'. It is the activity of laying-out or setting-out that is of most interest to him.

Heidegger is interested not in what those grounds are but what this activity of searching

136. Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, fifth edition, translated Richard Taft (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1991)



- 79 -

for and setting-out grounds is. The thrust of this part of his philosophy is this activity of

laying-out, a laying-out which is rooted in the analysis of comportment structure.137

This leads to consideration of the nature of scientific comportment as

objectification, which Heidegger describes as "opening up the ontological constitution of

a field". This field, also described as a 'region' or 'realm', is not one of 'facts' which are

simply discovered and described by scientific method, but these 'facts' only become so

for science if the field in which they are described has already been circumscribed.

Objectification, for Heidegger, is essentially the opening up of a region in which certain

activities of investigation can be carried-out. What Heidegger is interested in is what

grants objectification as a possibility, in other words, what are human objectifying

activities dependent on in order to function as such? As Sheehan has argued, for

Heidegger this is the a priori which he locates in Dasein as openness to the world.

Objectification, or the opening up of a region for investigation, is one way in which this

openness is disclosed. It is a way of getting at the structures lying neither in subjectivity

nor objectivity but in a factor beyond both, something out of which both emerge.138 What

Heidegger is after is some other way of talking about the a priori without hypostatization

of either subjectivity or objectivity.

As Leonard Lawlor suggests, Merleau-Ponty saw a common factor in both Husserl

137. In this sense we can see that the fundamental concerns which drove Heidegger's earlier work are still
retained in the later. If one sees that the fundamental ontological issues which underlie Sein und Zeit are
about questioning into the character and structure of the activity of laying-out, then it is a relatively
straightforward move to see that the later philosophy is concerned to develop this in terms of what it means to
think and to speak. See Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, 6-12

138. See Sheehan: "The debate in philosophy has always been over the a priori... both about whether there
is one and if so, of what kind it might be.. Heidegger's insistence, from beginning to end, on thrownness into
possibility (later formulated as Es-gibt-Sein) tells us everything he had to say, both early and later, about:
historicity, presupposition, and 'turn'... One of the abiding and most troubling aporias in Heidegger-
scholarship is lodged at the heart of what he has to say about the a priori, specifically about what he called
'das Apriori der Faktizitat'. A brief but crucial text in Sein und Zeit delineates this apriority of facticity: it
claims that the openness constituting the practical semantic field... is intrisically characterized by 'ein
apriorisches Perfekt', which in turn Heidegger defines as the prior (that is, the possibility of) having any
encounterable entity in its current significance... This passage lies at the core not only of Sein und Zeit but of
Heidegger's entire project as well, insofar as it defines... the analogically unifed meaning of being that enables
all forms of being-significant." 'Geschichtlichtkeit/Ereignis/Kehre' in Existentia (Melatai Sophias) XI: 3-4
(2001), 241-242
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and Heidegger which became a point around which his own thought could cohere, an

issue which goes some way to unpacking the question of who influenced whom.139 This is

the coherence between Husserl's notion of Stiftung (genesis or institution) and

Heidegger's notion of Ereignis (advent or event), both ways of taking seriously the critical

necessity for analysis of the ways in which entities come to presence. It is this which

determines the way in which thinking is situated. This is a (if not the) fundamental

phenomenological problem: what it can mean for thought to be situated. It means

thinking historically. It is this commitment to thinking genetically that brings the later

Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty together. But it is also the sense of a genuine

dialogue going on across history, returning to well-trodden debates, re-engaging with

central tasks, examining how certain issues became problems. Our task will be to show

that Merleau-Ponty did this and yet also took the central concerns of the

phenomenological tradition in new directions. The remainder of this chapter will do just

that, by showing how Merleau-Ponty appropriated and transformed the main themes of

phenomenology.

II.2d Merleau-Ponty's Approach to Phenomenology

...if one were to ask what is this indecisive milieu in which we find ourselves... one must

answer that it is the very sphere of our life, and of our life of knowledge.140

The working title of Merleau-Ponty's last book gives us a hint at the still

fundamentally phenomenological problem that he seeks to address: it is the relation

between the visible and the invisible. Merleau-Ponty's late philosophy is still grappling

with a most difficult and yet unavoidable philosophical problem which lies at the heart of

139. Merleau-Ponty, Husserl at the Limits of Phenomenology, Lawlor's introduction xiv-xv
140. Visible and Invisible, 115
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phenomenology, and which appears at its inception in Husserl's Sixth Logical

Investigation: categorial intuition and the way in which the distinction between sensorial

and categorial intuition is cut through with the different aspects of intentionality and of

mereology. If there is a prominent theme which unites Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-

Ponty it is this. So in coming to understand how Merleau-Ponty goes about tackling the

difficulties it is imperative that we understand his work as still fundamentally concerned

with this perennial issue. If there is a fundamental difference, this difference lies in the

way in which he goes about tackling it. By seeing his work in this light it becomes

possible to draw together the various strands which run through it: language, world, logos,

our etre-au-monde, the role played by situated bodily exploration, the strata of

intentionality, the search for new ontological motifs capable of sustaining this

philosophical complexity.

Like Husserl, a central issue for Merleau-Ponty's work is the problem of method.

The problem of method is itself the question of the point at which the visible (sensorial)

and the invisible (categorial-logos) are cut through by intentionality-comportment and by

the structures of part-whole, presence-absence, which adhere to our etre-au-monde as

situated. At the heart of Merleau-Ponty's constructive work in this regard is his critical

engagement with the problem of the relationship of fact and essence, to which the

quotation at the head of our chapter is devoted.

In a tightly argued paper, Franpoise Dastur emphasizes these commonalities

across Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. It is in getting the relationship right

between fact and essence, between visible and invisible, between sensibility and

intelligibility, between perception and category, and so on, that Merleau-Ponty is

primarily concerned. This is ground-level philosophy. As Dastur points out:
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..we cannot start with the opposition of the sensible and the intelligible but rather from
their 'identity1. But this identity is not static, the sensible is not 'beside' or 'underneath'
the invisible, because the invisible is always the in-visible of the visible and it is
accessible as soon as seeing is given without needing to be thought... That is in fact
exactly what Husserl already understood when he spoke - against Kant - of a 'categorial
intuition' in the sixth Logical Investigation, meaning by this a seeing which is by itself
possession of the essence. But it is also what Heidegger meant when he spoke... of
Wesen... which is not apart from existence... that unfolds itself in the sensible.141

This is a similar critical position to the one that Husserl adopts against rationalism

and empiricism over the status of 'experience1. Rationalists and empiricists both start with

the opposition or distinction between inner and outer experience, but overlook that the

distinction arises out of something that the distinction itself pre-supposes. The error is to

then set about thinking in terms of this distinction, effectively separating off the inner from

the outer as if they were two distinct and separate realms. Something equally problematic

occurs at the level of the relationship between sensibility and intelligibility, fact and

essence. There are not two worlds, one which is sensible and the other which is

intelligible. The crucial phenomenological insight is that there is one world which has

both sensible and intelligible aspects, one stream of experience which has 'outer' and

'inner' aspects. The 'world' as unitary but experienced in manifold aspects thus becomes

the principal thematic of phenomenology as a way of getting behind those distinctions

which pre-suppose the stream of experience or the flow and continuum of life activities.

This is the starting point for Husserl's development of the notion of Lebenswelt, and of his

critique of a Kantian rationalism which forgets its lived context. It is also the way in which

Merleau-Ponty launches the first chapter of The Visible and the Invisible which develops

a sustained attack on the presuppositions of the 'philosophy of reflection'.142 This critical

engagement mirrors the way in which Merleau-Ponty develops his ideas in

Phenomenology of Perception, in which the twin problems of 'empiricism' and

141. Frangoise Dastur, 'Perceptual Faith and the Invisible', in Journal of the British Society for
Phenomenology 25, 1 (1994), 44-51. This quote 49.
142. Merleau-Ponty, Visible and Invisible, 3-14
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1 intellectualism1 (or 'rationalism') are tackled in the early chapters.

In his influential study, M.C. Dillon argues that Merleau-Ponty's philosophy is the

first properly non-dualist Western philosophy.143 He builds this argument by showing how

Merleau-Ponty's target is Cartesian dualism, the common source for both rationalism and

empiricism. Similarly, Renaud Barbaras' first book offers a somewhat similar story. Whilst

positing that Merleau-Ponty attempts to resolve what Barbaras calls 'Descartes'

Diplopia',144 he also offers another possible interpretation of the way in which Merleau-

Ponty develops his critical angle. Barbaras points to the powerful shift in concerns which

Merleau-Ponty effects between his early Phenomenology of Perception and The Visible

and the Invisible. Whereas in the former the critical edge is applied towards the twin

culprits of empiricism and intellectualism (or rationalism), Merleau-Ponty realized in the

intervening years that his own position had not sufficiently rid itself of residual elements

of an attachment to a Cartesian notion of 'consciousness'. Merleau-Ponty states this

explicitly, in the working notes for The Visible and Invisible, by admitting that the line of

argument in the Phenomenology was unable to do the job required because it still

maintained an opposition between consciousness and object:

The problems posed in P[henomenology of] P[erception] are insoluble because I start
there from the 'consciousness-object' distinction.145

This opposition resulted in a problem which Merleau-Ponty attempted to solve by

showing how perception and the body serve as the mediation between consciousness and

object. Even in considering this problem under the parameters of an intentionality

construed in terms of bodily activities rather than simply mental activities, the same error

143. M.C. Dillon, Merleau-Ponty's Ontology (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1989). Of course
Dillon's claim should be augmented by other philosophers who, as we will explore in Chapter Three, also set
out similar positions.
144. Barbaras, Being of Phenomenon, Chapter 6
145. Visible and Invisible, 200
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occurs. Whereas in philosophies of the subject 'consciousness' is a centre around which

activities of perception occur, and in Kantian philosophies this 'consciousness' also

organizes and imposes structural cohesion onto perceptive experience, at this early stage

Merleau-Ponty had simply displaced this notion of 'consciousness' as a centre and

organizing principle onto the body itself. Even though cast in terms of bodily or operative

intentionality, this displacement in the Phenomenology did not resolve the essential

difficulty.

One could understand this in a couple of ways and both are potentially

misleading. One way would be to substantialize the body as the mediation of experience,

to come up with a philosophy of the body. This is a tempting approach, since one way of

compensating for the over emphasis on 'consciousness' would be to privilege 'the body'

as its 'opposite'. But this simply compounds the Cartesian problem. Another way is the

move that Merleau-Ponty himself sets out in the Phenomenology, which is not a

substantialization of the body but a displacement of the role played by consciousness in

philosophies of the subject. This displacement is not onto the body itself but upon bodily

intentionality and motility. The displacement occurs from acts of consciousness (in

Husserl, a 'cognitive' understanding of intentionality) onto bodily intentionality, which

Merleau-Ponty calls the 'operative' level of bodily motility. But even in this case the

problem is not resolved, since it is not the issue of consciousness per se that is the issue. It

is the role played by consciousness and activities of consciousness that is truly

problematic. The displacement of the central organizational role played by

consciousness, and acts of consciousness, onto the body and activities of the body

construed as bodily motility, retains the role played by both, which is the role of a

metaphysical centre. These issues are only clear in the light of The Visible and the

Invisible.

The issue here is that in order to get away from a philosophy of consciousness,
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even a displaced philosophy of consciousness masquerading under the name of 'the

body' or 'bodily motility', Merleau-Ponty had to figure out what element within the

philosophical tradition had been maintained that still required this particular role for

consciousness. This role played by consciousness as a metaphysical centre around which

perceptive experience revolves and, in its Kantian version, which organizes experience, is

the problem. Whether this role is played by the mental or the bodily is not the problem,

but it is this role itself which is.

11.4 : Embodiment and Motility: Deep Intentionality

Merleau-Ponty continually asks us to consider what it means to be an incarnate

human being. This requires us to address both what it means in general to be incarnate,

what the general condition of human etre-au-monde might be, and the question of the

concrete situation of human incarnation. This relation between general structural issues

and the specific and concrete is a prominent feature of Merleau-Ponty's later philosophy.

In this way, Merleau-Ponty takes up again some essential driving questions of Heidegger's

Sein und Zeit, but they are given a different emphasis. These are the questions about the

general structure of human involvement in the world, and the expansion of an

understanding of this involvement towards authentic existential engagement with

concrete situations.

We can precis these issues as follows. The question as to the general status of

incarnation coheres around an extended critique of 'philosophies of consciousness', a

consistent theme in Merleau-Ponty's work. In this sense, one way of understanding

Merleau-Ponty is to cast his work in terms of a revision of (thinking about) intentionality:

Merleau-Ponty retools the language of intentionality to take account of the bodily, thus

extending the parameters of what could be described within the structure of intentionality
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that Husserl had already laid out in detail. Whereas for Husserl intentionality was

something which always involved cognition and mental acts, for Merleau-Ponty the

structure of intentionality is much more complex. For Husserl, the body is implicated in

cognitional intentionality because of the way in which perception requires bodily

movement in order to verify and make evident certain protentional structures that are

absent from present tense perception. Husserlian 'intentionality' is a way of keeping

'consciousness' always in contact with the 'objects' for consciousness. In sensorial

perception this means that when I see a tree, I see only one aspect of the tree, the aspect

of the tree which is presented to me, what Husserl calls its 'profile1. Along with that

present aspect of the perception there is a manifold of other aspects which are not

present: those are the aspects of the tree that would be present to me if I were to perceive

the tree from other perspectives. I can fulfill those aspects, make them present, but to do

so would mean moving my bodily position so to achieve that perspective. Bodily motility

is thus thoroughly implicated in sensorial perception since bodily movement is required

to achieve as many aspects on the tree as I can. For Husserl, that I am aware protentially

that the achievement of other perspectives is possible is a major aspect of what

consciousness entails. This is why Husserl can claim that consciousness is not principally

about the 'I think' but about the 'I can'. This is an important theme for Merleau-Ponty in

the Phenomenology and it indicates exactly where the focus on bodily motility comes

from.146 It allows us to see that the relationship between Husserl's and Merleau-Ponty's

work at this stage is very close, as well as the significant shift that Merleau-Ponty makes in

developing on Husserl: it concerns the structure of intentionality and what kinds of

intentionalities there are.

In the example above, the perception of a tree, there are two kinds of

146. Phenomenology, 159. In reference to the 'I can1 Merleau-Ponty refers specifically to Husserl, ibid.,
159n92. This notion of the 'I can' is pulled directly from Ideas II, Sections 59, 60, 266-288
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intentionalities at work. The first is the present fulfilled perception of the tree as it is

presented to me in the aspect available to my present perspective. This is intuitive

fulfillment. The second is the intentionality which obtains between those aspects of the

tree which are not presently fulfilled, but which are absent. I still intend them, but they

are intended absently. To fulfill those intentions I must change my perspective on the tree.

What Merleau-Ponty understood here was that Husserl did not include bodily motility as

a kind of intentionality. For Merleau-Ponty, this bodily intentionality, the intentionality

which lends its very perspectival position to any kind of perceptual achievement, must be

more primordial than cognitive achievements, since it is upon this level of intentionality

that cognitive intentionality depends. It is a kind of operative intentionality which is

presupposed by any other kinds of intentionality. Thus, for Merleau-Ponty, the way in

which intentionality is structured has two levels: there is intentionality as Husserl

conceived it, as a cognitive structure; and there is another level of intentionality which is

not cognitive but which is the basis upon which cognitive activities take place. This is

operative intentionality, that motility upon which various cognitive acts that achieve and

fulfill cognitive intentionality depend.147

Merleau-Ponty develops this in what is arguably the most important chapter of

Phenomenology of Perception, 'The Spatiality of One's Own Body and Motility'.148 It is

here that Merleau-Ponty presents us with the notion of an 'intentional arc1 and with

motility as a basic factor of human being:

...the life of consciousness - cognitive life, the life of desire or perceptual life - is
subtended by an intentional arc which projects round about us our past, our future, our
human setting, our physical, ideological and moral situation, or rather which results in
our being situated in all these respects. It is this intentional arc which brings about the
unity of the senses, of intelligence, of sensibility and motility.149

147. However it is imperative to see at this point that Merleau-Ponty rejects this position in the later works.
He does this because he realizes that intentionality alone is not sufficient to describe the proper character of
human activities, whether bodily or cognitive-mental. The intentional structure itself is embedded in another
structure of which intentionality is only one aspect.
148. Phenomenology of Perception, Chapter 3 Part 1
149. ibid., 157
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...understand motility as basic intentionality. Consciousness is in the first place not a
matter of 'I think that' but of 'I can1... Movement is not thought about movement, and
bodily space is not space thought of or represented... Consciousness is being-towards-the-
thing through the intermediary of the body. A movement is learned when the body has
understood it, that is, when it has incorporated it into its 'world1, and to move one's body
is to aim at things through it; it is to allow oneself to respond to their call, which is made
upon it independently of any representation. Motility...is not, as it were, a handmaid of
consciousness, transporting the body to that point in space of which we have formed a
representation beforehand... We must therefore avoid saying that our body is in space, or
in time. It inhabits space and time.150

What Merleau-Ponty rejects later is primarily the sentence "Consciousness is

being-towards-the-thing through the intermediary of the body." What he retains is the

suggestive idea that our body inhabits space and time. It is this which drives the later

philosophy, the implications of which show us what is wrong with the early philosophy. It

is the relationship which pertains between motility and inhabitation. The first mistake is

clear to discern. Obviously the notion that the body is an intermediary between the world

and consciousness is problematic since it still places the emphasis on getting perceptions

into consciousness to be organized and processed in some way. Consciousness may be

conceived as embodied consciousness, but the principal telos of embodiment is still the

achievement of some sort of cognitive fulfillment. Embodiment is thus the 'means' for the

obtaining of a cognitive 'end'. Even when the notion of achievement in the cognitive

sense is displaced and bodily motility becomes the focus, there is still the residual

problem retained from the previous role ascribed to consciousness.

It is this theme of motility that underpins Merleau-Ponty's notion of 'intentional

arc': the body's motility as it inhabits space and time traces out a structure, and it is this

structure upon which the intentionality usually understood as cognitive, or the 'life of

consciousness', is based. Thus, consciousness cannot 'cause' bodily movement because it

is itself a form of that already-traced-out structure of motility. Comportment and

150. ibid., 158-161. Merleau-Ponty's italics.
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intentionality are always towards something, outwardly directed, but the vectors which

motility has already traced out are taken up by and into cognitive intentionality.

Consciousness is a movement towards something which is outlined tacitly by the already

enacted motility of one's bodily comportments and activities. Merleau-Ponty describes

'the mental' as the prolongation or tracing out of bodily exploration of the world, of the

comportment structures inherent in our involvement with the world. Concrete

involvement with our surrounding environment is the operative level of this bodily

exploration. However, even with this emphasis on consciousness as towards something,

the notion that bodily exploration is prolonged in some sort of tracing-out in

consciousness means that the role of consciousness is still effectively to move away from,

rather than engage with, such exploration in favour of some sort of mental or cognitive

superstrata. The tendency to fix this exploration in some sort of fulfilment or cognitive

achievement means that what is a dynamic flux-like continuum of exploratory

experience, a life characterized by movement, becomes more like a noetic object of some

sort, even if this 'object' is posited as being a traced-out structure. A cognitive

achievement which loses the dynamic character by appearing to be separate from the

continuum of life is something which can occur only because of a supposed opposition

between the motility proper to bodily activity and the activity proper to the

'consciousness' of a subject. Barbaras points out this tendency:

With the word 'body', a new concept of experience seems to be announced, a new concept
which makes no recourse to the notion of consciousness... a new concept which brings
forward another definition of the subject... Implicitly... the body is considered by means of
the duality of the organic and the psychic. The body becomes 'the mediator of the world1,
mediator for a consciousness which is itself only 'the being-toward-the-thing through the
intermediary of the body'. The body comes to mediate the opposition between the subject
and the object, thereby forbidding one from conceiving, in an intellectualist way, the
belonging of the object to the subject... The very terms of the opposition, however, are not
called into question... Merleau-Ponty oscillates therefore between a unitary conception of
the body and a dualistic vision which turns the body into the 'means' of consciousness.151

151. Barbaras, Being of Phenomenon, 7
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The distinction between motility considered as intermediary (the prolongation of

which forms the traced-out structure of the 'I can' of consciousness) and inhabitation, is

this: human movement is the way it is because human beings inhabit the world in a way

which is highly particular to them. Such inhabitation is a complex affair: human beings do

not 'inhabit' their bodies, but as persons inhabit the world. This inhabitation is

characterized by motility and movement and it is not, as a life continuum, principally

about the achievement or fulfillment of cognitive knowledge nor about the organization of

this continuum. It is principally about living it, inhabiting it, indwelling it, engaging fully

with it. The shift from an understanding of life as something which we do to something

that we know is one which depends upon a fixation of the continuum into objects which

purport to organize it. It turns life from the personal into the noetic, and it does so by the

objectification of partial aspects of a complex:

...it would be naive to seek solidity in a heaven of ideas or in a ground of meaning - it is
neither above nor beneath the appearances, but at their joints, it is the tie that secretly
connects an experience to its variants.152

It is this tendency to fix what is dynamic into a noetic structure of some kind

which Barbaras refers to as an 'ontology of the object'.

11.5 : Interrogation and 'Ontologies of the Object'

If in the earlier writings the body functions as a mediation between objects and

consciousness, then in The Visible and the Invisible Merleau-Ponty rejects this earlier

picture as still being wedded to a distorting picture of our bodily involvement with the

world. Though the body had been made more central than in prevalent philosophies, it is

not a question of making the body more central: it is precisely the notion of a centre that

152. Visible and Invisible, 116
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is in question. This centre is still conceived as a kind of consciousness, a centre around

which other elements are organized. For Merleau-Ponty, a philosophy which focusses on

incarnation must be situated, but this situation is something which is all encompassing

and multiple in its articulations. The notion of a centre is misleading since it leads us to

think in terms of the organization of phenomena around a coherent point or identity.153 By

problematizing the notion of a centre, whether described as 'consciousness' or as 'body',

and seeking some other way of articulating the appropriate ontological structure along

with a whole host of traditional metaphysical problems, Merleau-Ponty takes on a whole

new way of doing philosophy. The problem of operative intentionality was that it sought

to be a foundational structure. The problem of the body as intermediary is that it was

posited as a replacement for consciousness as centre. The problem of bodily motility was

that it still retained the notion that this motility was for the sake of cognitional fulfillment.

These problems are unsolvable because they are pseudo-problems, they are not the right

questions to ask. The whole notion of philosophical questioning thus moves into Merleau-

Ponty's purview and in many ways becomes his core concern. As his work moves

towards the radical revision of the later writings, this becomes more and more apparent.

The confrontation with method and getting the problems sorted out by asking the right

questions becomes paramount. As Tony O'Connor points out:

153. This point has been missed by many commentators who orient their interpretations on Merleau-Ponty's
early work. That he himself clearly states that this work had a fundamental error which prevented it being
followed through seems not to have been taken seriously. See Visible and Invisible, 200. Commentators still
write about Merleau-Ponty's 'philosophy of the body' and continue to treat the body as a mediation or as a
kind of central organizing principle. Edward Casey, though perhaps giving the impression of doing this, makes
a distinction which is helpful here, between the objective body and the living body, a distinction found in
Husserl (Korper and Leib). See Casey, 'Between Geography and Philosophy: What Does It Mean to Be in the
Place-World?" in Annals of the Association of American Geographers 91.4 (2001), 683-693. The living body
is the whole person and their Intentional life, affectivities and so on, involved in an environment, the topos of
lived life. Substituting 'body' for 'mind' or 'consciousness' in this ontology is misleading.
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The continuing importance of Merleau-Ponty's contribution to philosophy may be said to
lie centrally in his efforts to bring about a changed view of the discipline, which is to be
seen no longer as a neutral and objective construct but as a discipline involved with and
emergent from particular life-worlds and socio-cultural practices, with their unique codes
and conventions, rules and procedures. The major consequence of such a transition is
that philosophy must become much more concrete than heretofore in order to express
more adequately the interaction between human experience and world, and to illustrate
to their mutual benefit the relations that obtain between experience and theory...154

According to Barbaras, Merleau-Ponty realized that the metaphysical prejudice

which led to the confusion in the Phenomenology was what Barbaras calls an 'ontology

of the object'. Let us characterize this: an ontology of the object is something which

occurs when the concrete life-continuum in which all philosophy is done, and out of

which it arises, is overlooked as something of philosophical interest. It occurs when we

become more interested in the play of ideas than in their genesis in the concrete terrain of

life concerns.

In Barbaras' account, in The Visible and Invisible Merleau-Ponty strikes out

against the 'ontology of the object1 by tackling the way in which 'scientific' thinking

mistakes its own objectivity for the world as it is. Rather than realizing that scientific

method is dependent on, and emerges out of, an already existing set of relations within

the world, science is unable to account for its own starting point. The irony is that it is this

same kind of presupposition issue that also undergirds the philosophy of consciousness

and sets in motion the whole dilemma of subjectivity and objectivity, perhaps the

opposition par excellence. In order to tackle this, Merleau-Ponty takes on the problems

inherent within the method of philosophical reflection. In its stead he develops his own

conception of 'interrogation'. This is primarily a way of conceiving of philosophical work

as never in principle completed: an interrogation is an ongoing questioning which is

actively involved with its investigation, rather than a neutralized reflecting on 'objects out

154. Tony O'Connor, 'Foundations, Intentions and Competing Theories' in journal of the British Society for
Phenomenology 25, 1 (1994), 14
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there' whose very creation has been forgotten. Simply put, interrogation is about active

involvement with that which is inquired about. It has a recursive, dialectical character.

This recursiveness at the very basis of what we do as 'thinkers' is the very matter which is

at the core of phenomenological method in late Merleau-Ponty.

He develops this primarily through a new ontological motif: chiasm. This is

principally a way of trying to formulate the character of the interwoven: involvement,

recursiveness, interrogation, these are all part of the philosophical project at hand. But

chiasm does not function like many other 'terms' or 'concepts'. Primarily it is a way of

designating an already occurring ontological state of involvement which is 'outside'

language but from which linguistic expression arises. All articulation and expression in

language is dependent upon that articulation and expression which is human involvement

with the world.

As Dillon points out, Merleau-Ponty's starting point is the critique of 'la pensee

de survol' ('high-altitude thinking') which attempts to survey from on high that which can

only be understood from within.155 High-altitude thinking is exemplified by a sort of false

neutrality towards the object of study. What is overlooked is the production of objects for

study, the circumscribing of a region of investigation, which results in a skewed

perspective.

Here we bring our own interpretation to Merleau-Ponty's unfinished later work. If

we must work with some notion of 'object', this object must be, in some sense, bound up

with involvement: the 'object' of interrogation is involvement. But this 'object' is unlike

any other kind, for human beings are 'inside' it, exploring this object of our inquiry from

within and not from without. Yet this 'within-ness' is not 'subjective' (nor even

'intersubjective') since it is both something human beings are 'in' and yet it is also

strangely 'external' to them. If human beings are at the 'centre' of their world (or in the

155. See Dillon, 154
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ancient cosmologicai sense at the 'centre of the universe') this is because they are at the

centre of their involvement with the world. But the human person returns to the centre not

in some hierarchical and impersonal cosmologicai system, but at the point within

incarnate embodiment from which involvement in material, social, cultural, historical

situated life is explored. But this 'inside' is thus a very strange kind of centre: from the

abstraction of a metaphysical centre we must return to a consideration of the multiplicity

and complexity in which we are situated. The notion of a centre to our experience is

misleading, since the situation of etre-au-monde involves many layers and strands of

experience, many of which are not reducible to an individual point of view upon that

experience:

...all we must do is situate ourselves within the being we are dealing with, instead of
looking at it from the outside... put it back into the fabric of our life, attend from within to
the dehiscence which opens it to itself and opens us upon it.156

In order to set out what this could mean, we might usefully see Merleau-Ponty

performing two significant shifts in emphasis. From the notion of an 'object' to that of

'involvement'; and from the notion of 'centre' to that of 'invariance' and interwoven

complexity. To be incarnately is to be situated 'inside' involvement; similarly involvement

is situated 'inside' a recursive structure, a recursivity which is invariant in the midst of an

156. Visible and Invisible, 117. We have already noted how Merleau-Ponty returned repeateadly to the
significance of Husserl's distinction between identity and manifold, whereby the appearance of phenomena
takes on a manifold of aspects, and yet there is a unity or identity of which these manifold aspects are the
appearance. For Merleau-Ponty, this issue is not really one of identity, as some sort of positive essence. He
emphasizes that it is one of invariance. The multiplicity of phenomenal manifestation which finds articulation
in the notion of a manifold is related back to a situation in which we are involved, since this invariance is
inherently related to our involvement with phenomena in the acts of variation and reduction. For Merleau-
Ponty, then, one cannot isolate this invariance as an identity without keeping it bound up with the acts by
which it appears, cf: "I am only a field of experience where there is sketched out the family of material things
and other families and the world as their common style... In order to pass from this to the essences, it is
necessary for me to actively intervene, to vary the things and the field, not through some manipulation, but...
by supposing changed or putting out of circuit such and such a relationship or such and such a structure... so
as to locate those relationships and structures that are separable from the thing, and those on the contrary that
one could not suppress or change without the thing ceasing to be itself. It is from this test that the essence
emerges - it is therefore not a positive being. It is an in-variant...", Visible and Invisible, 110-111; Merleau-
Ponty is indicating this when he refers to the 'topological' sense of Being. See ibid., 210-11; 213-14;216-17.
The whole of Chapter Three of this book is dedicated to careful critique of Husserl's eidetic work.
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interwoven complexity. The contrast between the general and the specific is that which

obtains between the ontological role played by invariance and its recursive structural

character. This structural character of recursivity Merleau-Ponty names chiasm, a structure

which is an inherently complex interweaving,157 The distinctive issue about the character

of involvement is not substantial. It is, like the 'laying-out' of a problem, an activity: an

engaged, committed, embodied involvement. To talk of the 'within' of this involvement is

to be 'inside' a complex interweaving of position-takings and activities, projects, goal-

settings and affectivities that cannot be reduced to substance talk, if substance is

conceived statically. But this cannot be considered to be a centre around which

experience revolves or is organized metaphysically. In order to see what this might mean,

we need to turn to those aspects of Merleau-Ponty's thought which stem directly from this

late formulation.

11.6 : Chiasm and Situation

In conclusion of this chapter, we reach those aspects of Merleau-Ponty's late

work which bring together the different issues we have been addressing. What we will

present here is our own interpretation of both Merleau-Ponty's work and the most faithful

and original of the secondary texts. We have already dialogued with two of these

secondary sources, that is Dillon and Barbaras. The other is a very challenging text on

Merleau-Ponty published in 1979 by Samuel Mallin.158

The themes treated here address the main concerns and have considerable

philosophical power. They are interwoven concerns and cannot really be treated

1 57. With regards to my reading of Merleau-Ponty's ontology, the notion of 'recursivity1 is a clearer way of
expressing the notion of 'reversibility' as Dillon sets it out. See Dillon, Merleau-Ponty's Ontology, chapter 9
and "Merleau-Ponty and the Reversibility Thesis" in Merleau-Ponty: Critical Essays, edited Henry Pietersma
(Washington DC: University Press of America, 1989), 77-100.
158. Samuel B. Mallin, Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979)
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separately, since the whole thrust of what is being attempted is to hold them together as

different aspects of a complex. The complex that we are dealing with is indicated by

situation. The way in which 'situation' is often understood is occasionalistic.159 Mallin

emphasizes that situation in the sense in which Merleau-Ponty develops it must not be

understood in this occasionalistic sense:

...situation is not just one kind of thing among others, but is the ground or source of every
form of existence.160

This latter understanding of situation is, according to Mallin, at the heart of

Merleau-Ponty's ontology. Situation indicates the relation that is held to occur between

man and his surroundings, and includes involvement with those surroundings; the active

concerns motivated by those surroundings; as well as the activities which articulate and

express this involvement. This closely related set of issues picks up major aspects of

'situation'. Merleau-Ponty's late ontology is a prototype of what we will come to call a

'site ontology1, or as Mallin prefers, 'an ontology of situation'.

Previously in this chapter we have talked about the notion of 'structure',

particularly with reference to comportment in Heidegger, and of the structure of operative

intentionality. Now we can move a little further away from the rigidity that such talk of

structure might lead us toward. For Mallin, "...situations are to be taken as the real

constituents of the world... the primary source of the real... the ontological possibility of

every other type of entity..." and therefore any 'structure' is a "...way of referring abstractly

and formally to situations without explicitly considering their concrete inherence in

otherness or actual possession by a particular subject."161 Structures are dependent on

159. By occasionalistic in this pejorative sense, Mallin means a set of contingent 'co-ordinates' that happen to
come together, contrasting this sense with that of the ontological situation.

160. Mallin, 17
161. ibid., 32
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situations. This is an important point and allows us to refine considerably many of the

issues that we have handled so far with reference to structure.162 If structures are

dependent on situations, then the positing of structure is something that arises out of

human involvements in situations.163 So although 'structure' is something which is a major

part of the work of many philosophers, social theorists, and even theologians, it is not the

primary element, but one which arises out of concrete situations in which such kinds of

work is done.

One of Merleau-Ponty's chief concerns was a way of working out an ontology

that was comprehensive enough to take account of the a priori involvement of human

being-in-the-world. To this extent, he was concerned to avoid the problems inherited

from the philosophy of consciousness and needed some way of articulating this

involvement. Starting from a reconsideration of the body, and then onto the ways in

which the body 'articulates' the structure of human being-in-the-world, he settles on the

notion of 'flesh'. This notion is actually one that he finds in Husserl. Again, Ideas II is the

source. By considering the sense of 'touch', Husserl describes the very strange

phenomenon of one hand touching the other hand. In this case, one hand 'touches' whilst

the other hand 'is touched'. Both 'subject' and 'object' are included in the one sensation,

they are the sensation's 'two sides'. 'Touching' and 'touched' are not the same

experience, but they are both still aspects of that sensing which is 'touch'. Merleau-Ponty

takes this idea and develops it further by considering the very peculiar status that this

gives the body as locus of this sensing. Touch reveals that the body is both the active

'touching' and the passive 'touched' at the same time, and thus the body straddles the

162. Unlike the structuralism which was developing at the time Merleau-Ponty was working on The Visible
and the Invisible, his own work always sought to keep personalistic involvement as a part of the ontology he
was developing. Whilst the structuralists sought to define objective structures by which human activites, or
the structure of human mindedness in the case of Levi-Strauss, were shaped, Merleau-Ponty had shifted his
point of focus to that more originary site whereby structure itself is posited and defined as a shaping power.
163. This is a reformulation of Heidegger's understanding of the 'circumscribing of a region'. The language
of 'region' 'realm' 'field' and so on, which is so common in contemporary work, and to which we will be
paying attention in later chapters, is a direct result of this realization.
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distinction between subject and object.164 The notion of 'flesh' is emphasized since this

realization occurs in the most 'fleshly' of senses. It also avoids the problems of treating the

body as an intermediary.

The way in which Merleau-Ponty formulates this is through the motif of chiasm,

which indicates both interwoven complexity and the strange recursivity of flesh and

touch. Dillon unfolds this notion very clearly by focussing on what he calls reversibility,165

Recursiveness seems to us to indicate something similar to reversibility. Reversibility/

recursiveness are held together in Merleau-Ponty's notion of chiasm, which indicates a

'crossing' or 'meeting', that complex interweaving that is the character of being

incarnate,166 Our own understanding of this is as incarnate involvement:

...we must not think the flesh starting from substances, from body and spirit - for then it
would be the union of contradictories - but we must think it... as an element, as the
concrete emblem of a general manner of being.167

For Merleau-Ponty, 'chiasm' indicates the interweaving of 'universal flesh', the

'texture', that tissue or fabric which comprises the 'visible'. Chiasm thus serves as a way of

maintaining some invariant which is concrete, involved and yet capable of providing a

flexible set of 'contents' which follow on from involved engagement and exploration:

...the sensible is precisely that medium in which there can be being without it having to
be posited; the sensible appearance of the sensible, the silent persuasion of the sensible is
Being's unique way of manifesting itself without becoming positivity, without ceasing to
be ambiguous and transcendent.160

164. Husserl, Ideas II, Section 36 'Constitution of the Body as bearer of localized sensations (sensings),
152-154

165. Dillon, 156-160
166. The word 'chiasm' or 'chiasmus' is derived from the Greek 'khiasmos' or 'khiazien' which means 'to
mark with the letter X'. The origins of this is problably the Greek word 'khiasma' meaning 'a cross or piece of
wood1.

167. Merleau-Ponty, Visible and Invisible, 147
168. Visible and Invisible, 214
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Through the motif of chiasm, Merleau-Ponty asks us to consider whether we can

understand our own incarnation metaphysically, whether certain metaphysical pictures

are capable of making sense of incarnation. Here is one such issue: the notion of a

general sense of incarnation must give way to a focus on the concrete situation in which

we are incarnate. This shift is necessary in order to remove the tendency of thinking of

the body as a centre, a tendency which leads to thinking in terms of a metaphysical body,

a metaphysical centre simply serving as a substitution for 'consciousness1. The motif of

chiasm or fleshly-interweaving is designed to anchor a concrete situational ontology in

which the body, the flesh and the motility of human bodily and social activities are all

inherently a part. Chiasm has a recursive character, thus the project of a general inquiry

into the status of our own incarnation turns back on itself, implicating our embodiment

and our involvement in the world as the very basis of an ontology which is concrete and

specific, and yet capable of generating larger and more general structural definitions.

The critique of the problem of treating incarnation metaphysically can be

understood through an issue which is connected with understanding our own incarnation.

This issue involves the concept of incarnation. This critique of the 'concept' is perhaps

better understood if we look closely at our use of the concept 'incarnate'. Rather than the

question of what it means to be 'incarnate', we ask what it is 'to be' incarnately. This

latter shift towards the adverbial preserves the emphasis that to be 'incarnately' is a way of

being which is a specifically active and situated way of being. In Merleau-Ponty's

terminology, it is a 'style' of being. In this sense, the 'style' of human being - incarnately -

is inherently connected with the style of being of the world. The two styles are interwoven

with one another.

The proper character of incarnation remains to a large extent conceptually under-

determined. This proper character is a dynamic and active involvement. The way in

which concepts subsequently organize our fleshly experience cannot be confused with
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the way in which concepts arise out of and remain involved with our embodied

engagement with the world. The emergence and continuing life of the conceptual is itself

an aspect of our active involvement. This is an important feature of Merleau-Ponty's

concern to maintain the proper relationship between language, expression and worldly

involvement, as seen in The Prose of the World, in which translator John O'Neill sees the

emergence of an 'incarnate logic1.169

What we have critically referred to by metaphysical is that type of thinking in

which a concept takes on the character of an object whose genesis and continuing life in

an enfleshed and engaged life context is passed over, the creation of independent entities

which are severed from their inherence in situations. In an attempt to survey our situation

from an elevated perspective, what Merleau-Ponty calls '/a pensee survol' or the attitude

of the kosmotheorosU0, we effectively condemn our thinking to a conceptual apparatus

which is severed from the life in which those concepts are given shape and used in

particular contexts and situations, the very topos where concepts have any sense.

Merleau-Ponty's shift from the description of the body as a mediation to that of

chiasm is the philosophical trajectory where this is developed. Chiasm functions as a kind

of guiding or shaping motif for a reflexive philosophy. The active side of this reflexivity is

what Merleau-Ponty calls interrogation. All activities of interrogation, which involve the

use of concepts, are themselves interwoven with that which they purport to interrogate.

The problem of the concept, as Mauro Carbone points out, is that it emerges as both an

inherent development of interrogation of a situation, but also gives the illusion of

169. Merleau-Ponty, The Prose of the World, edited Claude Lefort, translated John O'Neill (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1973); O'Neill's introduction, xlii

1 70. Visible and Invisible, 13; 113: "If I am kosmotheoros, my sovereign gaze finds the things each in its own
time, in its own place, as absolute individuals in a local and temporal disposition. Since they participate
in the same significations each from its own place, one is led to conceive another dimension that would
be a traversal to this flat multiplicity and that would be the system of significations without locality or
temporality."
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independence.171 Contrasting the conceptual with the conceptless, conceptuality with the

always 'carnal' configuration of sense, Carbone makes a distinction which harks back to

our earlier distinction between the general and the specific. If for Merleau-Ponty "every

concept is first a horizontal generality, a generality of style",172 then what is at issue here is

the difference between the specificity of the visible and the generality of the invisible.

Chiasm, as a motif of incarnate involvement, is the specificity of being incarnately which

gives rise to the generality, as well as to freedom from the illusion of independency, of

the invisible concept. It is about how we conceive of generality. But this specificity is:

...not the positing of a content, but the opening of a dimension that can never again be
closed, the establishment of a level in terms of which every other experience will
henceforth be situated. The idea is this level, this dimension. It is therefore not a de facto
invisible, like an object hidden behind another, and not an absolute invisible, which
would have nothing to do with the visible. Rather it is the invisible of this world, that
which inhabits this world...173

In a strong sense, the fleshly interweaving that is chiasm always exceeds the

capacity of its being thought and cannot be grasped completely. It is the involvement

which gives all other involvements, whether bodily, linguistic or conceptual, their sense.

This involvement is a lived relation in which the body is always already implicated by the

facticity of fleshly incarnation, with worldly flesh and with the flesh of others. This is its

mute character out of which language emerges as its articulation and expression.

Moreover, these movements arising out of lived involvements are involvements of the

whole person, a way of being which is incarnate involvement with the visible and the

invisible. Merleau-Ponty's thinking plunges into the world rather than surveying it, it

descends toward it such as it is, instead of working its way back up toward a prior

171 .Carbone, 'The Thinking of the Sensible', in Evan and Lawlor, Chiasms, 121-124

1 72.Visible and Invisible, 237

173. ibid., 151
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possibility of thinking it; "the perceived world... is the ensemble of my body's routes and

not a multitude of spatio-temporal individuals."174

Chiasm or interweaving is being which is incarnate situatedness, it is the 'way' or

'style' of incarnate being. Inhabitation or inherence within such a complex interweaving

are not peripheral but are the eidos of philosophical interrogation. Inhabitation and

inherence are invariant. Recognition of such drives us towards a reconsideration of those

activities which are properly eidetic: what it is to be a factical existing human person

involved incarnately in a world which is sensible and material, and without referring this

sensibility to some sort of de-materialized essence. Merleau-Ponty's achievement is in

showing how essence, the invariant of interrogative, navigational philosophy, is

involvement in our finite existence as sensible and sensing beings: as incarnate beings.

174. Visible and Invisible, 247
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THE TURN TO PRACTICE:

PRAXEOLOCY AND 'SOCIAL' ONTOLOGY

All social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which lead theory to mysticism find
their rational solution in human practice and the comprehension of this practice.175

In the relation between habitus and field, history enters into a relation with itself: a genuine
ontological complicity, as Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty suggested, obtains between the
agent (who is neither a subject or a consciousness, nor the mere executant of a role...)and
the social world (which is never a mere 'thing'...) This relation of practical knowledge is not
that between a subject and an object constituted as such and perceived as a problem.
Habitus being the social embodied, it is 'at home' in the field it inhabits, it perceives it
immediately as endowed with meaning and interest.176

Having seen the possibilities laid out in Merleau-Ponty's late philosophy, the

question arises as to where these possibilities have been developed. We have already

discussed the strange fate of Merleau-Ponty's thought, which lay almost dormant for the

better part of twenty years. Many commentators have linked major thinkers, particularly

in the French traditions, with Merleau-Ponty, but as Dreyfus and Rabinow point out,

Merleau-Ponty's real influence is passed on in a surprising way, through what has become

known as 'the practice turn'.177 This influence is perhaps most keenly seen in the work of

Pierre Bourdieu.178

175. Karl Marx, 'Theses on Feuerbach', VIII; Writings of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society, translated
and edited Loyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1967), 400-403

176.Pierre Bourdieu and Loi'c ).D. Wacquant, Introduction to Reflexive Sociology, (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press), 127

177.See for instance The Practice Turn in Contemporary Theory, edited Theodore R. Schatzki, Karin Knorr
Cetina and Eike von Savigny (London: Routledge, 2001)

1 78.According to Dreyfus and Rabinow, Bourdieu offers the best orientation within what they see as the three
major options within contemporary work: Derrida (perhaps the most well known option) and textualism/post-
structuralism; Habermas and linguistic intersubjectivism; and Bourdieu. See Dreyfus and Rabinow in
Bourdieu: A Critical Reader, edited Richard Shusterman (London: Routledge, 1999), 84-93. Other
commentators have also strongly linked Bourdieu to Merleau-Ponty: see Judith Butler, footnote to her essay in
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Bourdieu's work does more than simply continue with following a single line of

philosophical inquiry. Not only does he develop a highly nuanced and unique set of

terms and vocabulary, he also manages to bring together a diverse set of thinkers from

diverse styles of thinking. In this he exemplifies a contemporary thinker who 'thinks-

according to'. He sets out a kind of practical ontology that rivals traditional metaphysics

in descriptive power.

In a useful orienting paper Andreas Reckwitz gives an outline of what he considers

to be the characteristics of the various options for contemporary work and, like Dreyfus

and Rabinow, he considers the development of 'practice theory1 as the best option.179

According to Reckwitz, the 'turn' to practice is a major theoretical move. But it is more: it

is a major philosophical move. As Reckwitz explains it, this turn has arisen out of the

appropriation of a number of strands of twentieth century thought, among them

phenomenology and Wittgensteinian philosophy. Reckwitz' paper is an attempt to lay out

what the advantages of the practice turn actually are by comparing the sorts of issues that

come to the fore as a part of this turn with the options provided by the major

alternatives.180 The gist of Reckwitz' analysis is that practice theory represents a radically

new understanding of a form of cultural theorizing, but one which offers itself up to other

disciplines that they might be able to use its resources to clarify their own standing. In

summarizing, Reckwitz gives an excellent overview of these concerns:

Bourdieu: A Critical Reader, 126n1; Wacquant, footnote in Introduction to Reflexive Sociology, 20n35

179.Andreas Reckwitz Toward a Theory of Social Practices: a development in culturalist theorizing' in
European journal of Social Theory 5:2 (2002), 245-265

180.Of these alternatives, one in particular is important to understand in distinction to practice theory, and
that is intersubjectivism. We will focus on getting the distinctive character of practice theory clear in contrast
with intersubjectivism in order that analysis in the following chapters will be less likely to be misinterpreted.
One of the chief concepts that we need to be clear about in this analysis is that of the Lifeworld, a term that
we have already explored somewhat.
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Modern social theory and social philosophy have a tendency to present human agency as a
highly... formally rational enterprise... Practice theory 'decenters' mind, texts and
conversation. Simultaneously, it shifts bodily movements, things, practical knowledge and
routine to the centre of its vocabulary... It invites us to regard agents as carriers of
routinized, oversubjective (sic) complexes of bodily movements, of forms of interpreting,
knowing how and wanting and of the usage of things.181

Though we have reasons to be suspicious of the way in which Reckwitz1 analysis

tends towards 'over theorizing' practice, it is clear that his paper is attempting to show

that the notion of 'practice', as it has been formulated and appropriated into social theory,

is an attempt to take the implicit or tacit layer of human life and activity which undergirds

'rationality' and 'knowledge' seriously. In other words, in social theoretical terms, it is

another attempt at formalizing the 'operative' level of intentionality which makes possible

the intentionality of 'consciousness' and 'cognition'. Here we can see the clear

connection with Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology, and it shows why some commentators

have linked Merleau-Ponty so clearly with the early development of the resources that

practice-theory now draws on.182

1 81 .Reckwitz, 259

182. In our considerations of phenomenology, we analysed the problems inherent in any purely
consciousness-oriented or purely objectivist structuralism and we will see shortly that these ways of thinking
have been at the centre of Pierre Bourdieu's critiques. Bourdieu's work explicitly foregrounds human activity
in the form of practices, whereas in the phenomenological tradition that we have explored so far, much
remains implicit, such as in Merleau-Ponty's notion of 'interrogation', and even in Heidegger's reflections on
Zeug and Bewandtnis. It is here that we must be clear that the phenomenological elucidation of the
Lebenswelt, is not simply to be translated into the terms of an intersubjectivism. It might appear that the
operative intentional structure is best understood as the Lifeworld expressed in intersubjective terms, or the
conceptualization of this layer. The main problem of this lies with the mode by which intersubjectivism seeks
to ground itself in the Lifeworld: a problem that is most apparent in the conclusions drawn by Jurgen
Habermas: "Intersubjectivism locates the social in interactions... In their speech acts, the agents refer to a non-
subjective realm of semantic propositions and of pragmatic rules concerning the use of signs...
intersubjectivism cannot conceal a certain proximity to the model of rule-governed behaviour of the homo
sociologicus - but this one is given a decidedly 'linguistic' turn..." Reckwitz, 249. Although the Lifeworld is
taken seriously as the place in which agents are embedded, the point of departure is not the actual forms of
life occuring in the lifeworld, but is an ideal structure of communication, rooted in speech acts and
interaction. What is important in the parameters of this current project is that Habermas' work has been taken
up into some recent German theologies, particularly that of Helmut Peukert who has attempted to resituate
fundamental theology in terms of Habermas' theory of communicative action. Peukert's thought is
fundamentally dependent on Habermas for its terminological resources, and demonstrates clearly what we are
setting out in the subtle but important distinction between the intersubjective approach and the practice
approach. Hence: "...the turn to pragmatics is a more comprehensive concept of rationality resting on a more
comprehensive concept of binding intersubjective communicative action and this turn entails a radically
changed situation in which the question of fundamental theology has to be posed anew." Helmut Peukert,
Science, Action and Fundamental Theology, translated James Bohman (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1984), 19.
This indicates the right orientation -the turn to pragmatics- but skews this 'posing anew' from the beginning by
failing to appreciate that this more comprehensive rationality is still too narrow in excluding the basic
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Although Reckwitz's paper is mired in a certain sort of theorizing, what he does

highlight is that a particularly pervasive picture of 'rationality' tends to commit

philosophers to downplay the bodily, skilled and situated activities within which all talk of

'rationality' is conducted. When pictured in this way, 'rationality' thus requires a certain

conception of language and world which overlooks the bodily situatedness of 'thought'.183

Of course, one can privilege the bodily and material and still have a rather odd and

restrictive notion of rationality. This leads to foregrounding 'basic units' of philosophical

analysis in an almost 'atomistic' way, but conceiving these units as being 'body-centred':

this is the principal error of classic empiricism. This is precisely the weakness of Reckwitz'

own paper. Considering the emphasis that Reckwitz places on the 'centering of body1 his

analysis is still looking for some sort of 'basic unit1 for analysis, which is precisely the role

to which he ascribes 'practice' in contemporary work. What Reckwitz fails to unpack is

that this immediately moves 'practices', as a 'unit of analysis', back into an overly ratio-

centric and atomistic perspective. What he overlooks is that practices are never isolatable

from the wider situatedness of human life. What is highlighted here is similar to what

M.C. Dillon points out with regards to the central issue which divides scientifically-

oriented analytic philosophy and the approach of phenomenology, such as practiced by

Merleau-Ponty. This is the question of the relationship between atomistic 'quanta' of

prepredicative 'logic' of practice which is simply not linguistic and which does not principally adhere to the
interactions between persons as a sort of intersubjective matrix.
183.This is, of course, precisely the problem with Habermas' own theories. Although now 'human centred',
and in Habermas' conception, practice-based, there is still here an overlooking of practical bodily activity in
favour of linguistic-oriented structure. In other words, this is too swift a move from a certain conception of
'mind' and 'rationality' towards privileging, or treating as basic, that which is ratio-centric. In the case of
Habermas the problem is that he wants to retain rationality within a sort of 'universal normative' structure.
Loi'c Wacquant provides a helpful point in this regard in a very important footnote concerning Bourdieu's
method. The difference between the way that the 'deep' layer is conceptualized in intersubjectivism in
contrast to practice theory is, says Wacquant, that intersubjectivism: "grounds... objectivity in the pre-
objective layer of intersubjective experience and (shows) how the autonomy of objects with which sociology
deals proceeds from this pre-objective sphere." In contrast, a focus on practice, "must subsume
phenomenology not by pushing it aside, but by grounding intersubjectivity in historical objective structures
via the genetic analysis of the constitution of practical sense." We will return to the implications of this
analysis by Wacquant, as it is a significant factor in the connections between the territory so carefully
explored by Merleau-Ponty and the carrying-out of this program in new ways by Bourdieu. See Bourdieu and
Wacquant, Introduction to Reflexive Sociology, 20n35.
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sense data or logical units of semantic analysis, and the reality of our everyday worldly

experience:

They are, prima facie, different: the phenomena of ordinary perception are not at all like the
objects of mathematics. Which has the greater claim to reality?... the task is to understand
the radical nature of this question and its importance for contemporary thought.184

What is required is an examination of the sorts of activities that we are engaged in

when we talk of 'units of analysis', 'objects' and so forth, whilst recognizing that there is

no 'getting outside' the involvement that we already have with things, places and

situations. It may seem that this is a matter of fine detail, but how these distinctions are

drawn may turn out to have important ramifications for the way we understand practice.

It is important that we notice the difficulty of recognizing the problem even within a so-

called 'practice' based approach, as Reckwitz demonstrates.

A contrasting example of this is to be found in the type of analysis provided by

pragmatist Robert Brandom, and his protege, Todd May. Whilst focusing on the

fundamental role that practices play in our lives, both Brandom and May swiftly move

from this acknowledgment to conceiving these practices as primarily linguistic practices,

oriented towards the justification of beliefs. Practices thus become 'moves within

networks of inference', or the skill of navigating in a particular linguistic practice.185

Brandom casts this in a specifically Kantian way: the 'basic units' of analysis are the

beliefs to which we are 'committed', the things we 'ought' to believe given the things we

are already committed to in our practices. This basic unit of analysis is 'that which we are

responsible for'.186

184.Dillon, Merleau-Ponty's Ontology, 16

185. A contrast which invokes the Rylean distinction between 'knowing how' and 'knowing that'.

186. Brandom describes his project as precisely one of 'rationality' attempting to make itself explicit amidst
the implicit forms of life which are social practices. It is aimed squarely at unpacking the linguistic and
conceptual character of this 'making explicit'. Brandom specifically describes his project as one which is
attempting to define the structures of human sapience, which he constrasts to mere sentience. He ascribes the
project of rationality as the project working within this structure, an exploration of the region of human being
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Todd May develops this line of thinking extensively in developing his philosophy of

practice. Combining the Rylean distinction between 'knowing how' and 'knowing that'

with Brandom's focus on inferential reasoning, May offers a:

...picture of knowledge that moves away from foundations to practices and, in a related
gesture, from truth to justification... what we believe is more deeply bound to what we do...
who we are, what we do and what we have reason to believe all converging on the
practices in which we are engaged... Practices are matters... in which what we do and who
we are become inseparable.187

May's overview of his project points to one of the problems in the 'turn to practice':

there are many variants in how this turn is executed. Many of its proponents have very

different conceptions of what the turn actually accomplishes, what is involved in it and,

moreover, in differing understandings of what 'practice' itself is. The important point that

needs to be made here is that discourse centred on or around the notion of 'social

practices' does not indicate that the work being done is of a similar character at all.™B

What we need to be clear on, then, is that we intend to focus on practices in a very

specific way which differs from the way in which Reckwitz 'theorizes' practice, from the

way in which Habermas links practice to an intersubjective rationality which is linguistic

in character, and from the way in which American pragmatism, particularly Brandom and

May, uses practice as a way of solving epistemological problems. For us, the way in

which we will use the term 'practices' is best understood by a distinction, made by LoTc

which is within 'the space of reasons'. The impetus for Brandom's work is clearly Kantian, as he himself
points out. The 'smallest unit1 of human experience is the 'judgement1, that 'which we are responsible for',
and his efforts are directed at explicating the processes which comprise this judgement structure: hence his
'inferentialism' as exploration of 'commitment'. See Robert B. Brandom, Articulating Reasons: An
Introduction to Inferentialism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000)

187.Todd May, Our Practices, Our Selves: Or, What It Means to be Human (University Park: Pennsylvania
State Unviersity Press, 2001), 134-5; 153

188. Another contrast can be made here with the way that 'practices' function in the work of Michel de
Certeau, whose concerns turn out rather differently from any of the accounts we have so far considered
although de Certeau's typology of practices of 'strategy' and of 'tactics' has some resemblence to our own
conceptualization of what one can do with a praxeological framework. Michel de Certeau, The Practice of
Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988)



- 109 -

Wacquant, between an objectivity grounded in intersubjective experience and

intersubjective experience grounded in historical objective structures.'89 This is the thrust

of the recursivity that we have already seen at work in Merleau-Ponty's late work. It takes

further the core of Merleau-Ponty's 'interrogation' and seeks to delve into the recursive

structure of 'involvement'. The complete outline of this structure will only be discernible

when we have explored the various foci of 'practice' and seen how they are best

understood as being a part of a cohesive situational gestalt. This approach, then, is what

Theodore Schatzki calls a 'site-ontological' approach, an approach which re-thinks the

structure inherent in human embeddedness in the world, and strives to engage with

analysis by formulating this relationship in terms of practices. 'Practices', as we will use

the term, means something ontological rather than merely epistemic or cognitive, and is

not cast merely in terms of subjectivity or intersubjectivity.

Recursiveness, which is a principal feature of incarnate involvement, and which is

the characteristic structure of situatedness, makes itself apparent in that mode of analysis

which Pierre Bourdieu has called 'reflexivity'. Reflexive analysis seeks both to take

account of the tools, methods and presuppositions of analysis, but also seeks to situate

such analysis within 'historical objective structures'. It is thus a way of developing a

coherent ontology of the human situation, as embedded in a whole myriad of different

milieux, natural, historical and cultural forms of life, and to ensure that this

embeddedness and involvement is itself taken seriously. The ultimate aim of this chapter

is therefore to show how the investigation of the structures of situations, as already

formulated, is taken to another level in the development of a site ontology, an ontology in

which the practices explored by reflexive analysis are inherently a part. Building on an

appropriation of phenomenological tradition via Merleau-Ponty, we will develop this by

examining incarnate involvement by way of practice(s). This will unfold through an

189. Bourdieu and Wacquant, Introduction to Reflexive Sociology, 20n5
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engagement with currents of thought which converge on the work of Pierre Bourdieu and

Theodore Schatzki. We will explore this topic initially through two foci, Marx for

Bourdieu, Wittgenstein for Schatzki. Firstly, Marx's Theses on Feuerbach and The German

Ideology, both early manuscripts of the 'philosophical' Marx, and of considerable

influence on Bourdieu. Clearly there is a lot more to Marx than these texts alone, but for

the sake of discerning some of the essential contours of Bourdieu's conceptual apparatus,

it is beneficial to unpack exactly what he retains from Marx, and to show how Marx's

critical positions, built as they are in dialogue with and opposition to Feuerbach, maintain

a great deal of value in contemporary discourse because they expose a fundamental

presupposition which the turn to practice confronts head-on. Secondly, we will briefly

examine the theme of practice in the later philosophy of Wittgenstein, as Schatzki's work

on practices is best understood through the influence of Wittgenstein. Again, clearly

Wittgenstein is a major and complex thinker, but we will focus on one or two aspects of

his late work, and influential interpretations of that work, in order to put Schatzki's work

into a clearer context. We will then look at the way in which Bourdieu appropriates

certain central concerns from Marx and phenomenology and develops his own unique

approach. Lastly, we will turn to the way in which Schatzki appropriates certain

Wittgensteinian and Bourdieuian emphases in order to develop a comprehensive view of

how practices function, and what sort of ontology is going on in a praxeological

approach. We apologize in advance for the somewhat episodic structure of this chapter.

Each of the thinkers is presented in sequence. This presentation hopes to achieve two

ends: firstly, to show that what we have been trying to lay out so far as a part of the

phenomenological tradition has many kinships with the work of other traditions and

philosophies: we thus hope to offer up possibilities for connecting with those traditions

and opening up further avenues of inquiry; secondly, much of what is said in this chapter

will bear fruit in later chapters where certain emphases will become explicit.
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111.1 Marx and Wittgenstein on Ideas and Activities

111.1a Marxist 'praxis'

Two senses of practice emerge from the Marxist tradition. The first sense is practice

as objective material activity. The second sense, which is apt to produce confusions with

this first sense if not properly distinguished, is practice as opposed to, or in some sort of

relationship with, theory: the practical and the theoretical are placed in an important

dialectical relationship with one another.190

The primary texts of Marx himself which concern us are the first chapter of The

German Ideology191 ('Feuerbach: Opposition of the Materialist and Idealist Outlooks') and

the eleven short 'Theses on Feuerbach1, which Sidney Hook describes as "a turning point

in the history of philosophy".192 In The German IdeoloRy Marx focusses principally on

developing a materialist theory of history by placing the central facticity of human life in

human activity. This activity is that which enables subsistence and is therefore a form of

'production1. Marx's theory of history depends on the notion that humans make their own

history through activities which build upon the basic activities of survival by appropriating

nature and shaping material conditions for their own benefits. The theory also depends

upon the way in which these activities are organized, which Marx famously terms 'the

division of labour1.

In the 'Theses', Marx sets out a critique of the philosophy of religion developed by

Feuerbach in his The Essence of Christianity.193 This results, in Marx's critique, in a focus

190. Probably the magnum opus of historical research in this vein is Nicholas Lobkowicz, Theory and
Practice, (University of Notre Dame Press, 1966)

191.Karl Marx, The German Ideology (New York: Prometheus, 1998); no translator listed.

192.Sidney Hook, From Hegel to Marx: Studies in the Intellectual Development of Karl Marx (London:
Collancz, 1936), 273

193.Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, translated George Eliot (New York: Harper, 1957)
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on practice. It is here that Marx develops the notion that human activity is 'objective'.

Such activity constructs the world by shaping and working on nature, thereby shaping and

working on man himself. The word that Marx uses to describe this 'objective activity1 is

practice:

The chief defect of all previous materialism... is that... the object, actuality, sensuousness is
conceived only in the form of the object or perception; but not as sensuous human activity,
practice, not subjectively. Hence in opposition to materialism the active side was developed
by idealism -but only abstractly since idealism naturally does not know actual, sensuous
activity as such. Feuerbach wants sensuous objects actually different from thought objects:
but he does not comprehend human activity itself as objective,194

This short and pithy paragraph breaks through one of the major polarizations

embedded in the philosophy of consciousness. The issue for Marx arises from what is by

now a very familiar problem: the opposition of two positions both of which are

wrongheaded. Marx is seeking to show that both the prevalent materialist and idealist

philosophies are equally confused. Marx contends that materialism, by conceiving man as

'natural' or a part of nature, forgets the role played by human history, overlooking that

nature is organized and given value and meaning by man. Idealism, on the contrary,

views nature and history as the playing out of 'consciousness', what Marx refers to as

Feuerbach's notion of 'contemplation'. It is clear that what Marx is dealing with here is

the attempt to develop a new way of thinking about human involvement and at the same

time to refute the alternative positions developed in static or mechanical materialism and

constructivist idealism. Moreover the way in which he does this is by firstly

deconstructing presuppositions about the apriori conditions of the human person with

regards to the transcendental rather than those about the transcendental conditions with

regards to the human person.

194.Marx, 'Theses on Feuerbach', I; Easton and Guddat translation, Writings of the Young Marx, 400
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In describing 'the active element developed by idealism', Marx is explicitly referring

to the Kantian approach which specifies that our experience is structured by apriori forms

located subjectively in categories of the mind. Conversely, materialism had up till this

point retained a curiously 'passive' element, with the subject passively encountering or

receiving sensorial 'data'. What Marx is attempting to do in this first thesis is to show how

the appropriate philosophical position is to bring together what is correct in both idealism

and materialism whilst also correcting their false presuppositions with regard to properly

human involvement. This means showing how the involvement with material or

'sensuous' reality is fundamentally active, and not simply a passive or contemplative

reception or surveyance of a reality 'out there'. In human activity as objective activity

there is no longer a breach between 'reality' and 'humanity', but an involvement which is

both properly human as well as a part of material sensuous reality. This is an issue we

have already encountered in Merleau-Ponty, who comments on this aspect of Marx:

Man involved in a certain way of appropriating nature in which the mode of his relationship
with others takes shape... Matter... is inserted in the system of human co-existence where it
forms the basis of a common situation of contemporary and successive individuals, assuring
the generality of their projects and making possible a line of development and a sense of
history.195

In the first chapter of The German Ideology the critique proceeds from first

deconstructing the presuppositions of 'consciousness':

Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence of
men is their actual life-process... men, developing their material production and their
material intercourse, alter, along with this their actual world, also their thinking and the
products of their thinking. It is not consciousness that determines life, but life that
determines consciousness... consciousness is...from the very beginning a social product...196

195.Merleau-Ponty, 'Marxism and Philosophy', in Sense and Nonsense, translated Dreyfus (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1963), 129

196.Marx, The German Ideology, 42; 49-50
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This critique of consciousness is essential for understanding the problems that Marx

realized were inherent in Feuerbach's philosophy. Up until this point in his writings Marx

had been a close adherent to Feuerbachian thinking, so the break that occurs in this

chapter of The German Ideology is one that comes from close attention to the basis of

Feuerbach's work. As Sidney Fdook points out, Marx retained some core concerns from

Feuerbach even in his later work.197 These concerns are that philosophy should be

oriented towards man's practical problems; that human beings should be regarded as

socially and culturally contexted; and that false conceptions of reality can be explained

by understanding how human beings 'fetishize' their own activities. The major difference

between Feuerbach and Marx is that whereas Feuerbach approaches social issues

abstractly, Marx thinks them historically and concretely. Marx realized that although

Feuerbach had made giant strides in returning philosophy to a more Kant-like critical

function over and against the Idealist systemizing function, and though he had identified

properly human issues with the emphasis on sensuous materiality, social processes and

cultural activities, he had still retained an abstract approach from idealism which adhered

to a certain view of human nature as centred around consciousness and played out in

ideas.198

Marx's critique of Feuerbach is a critique of a way of thinking about ideas and

197."Marx, in the decisive years between 1841 and 1844, was a Feuerbachian - to be sure with critical
reservations. 'The Holy Family' was written on behalf of the philosophy of 'real humanism' - a phrase directly
out of Feuerbach. In the papers of 1844, which appear under the title of 'Philosophical and Economic
Fragments'... the Feuerbachian influence is even more perceptible. And in the very manuscript in which he
definitely breaks with Feuerbach, 'The German Ideology', we find a warm defence of Feuerbach against the
attacks made upon him by Bruno Bauer and Max Stirner." Hook, From Hegel to Marx, 272

198. Let us be clear about exactly what this critique is. Feuerbach, in a negative appropriation of Hegel,
developed an account of history which attributed human social process to the construction of religious ideas -

or 'fancies' as Marx calls them. Though these ideas are essentially illusions, they are still credited with having
a real social power. Human history, he claims, can be understood by realizing that human beings have
invented 'God' and constructed religion out of their needs and wants. Fair enough, Marx says, if those human
wants and needs are themselves taken seriously. But Feuerbach goes further by claiming that the driving force
of history is not the wants and needs themselves but the 'religious ideas' that develop out of them. These
concepts are then given a determining power over human society. So although Feuerbach's critique of
religion is one of 'fetishism', his account of human social history is no better, since he credits 'illusions' with
the force of creating and sustaining historical development.
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activities. The point is that idealism cannot account for the proper constitution of our

humanity because it is enthralled by the primacy of the Idea. Marx is, on the contrary,

claiming that we must take account of the human precisely in the material conditions in

which human beings live their lives and that our primary mode of engagement with these

material conditions is by way of our practical activity and not by way of ideas. Ideas

develop out of the practical engagement. Marx' critique of the German tradition, and this

includes Feuerbach who had 'inverted' Hegel's idealism into a form of 'contemplative

materialism', was that they simply overlooked the obvious actuality of human life: it is at

its root situated material activity done in multiplicity, diversity and complexity.

It is precisely this focus on immanent activity, and which sees theoretical work as

itself a form of activity situated in particular material conditions, which links the traditions

which follow on from Marx, such as Frankfurt critical theory, with other diverse strands of

twentieth century philosophy. One such strand is that manner of philosophizing initiated

by Wittgenstein.

111.1b Wittgensteinian 'practice'

That the late philosophy of Wittgenstein has many kinships with certain strands of

phenomenology is something that has attracted a small but significant amount of critical

attention over the last few decades.199 This is not surprising given a remarkable range of

concerns which Wittgenstein's later philosophy shares in common with many

phenomenological issues: a staunchly anti-Cartesian approach; the emphasis on human

199.Herbert Spiegelberg, amonsgt influential interpreters, has remarked on some of the close similarities
between certain phenomenological themes and the mid to late philosophy ofWittgenstein. In a paper entitled
'The Puzzle of Wittgenstein's Phanomenologie (1929-?)', Spiegelberg attempts to figure out whether
Wittgenstein's temporary adoption of the term 'phenomenology1, predominantly in the Philosophical Remarks
of 1930, indicates a deeper kinship in the work that comes later. Spiegelberg's tentative conclusion is that
Wittgenstein's use of the notion of a 'logical grammar' has considerable overlap with core concerns of
phenomenological description. Herbert Spiegelberg, 'The Puzzle of Wittgenstein's Phanomenologie (1929-?)',
American Philosophical Quarterly Vol 5, Number 4, (October 1968), 244-256. Additionally, the largely
ignored and now out of print, Nicholas F Gier, Wittgenstein and Phenomenology: A Comparative Study of the
Later Wittgenstein, Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty (Albany: SUNY Press, 1981)
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beings as situated; a kind of philosophizing which is no longer lumbered with the

constraints and prejudices of a 'consciousness' philosophy; an emphasis on language as it

is put into use (or situated language); an anti-psychologizing tendency; a strong social

emphasis; and an attempt to place such concerns into a new way of doing philosophy,

through novel formulations such as 'language games' and 'forms of life'. This latter

concern, that language games are played by people in situations, means that the later

Wittgenstein sets out the rudimentary contours of a practice-based philosophy, and it is

primarily to this latter issue that we will turn our attention in this section. Additionally,

however, in the later Wittgenstein there is also a more broadly conceived analysis of the

situation of the philosopher, and it is Wittgenstein who puts forward the evocative idea of

an 'heir' to philosophy, one which we are consciously building upon with the notion of

an 'heir' to metaphysics.200 The purpose of the following section is twofold: to point out

certain themes in the later Wittgenstein which overlap with our more

phenomenologically-oriented project as a whole; and to lay out those aspects of his

thought which have strongly influenced both Pierre Bourdieu and Theodore Schatzki, and

which must be remarked upon in order to understand what Bourdieu and Schatzki are

doing, to a greater or lesser extent, with such themes.

Many of the concerns pointed out above do seem to indicate that the later

developments within the phenomenological tradition and in the later Wittgenstein have

remarkable kinship with each other. This is something which the vast majority of Analytic

and Continental philosophers alike seem to have overlooked or simply ignored. Analytic

philosopher Thomas Baldwin, however, has recognized a certain kinship between

200.Wittgenstein talks specifically of an 'heir' to philosophy in the transitional 'Blue' and 'Brown' books.
"[Wittgenstein] stressed that philosophy as he was now practising it was not merely a stage in the
development of the subject, but a new subject. His work is one of the heirs of what used to be called
philosophy." See C.P. Baker and P.M.S. Hacker, Wittgenstein: Meaning and Understanding, Essays on the
Philosophical Investigations Volume 1 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), especially 277-283. This quote 279.
We think that some of what is hinted at in the notion of an 'heir' might be elucidated by what we are
attempting to set out in Chapter 5, especially if the overall thrust of what we develop in that chapter is seen to
have something in common with Wittgenstein's notion of Ubersicht. See Baker and Hacker, 295-309



-117 -

Merleau-Ponty's 'operative intentionality' and Wittgenstein's 'blind rule-following'.201 In

perceiving this kinship, Baldwin touches on another strong connection between

'incarnate involvement' and practices. Baldwin's pointing out of the connections between

Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty is centred on the kind of job certain concepts and terms

are being asked to do within a way of philosophizing which is addressed at reformation

and redefinition of the task of doing philosophy. We have already seen how Merleau-

Ponty addresses this problem, by recasting philosophical practice as 'interrogation', a task

that is always incomplete, and by locating the practice of philosophical inquiry inside a

reformulated ontology of situation.

At the centre of Wittgenstein's investigations in the Philosophical Investigations is

his discussion of the activity of following rules. Since one cannot get behind a rule in

order to explain it with another rule, an infinite regress that goes nowhere, one settles on

the notion that following a rule is not a matter of understanding or interpreting a rule, but

is simply a way of proceeding. This is incapsulated in the notion of 'knowing how to go

on' which is a matter of practice.202 For Baldwin, Wittgenstein's position on rule-following

helps to explicate Merleau-Ponty's 'operative i ntentional ity1 and Merleau-Ponty's

discussion can be used to extend Wittgenstein's. What is most significant about this

connection is that recently other philosophers, notably Charles Taylor and Jacques

Bouveresse, have begun to focus on Wittgenstein's discussion on 'rule-following' as a way

of extending discussion about 'practice'.203

201.Thomas Baldwin, Merleau-Ponty: Basic Writings, 21-23

202.Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, translated G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford: Blackwells,
1953), dual language 3rd edition, 2001; 201; 202; 217; 219. This aspect of Wittgenstein's position points out
the problem with the overly linguistic notion of practices that we looked at in the case of Robert Brandom and
Todd May. Here Wittgenstein specifically cites the problem with conceiving the practice at the level of
justification — there is a point at which I can give no reason or justification. At this point one must simply
leave 'language' behind.

203.Rather than seeing rule-following simply as an instance of practice, this focusses our attention on the
relationship between 'propositions' and 'practices'. What the later Wittgenstein is pointing out is that there is
something basic in practice which cannot be explained with reference to an interpretation or a proposition.
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Here we are close to Merleau-Ponty's distinction between the intentionality proper

to chiasmic involvement and the intentionality of perception-cognition. In both cases we

are directed towards that which is unformulable in verbal or propositional terms, but

which is just 'there' as a 'bedrock'. This means that 'practice' and 'operative

intentionality' can be considered as close neighbours, with a range of creative

overlapping. The way in which we can use Merleau-Ponty's 'chiasm' to extend the notion

of practices as a bedrock - a simple doing - is that in Merleau-Ponty we have seen the

emphasis placed on the basic incarnate embodiedness of our being-in-the-world. We

cannot get behind our practices to something which will explain them, but there is

something else there which is not reducible to those practices, and that is our incarnate

embodiment. Practices as activities 'go together' with incarnation: this is the way in

which an incarnate and embodied being in the world is. 'Incarnate involvement', as a

term of description, points to the way in which we can keep practices/activity and

chiasmic-incarnation together.

In a succinct and very helpful paper, Kjell Johannessen outlines the development of

the theme of 'practice' in Wittgenstein's later philosophy.204 Rather than speculate by

linking a whole range of different terms to the theme of practice, Johannessen

concentrates on unpicking the various uses that Wittgenstein makes specifically of the

term 'practice'. He moves through the various texts where Wittgenstein uses the term

'practice' and in this manner tries to build up a cumulative picture of what Wittgenstein is

doing with it. He summarizes his basic position as:

We cannot get behind our practices to something more fundamental which can explain them. Jacques
Bouveresse, 'Rules, Dispositions, and the Habitus' in Bourdieu: A Critical Reader, 46. We mention this issue
here only insofar as it has important ramifications within the philosophy of religion and for theology. This is
precisely the position that D.Z. Phillips extends: "the claim is that the point of religious practice is logically
dependent on the truth of a proposition said to be independent of that practice... the proposition expresses
and captures the facts of the matter." "Propositions, Pictures and Practices", Ars Disputandi 2 (2002) ESPR
Proceedings Cambridge II 2002, (http://www.ArsDisputandi.org)

204.Kjell Johannessen, 'The Concept of Practice in Wittgenstein's Later Philosophy', Inquiry 31 (1987),
356-369
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The concept of practice not only points to the ways in which the unity of our concepts are
underpinned... it also comprises the skills involved in handling the conceptualized
phenomena, our prereflective familiarity with them, expressed in the sureness of our
behaviour towards them, and the judgemental power exercised in applying or withholding a
given concept on a particular occasion. These factors are all relevant to the establishment of
knowledge, but they cannot themselves be fully and straightforwardly articulated by verbal
means... To follow a rule is what Wittgenstein calls a practice.205

This is clearly an issue which is involved also with doings which are not linguistic-

verbal. The grasping of a rule is expressed in a practice in which the rule 'lives': the rule is

not behind the practice, determining it or guiding it, but is itself 'in' the practice. It is

embedded in such a way that it cannot be expressed in verbal or propositional form.

Hence Wittgenstein says that this can only be 'shown' and in most cases this showing is a

case of showing 'examples', describing and discussing language. The practice of rule-

following cannot be taught by way of rules, since whoever is being trained to follow rules

does not yet know what this involves. To teach someone to follow a rule means that

examples must be employed to show the practice of rule-following, "Practices might thus

be said to have a logical grammar that is at least partly expressed by inherited ways of

doing things."206

This aspect has been a major feature of D.Z. Phillips' interpretation of Wittgenstein.

Phillips has been concerned to stress the way in which the notion of 'logic' changes in

Wittgenstein's corpus. In the early books logical grammar is that which determines what

'can' and 'cannot' be said. In the later books, logic is a kind of grammar, not of the can

and cannot of sayings, but of what is said. Logic can be seen by paying attention to and

describing practices.207 According to Phillips, description for Wittgenstein is showing what

205.Johannessen, 357

206.ibid., 366

207.D.Z. Phillips, Religion and Friendly Fire: Examining Assumptions in Contemporary Philosophy of
Religion. The Vonhoff Lectures and Seminars 1999-2000 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 12
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place concepts occupy in language games, the role that concepts play in a person's life.208

For Phillips, then, Wittgenstein's method is a way of respecting the variety that the

world displays and its function is in eliminating confusions which render this variety

unintelligible. This occurs through carefully exploring concept use to see whether

concepts are functioning within practical contexts or practices that are sufficient for the

determination of the sense of those concepts.209 Phillip's interpretation of Wittgenstein is

one which refuses to have the agenda for philosophical discussion set by a supposed

'correct position' on the world. Such a notion of a 'correct position' is disengaged from

the practices which give rise to those positions and therefore from the life context in

which they make sense, a problem which conflates epistemological, metaphysical and

logical problems. This is primarily a factor of thinking of ourselves as being externally

related to our being in the world, and therefore requires some sort of mediating term to

get back 'inside' this relation.210 This critical stance shows that Phillips emphasizes that

important aspect of Wittgenstein's work that re-enforces our embodied and situated being

in the world, effectively refusing to follow Cartesianism and rationalism in the direction of

a surveying consciousness occupying a non-place 'above' the world.

The theme of practice in Wittgenstein thus pushes us to rethink the activity of

philosophical interrogation in terms of its own character as one form of practical activity

208. Rush Rhees, Wittgenstein's On Certainty, edited D.Z. Phil Mips (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 141; Phillips,
Religion and Friendly Fire, 14

209. Philosophical confusion, for Phillips, stems primarily from confusing metaphysical realism, which
requires some sort of referential relation between concepts and the reality they purport to describe, and lived
realism, which employs concepts within contexts of lived experience and which has a sense to it which
concepts, in themselves, do not question. Confusion between metaphysical realism and lived realism means a
confusion of propositions describing reality and propositions concerning modes of representation. Some
propositions refer to the world in order to perform jobs within our language games, and some propositions
elucidate concepts and their usage. When these different types of propositions become confused, according to
Phillips, we move into a metaphysical realism which: "...makes propositions describing reality into mere
appearances of a reality said to be on the other side of an uncrossable boundary." Phillips, Religion and
Friendly Fire, 31

210.In this sense, 'practice' does not serve in this way, since reference to 'practice' is an indication of
something which is pre-linguistic, although many practices, of course, are linguistic in character.
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amongst others, an activity that arises from an engaged and embodied life context which

philosophers share with others in their social world. It is the strange character of what this

activity involves, in its arising out of forms of life, which the theme of practice is supposed

to help us describe more clearly. In calling this philosophical activity 'logic' there is an

implicit critique of that view of logic which privileges some kind of transcendent structure

over and against life contexts, and over and above the world of real social relations. It is

also an attempt to re-situate logic in that very life context. Logic is a part of the

relationships that human beings share with one another and in their engagement with,

their activity in and on, the world that is simply there. Such philosophical work is not

merely descriptive but takes on the task of providing some of kind of Obersicht of many

specific aspects of human situatedness, and ultimately of some sort of overall grasp of

human situatedness, with philosophy now working in a new way, as a kind of 'heir' to

philosophies of the past. We think that what gives philosophy its status as an 'heir' is

largely the new found focus on practices. Making judgements, using concepts, ascribing

truth or falsity to propositions, and so on, all depend on practices to determine their

sense. One cannot ask whether a practice is 'true' or 'false', or on what criteria a practice

'fits' with the facts, since the activities of determining truth and falsity, and the activity of

judging and forming criteria, are themselves practices: one cannot get behind practices,

and one needs to be clear about the relation between activities of judging, for instance,

and the judgements one makes, between the concepts one uses, the way in which one

uses them and the actual practice of concept formation. Thus in this interpretation, logic

has a new sense, in that it is embedded in practices, and philosophical work should aim

primarily at describing the patterns that such practices form. Inherent in such patterns is a

kind of 'practice logic'. It is this shifting of the notion of 'logic' out of transcendental

structures into ordinary practical contexts which is a major feature of the work of Pierre

Bourdieu, whose indebtedness to Wittgenstein, as well as to Marx and the broader
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phenomenological tradition, is clear. We now turn our attention to some important

aspects of his work.

111.2 Pierre Bourdieu:

A Logic of Practice as Praxeology211

Praxeology is a universal anthropology which takes into account the historicity and thus the
relativity of cognitive structures, while recording the fact that agents universally put to work
such historical structures.212

To understand practical understanding, one has to move beyond the alternatives of thing
and consciousness, mechanistic materialism and constructivist idealism... This is precisely
the function of the notion of habitus, which restores to the agent a generating, unifying,
constructing, classifying power, while recalling that this capacity to construct social reality,
itself socially constructed, is not that of a transcendental subject but of a socialized body,
investing in its practice socially constructed organizing principles that are acquired in the
course of a situated and dated social experience.213

Bourdieu serves as an exemplar of a truly interdisciplinary figure whose work

throughout demonstrates a deep commitment to central philosophical problems which he

attempts to resolve by recourse to a variety of techniques culled from other disciplines. A

driving force in his work is the need for critical reflection on the academic life, its

struggles and positions, and a stringent 'anti-intellectualism' and 'anti-abstractionism'

which seeks to find solutions to problems not in abstract models or theories but in

practical and lived engagement within the social world.214

211.For useful biographical and background material see Richard Shusterman, 'Bourdieu as Philosopher',
Bourdieu: A Critical Reader, edited Richard Shusterman (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 2-3. It should also be
noted that Bourdieu's doctoral work was completely philosophical. His doctorate focussed on the philosophy
of Leibniz, and certain Leibnizian themes are a constant in even the later Bourdieu. This is an important point
to note, simply because Bourdieu is often treated as if his work is primarily sociological. We think that this is a
reduction and limitation of what he is really up to.

212.Pierre Bourdieu and Lofc J. D. Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, (Cambridge: Polity Press,
1992), 139

213.Pierre Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations, translated Richard Nice (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 136-7

214.Bourdieu 'Fieldwork in Philosophy', In Other Words, translated Matthew Adamson (Cambridge: Polity
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Bourdieu grounds his research in empirical sociological and anthropological

fieldwork and by observation of the ways in which people position themselves with

regards to one another. Although Bourdieu's philosophy is oriented around a basic set of

terms, we must be careful not to treat these terms as the focus of some sort of 'linguistic

analysis'. Terms for Bourdieu are ways of articulating activities and relations that are

already operative in a reality which is social and relational.215

Bourdieu's philosophy is inherently relational: one must constantly be vigilant not to

place an undue emphasis on a singular term without keeping the whole nexus of other

terms close by, allowing the terms to have a fluidity of application. Many commentators

forget the relational core of Bourdieu's ontology by focussing on one element of his work

at the expense of this fundamental relational core. It is what this relationality consists in

that is the essential question of his corpus. The difficulty in laying-out Bourdieu's

philosophy is precisely that it does not easily allow the isolation of a single component for

analysis. His work, as we have emphasized, is inherently relational.216

Bourdieu's mode of thinking is resolutely dialectical and relational... His main concepts are
not only defined in terms of relations, but they are also internally related in
such a way that they can only be defined and function in relation to each other.217

Press, 1990)

215.LoTc Wacquant points out that the best way to think about Bourdieu's conceptual apparatus is that it uses
'blurred concepts'. Bourdieu realizes that one cannot adequately define terms which are oriented towards
understanding an imprecise or 'fuzzy' reality. Bourdieu's terms are therefore 'thinking tools', adaptable
concepts that are used together, always kept in a relation to one another that is supple rather than rigid.

216. One of the main problems with the secondary material on Bourdieu is that it tends to focus exclusively
on two of his earlier books, namely Outline of a Theory of Practice, translated Richard Nice (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1977) and The Logic of Practice, translated Richard Nice (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 1992), where Bourdieu sets out his initial conceptual apparatus, or what he calls 'tools for thinking'.
The difficulty is compounded by a sense that in these earlier books Bourdieu is still grappling with how to go
about articulating his ideas and does not do so with the clarity that is accomplished in this later books, where
the centrality of relationality is emphasized. Hence I will focus my analysis on a later trio of texts, Practical
Reason, translated Richard Nice (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), Pascalian Meditations and Science of
Science and Reflexivity, translated Richard Nice (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004), although the earlier texts
will be used for comparison.

217.Frederic Vandenberghe, The Sociological Ambition of Pierre Bourdieu (www.iwp.uni-linz.ac.at/lxe/
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Bourdieu's acknowledged debt to Marx's Theses on Feuerbach is one of a critical

impetus. The first Thesis in particular, taking on the false oppositions of activity-passivity,

materialism-idealism and so on, is for Bourdieu an important influence. Intellectual

alternatives, such as 'rationalism' and 'empiricism', 'idealism' and 'materialism',

'absolutism' and 'relativism', then become competing alternatives, not as overseeing and

complete viewpoints on reality, but simply as part of one particular social field in that

reality.218

In an almost phenomenological way, Bourdieu facilitates a 'bracketing' or 'epoche'

of agent intentions, agent ends, and causal mechanisms, in order to elucidate the way in

which historical conditions shape the practices of individual agents without those agents

recognizing them as doing so. Moreover, he suggests that there may be some sort of

'universal' operations at work in this interweaving.219

...the real is the relational: what exists in the social world are relations - not interactions
between agents or intersubjective ties between individuals - but objective relations which
exist independently of individual consciousness and will.220

For Bourdieu, one must take agents and objective structures together in analysis and

never attempt analysis of agency, objective structures, or practices, in isolation. What is of

interest is the relationality itself. This approach Bourdieu calls reflexive method and the

sektktf/bb/vandenberghe.rtf). Accessed August 19th 2005

218. We think it is very important to bear this in mind whenever oppositional terms appear in Bourdieu.
They are important critical tools, for showing a particular problem for instance, as well as something that is at
the core of Bourdieu's own method. The relation between habitus and field could be conceived as an

opposition. But this is clearly not the case if one sees what Bourdieu actually does with this pairing of terms.
They are not opposed to one another because they are mutually constituting. Recursive relation cannot be
oppositional. Whatever the supposed opposition is here it is not along the lines of mutual exclusivity. His
structures are dynamically interwoven sets of relations that not only imply dynamic agental involvement but
actually require it. Bourdieu's ontology is not metaphysically structured: it is a social ontology of mutual
implication. Instead of regarding terms as oppositional, we should instead see them as poles of a more primary
relation to which they give expression, a relation of recursivity.

219.Bourdieu, In Other Words, 18; It is here, perhaps, that Bourdieu shows the influence of Merleau-Ponty.

220.Bourdieu, Introduction to Reflexive Sociology, 97
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whole notion of reflexivity is central to understanding what Bourdieu is doing. The

method of reflexivity is one which asks what kind of activity it is to do intellectual work.

Reflexive analysis seeks to take account of the tools, methods and presuppositions of

analysis, as well as situating analysis within 'historical objective structures'. It is thus a

way of developing a coherent ontology of the human situation. Bourdieu shows how this

reflexive move is both a theoretical one and a practical one simultaneously. He develops

his analysis from a critique of the problematic dualism that results when one orients

analysis primarily upon sets of oppositions which distort the task. To give an exaggerated

primacy to such oppositions does not take seriously enough the relations which make

such oppositions possible. For Bourdieu a major problem is a restrictive view of rationality

and an idealism which has a false notion of 'reflection' and 'interiority'. Such false notions

distort all subsequent understanding of the actual doing of any intellectual or academic

inquiry.

[Bourdieu]... builds a sociologically... compelling version of reflexivity into his analysis.
Bourdieu accepts the basic claims of what we can call 'perspectivism,' namely that
even observations of the social world made in good faith will bear traces of the observer's
own position in this world. In contrast to others who imagined reflexivity to involve merely
the sociological hero baring his... value commitments, Bourdieu's understanding requires
the analyst to correctly position him - or herself - in the field of relations between other
analysts and other actors.221

Bourdieu's ontology focusses on a handful of conceptual tools upon which he

articulates the complexity of human involvement with the world, with each other and

with our history. Practices articulate a practical logic which adheres to the relation

between what agents do and the circumstances in which their doings make sense, and

this relation is recursive since those circumstances condition agents' actions and are

themselves produced by agents' actions. Conversely, an agent's actions depend upon

221. John Levi Martin, 'What is Field Theory', American journal of Sociology (109), 1 -49. This quote 33.
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learning to act within particular contexts using actions and practices which make sense

within that context.

Bourdieu performs what he calls a reflexive critique of 'science' as a scientist: he

does a science of science. In any given field, particularly the scientific field, what can and

cannot be said is determined not only by the methods of the field, the practices of

verification and communication of ideas, what might be called its social constraints.

There is also a logical constraint placed upon those working in the field which is bound

up completely with the social constraints. What can be said logically and what can be

said socially do not appear differently. The 'truth' of science is bound up not just with the

logic which coheres there, but equally in the social determination of who can make such

statements. Scientific logical constraints, such as working within a particular

methodology, working within particular disciplines, being dependent on peer review and

so on, are also social constraints. Scientific truth is socially constrained as well as logically

constrained. One must be a part of the scientific community and belong to a group of

peers who check and assess one's findings against criteria that are socially, as well as

logically, constructed.222

Cultural knowledge, rather than being imported by the mind into contexts of experience, is
itself generated within these contexts in the course of people's involvement with others in
the practical business of life. Through such involvement, people acquire the specific
dispositions and sensibilities that lead them to orient themselves in relation to their
environment and to attend to its features in the particular ways that they do.223

These dispositions and sensibilities Bourdieu calls habitus, and the generative

relations by which they are embedded in particular involvements with an environment,

Bourdieu calls fields. To understand his work, one must first come to terms with the kind

222. Bourdieu, Science of Science and Reflexivity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003)

223.Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays in Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill (London:
Routledge, 2000), 162
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of role that these major conceptual tools of habitus and field play in his ontology.

...both the field and the habitus designate bundles of relations, analysed structurally in the
first case as opus operatum and phenomenologically in the latter as modus operandi, to
borrow Panofsky's scholastic distinction of which Bourdieu was so fond. The field consists
of a network or configuration of objective relations between social positions in which the
positions and their interrelations are determined by the distribution of different kinds of
capital (economic, cultural and social), while the habitus consists of a set of historical
relations 'deposited' or 'incorporated' within individual bodies in the form of mental and
corporeal schemata of actions, evaluations and perceptions. The habitus is thus the
internalisation of the field, whereas the field is the exteriorisation of the habitus.224

The relation of habitus to field thus finds expression in a whole host of other

relations which make different conceptual tools available. Habitus as the 'internalization

of externality' or incorporation, and field as the 'externalization of internality' or

objectification';225 habitus as modus operandi, field as opus operatum, and with those

designations an indication of how habitus and field will be analyzed, phenomenologically

and structurally. Bourdieu thus sets up what appears to be an oppositional pair to function

relationally as both a descriptive pole around which he can organize his analyses, as well

as including within them the very modes and methods of inquiry which he is attempting

to set out in inquiry. Thus field as opus operatum is understood as a regularity which

orders and structures, and which is analyzed structurally. Habitus as modus operandi is

understood as a principle of the production of regularity and order, and which is analyzed

phenomenologically. Not only do the terms nest within one another recursively, but the

way in which they open out onto different operations show that reflexive analysis

includes within its conceptual apparatus its own methods of analysis. This is a way of

taking account of the agency of the inquirer, of the mode of inquiry, of the whole

interrogative project of the intellectual practice which is involved in empirical

224.Vandenberghe, The Sociological Ambition of Pierre Bourdieu

225.Bourdieu, Outline, 72.
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description, in the analysis of data, and in the creation of theory.

Bourdieu's use of habitus, he admits, is a 'rethinking' of an Aristotelian/Scholastic

concept.226 Bourdieu is quite specific about how he comes to reformulate and use the

notion of habitus. His first use of the term is in relation to Erwin Panofsky's book Gothic

Architecture and Scholasticism227 although the term itself, without such Scholastic

pedigree, had been in circulation within sociological, anthropological and philosophical

circles for some time. Bourdieu specifically cites three uses of terms which approximate

his use of habitus: Hegel's ethos, Mauss's hexis, Husserls' Habitualitat.228

What Bourdieu himself means by the term habitus shifts between the early work

and the later. In his early formulation, habitus is:

... the product of history, produces individual and collective practices, and hence history, in
accordance with the schemes engendered by history...collective action is constituted in the
dialectical relationship between habitus (the system of transposable dispositions functioning
as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations and actions) and objective event, which exerts
action of conditional stimulation calling for a determinative response only on those who are
disposed to constitute it as such because they are endowed with a determinate type of
disposition.229

and in a late formulation:

226. Bourdieu, In Other Words, 10

227.Erwin Panofsky, Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism (New York: Meridian, 1971; originally 1951)

228.Bourdieu, Introduction to Reflexive Sociology, 121-122. There is provocative use of the term by Husserl
in Experience and judgement, to designate "a mental conduit between past experiences and forthcoming
actions" It is this notion of habitus that passes over into his use of term 'Habitualitat1 or habitual knowledge.
Husserl's usage of habitus in Experience and judgement is to show how lived experience is built upon an
accumulation of sense experience that results in unthematized layers that may later direct us towards similar
objects in a horizon of 'typical familiarity and precognizance': "lived experience itself, and the objective
moment constituted in it, may become 'forgotten'; but for all this, it in no way disappears without a trace; it
has merely become latent. With regard to what has been constituted in it, it is a possession in the form of a
habitus, ready at any time to be awakened anew by an active association... The object has [therefore]
incorporated into itself the forms of sense originally constituted in the acts of explication by virtue of a
knowledge in the form of a habitus". Experience and Judgment, 122. This usage influenced the
phenomenological tradition and we should see this as another aspect of Husserl's influence on Merleau-
Ponty. See the useful unpacking of uses of this term in International Encyclopedia of Economic Sociology
(London: Routledge, 2004). In later works Bourdieu explicitly recognizes Husserl's use of the term, and claims
that it is the late Husserl's "attempt to escape from the philosophy of consciousness." See In Other Words, 12;
Pascalian Meditations, 81 -3

229. Bourdieu, Outline, 82-3
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...habitus helps to determine what transforms it... Dispositions do not lead in a determinate
way to a determinate action; they are revealed and fulfilled only in appropriate
circumstances and in the relationship with a situation... Habitus as a system of dispositions
to be and to do is a potentiality, a desire to be which, in a certain way, seeks to create the
conditions of its fulfillment, and therefore to create the conditions most favourable to what
it is... The principle of action is therefore neither a subject confronting the world as an
object in a relation of pure knowledge nor a milieu exerting a form of mechanical
causality on the agent... It lies in the complicity between two states of the social, between
history in bodies and history in things... between the history objectified in the form of
structures and mechanisms... and the history incarnated in bodies in the form of habitus...
Habitus, the product of a historical acquisition, is what enables the legacy of history to be
appropriated.230

We have in this later formulation what is probably Bourdieu's clearest statement as

to the status of the habitus: it is "history incarnated in bodies" which sits in a complicitous

recursive relation with the history "objectified in structures" which is the field. The

common structure which binds together the habitus and field is thus history in two senses:

as that which is socially structuring, and as that which is physically acquired in bodily

abilities and articulations in relation to particular fields.

Habitus is a 'sedimentation1, a series of layers of various ways of doing and acting,

acquired over time through practices, which act as the basis for further doings and actings

and for further practices.231 It is, thus, a principle of practical competency that is acquired

both in and for action. For Bourdieu, habitus is like a bodily second nature. Bourdieu's

stress on the corporeality of habitus suggests that the most immediate way in which we

can understand habitus is as a set of learned skills, such as any skill of moving the body in

a particular way in order to do something. Embodied skill is thus a primary layer of the

habitus. Such skills then inform the learning of further skills and so on, with each new

level forming sediments of a whole host of diverse skills, all of which must be acquired.

230.Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations, 149-151

231.This notion of 'sedimentation' is something that Bourdieu appropriates from Husserl. It is worth
remarking that we should not picture such sediments as if they were simple 'layers' or 'strata' but as
something much more complex. The geological metaphor can only take us so far in this regard.
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This acquisition, the formation of layers of skill which make up the sedimented habitus,

must occur through time: it takes lived history in order to build up the various layers. In

addition, certain skills are only acquired through being involved in particular situations,

with particular skills being called for in those circumstances. Embodied skills are thus the

'surface level' of habitus and it is this corporeal character of the habitus which Bourdieu

continually stresses, perhaps mostly to try to shake his readers out of the common picture

of human agency as principally a matter of will and of decision.

But Bourdieu does not reduce habitus to this acquisition of embodied skills alone,

nor to skills of any kind in themselves. A habitus is something which each agent already

must have in order to act, and thus is there before any skills are acquired. It is this

dimension of what Bourdieu is doing with the notion that has confounded many

commentators. It is here that we must remember Bourdieu's inherent relationality: one

cannot attempt to isolate habitus from the recursive relation of habitus and field. So the

fore structure of the habitus, what is there in order to acquire skills, is a relationship with

objective structures, fields, which precedes any individual agent and any exercising of

agency.

Habitus is not, therefore, a capacity, some sort of universal human faculty. Habitus,

as layers of sedimented skill acquisitions, has its roots in the situatedness of agents within

particular environments. What is universal, then, is that habitus and field are both

generated by bodily situatedness in particular environments, and themselves, in turn,

generate new ways in which this situatedness unfolds.

Like Marx, Bourdieu thinks that the problems and issues which face human beings

are problems that have been created by human beings themselves. It is our social

organization and the way in which this organization stifles individual freedom and raises

up the power of certain groups or sections of society that is in question. Bourdieu is not a

straightforward Marxist, however. Bourdieu's revision of the trajectory of Marx's critique
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without taking on much of their substance, situates him as radically post-Marxist. He does

not leave Marx behind but uses Marx's basic insights into the structures of human

sociality and the conditions that make such a sociality possible to build a critical

philosophy founded on reflexivity.232 His work is about showing how:

[sociological analysis]... is one of the most powerful instruments of self-knowledge as a
social being, which is to say as a unique being... it... offers some of the most efficacious
means of attaining the freedom from social determinisms which is possible only through
knowledge of those very determinisms.233

Bourdieu's reflexive analysis is about accepting that human being is at its core a

social being, and that it is the social nature of human being that is what makes it
234

unique.

Bourdieu's use of the notion of a habitus is a way of reclaiming a basis for human

activity that, whilst maintaining individual agency, places agency within a larger social

232.See for instance the issue of Magazine Litteraire, which features a cartoon of Bourdieu leapfrogging over
Marx! Magazine Litteraire 369 (Octobre 1998), 26

233.Bourdieu, Practical Reason, ix

234.Bourdieu's empirical fieldwork in the study of social structures reveals quite rapidly that human sociality
is fundamentally flawed and it is flawed because human beings misrecognize both the character of their own
sociality and the real source of the problems in which human social life is mired. To understand, and
ultimately to correct, these problems means to accept that human being is in its basis social and not founded
on an aggregation of individuals, as well as accepting that problems which plague our sociality must be
addressed by digging deeply into the pre-suppositional basis for misrecognition itself: it is to interrogate the
nature of human illusions about themselves. Thus such misrecognition is a form of illusion. Like Feuerbach,
then, Bourdieu credits illusion with a strong hold over human beings, but this is not a reversal of a divine-
human relationship, or the projection of divinity onto a creation of humanity. For Bourdieu, this illusion is
empirically real since it is that which prevents human beings from being properly free. For Bourdieu this issue
is about understanding the complex relational structure between the basis for human activity, both of
individual agents and of collective activity, which is not located in an isolatable nature but in a relational a
priori-, the historical processes and structures in which activity is performed and into which activity becomes
sedimented on both an individual and collective basis, thus transforming further activity; the historical
structures which are concretized and transformed through this activity and which take on, as concretized, an
objective character; and, fundamentally, the way in which this objective character appears to us as
determinate and in its appearance as such affects and is capable of transforming our further activity. Illusio
weaves its way through this structure but is most at work at the moment when an objective historical structure
is taken as determinate and in this taking-as-determinate affects further activity and thus transforms this further
activity in an illusory way. Once this has happened, the recursive and interwoven character of the structure
means that it is incredibly difficult to isolate a problem: if the structure of human being is social and the
ontology in which this sociality makes sense is one which is relational, then the character of this sociality and
relational ontology will also shape certain problems that occur within them. One aspect of this is the way in
which particular theories of human nature come to be incredibly pervasive in the way that human beings
think about themselves.
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and historical nexus which both shapes and is shaped by that agency. The habitus is that

set of embodied skills acquired through social and natural history, but habitus must never

be viewed as something which is a unique capacity for action. It is sedimented in a way

which is unique to each person, but all persons have such a sedimented set of skills and

acquisitions which form their habitus. We thus see that it is a notion which serves a large

number of roles within Bourdieu's work, but predominantly in preserving the sense that

an individual agent's activities have an impact and effect, though that individual agent

might not be aware of such effects nor even of reasons for acting in particular ways:

According to Bourdieu, a persons' activities, thoughts, and perceptions are governed by a
battery of practical senses (dispositions, habitus) which are acquired under certain objective
conditions and perpetuate these conditions through the particular activities, thoughts, and
perceptions they generate... objective social structures are maintained by a moulding
within them of bodily dispositions that is such that how people act, think, and perceive,
subsequent to acquiring these dispositions, perpetuates the structures involved.235

Thus Bourdieu maintains that the broadly social conditions (which also involves

'environments' more generally as well as involvements with artifacts and practical

handlings of all sorts) in which agents act, and those actions, are mutually constituting.

No agent can act without being inculcated in a set of social conditions, no matter how

basic. But neither can social conditions be generated without the actions of agents. Agents

acting and the social conditions in which they act are so interwoven that we cannot

isolate one without doing a serious injustice, not only to that which we have excluded,

but also to that which we wish to isolate. This recursive and mutual constituting relation

between agents and social conditions236 has one very difficult problem: what is the

genesis of this very relation. If neither agency nor social conditions are primary, then what

generates them? The answer for Bourdieu is the very recursive relation itself. The genesis

235.Theodore Schatzki, 'Sociocultural Bodies, Bodies Sociopolitical', in The Social and Political Body, edited
Theodore Schatzki and Wolfgang Natter (New York: Guildford Press, 1996), 4

236.In sociological discourse usually known as the problem of 'agency and structure'
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of the interplay of agent and social conditions is the recursion to which they give witness.

This is the 'logic' of practice, the practical reason, the 'logic' of the human situation.237 In

other words, there is a specific kind of logic which is at work in these complex and

interweaving relations, a logic in which recursive relations and the elements so related

'overlap': the qualities and essential features of what is related are what the relation

consists in, even though the character of this relation 'precedes' the relating of particulars

through its innate recursive role.

Field and habitus are in a recursive relation: they both imply one another, with

objective positions implying position-takings, which are a part of the practices enabled by

the dispositions which are habitus. This means that "...to think in terms of fields is to think

relationally..."238 According to Bourdieu, a field may be defined as:

...a network, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions... the field of
positions is methodologically inseparable from the field of stances or position-takings... the
structural system of practices and expressions of agents. Both spaces, that of objective
positions and that of stances, must be analysed together.239

'Habitus' is a set of dispositions which cannot be understood outside of their

involvement with a particular field of positions. This recursive character operates in two

ways. It is a relation of 'conditioning', whereby "the field structures habitus which is the

product of the embodiment of the immanent necessity of the field."240 It is also a relation

237.Bourdieu's use of the notion of 'genesis' is an aspect of his thinking which does not seem to have
received proper attention in the secondary literature. It is, however, clearly of first importance in
understanding his formulation of habitus. He says: "I am trying to develop a genetic structuralism: the analysis
of objective structures - those of different fields - is inseparable from the analysis of the genesis, within
biological individuals, of the mental structures which are to some extent the product of the incorporation of
social structures; inseparable too, from the analysis of the genesis of these social structures themselves: the
social space, and the groups which occupy it..." Bourdieu, In Other Words, 14.

238.ibid., 96; 97n48

239. Bourdieu, Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, 97; 105

240.ibid., 127
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of knowledge whereby:

...the habitus contributes to constituting the field as a meaningful world, endowed with
sense and value, in which it is worth investing one's energy... the relation of knowledge
depends on the relation of conditioning that precedes it and fashions the structure of
habitus.241

This recursive relation of habitus and field is the essential core of Bourdieu's work

and one that he effectively develops out of the phenomenological emphases we have

already explored in Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. For Bourdieu 'practices' are never a

unit or object of analysis in themselves, and neither are the social conditions, the fields in

which they are involved. What Bourdieu is interested in is in developing a social

ontology in which practices are the articulation of the relation between the habitus and

the field:242

The practical mastery of the specific regularities that constitute the economy of a field is the
basis of sensible practices, linked intelligibly to the conditions of their enactment, and also
among themselves, and therefore immediately filled with sense and rationality tor every
individual who has a feel for the game.243

We can formulate a characterization of the role that practices play in Bourdieu's

ontology: practices are those sets of activities which articulate the 'there' structure of

human situatedness, a situatedness characterized by involvement. This involvement is a

recursive relation between historically sedimented dispositions and skills (habitus) and

historically shaped structures of influence, situated forces of various kinds (field).

241.ibid., 128

242.We should note the danger in talking in this way about the 'social', a tendency which many sociological
interpretations of Bourdieu display: that is of reducing everything to some sort of social determinants. We
think this is a factor of reading Bourdieu as doing some kind of sociology rather than seeing his work as a
philosophical project which emphasizes more than most the importance of understanding social factors. The
same danger is present in a certain kind of reading of Schatzki's work, which we will come to presently. We
will expand on this at the beginning of Chapter Four.

243.Bourdieu, Logic of Practice, 66
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For instance, the food that a person eats and the way in which they eat that food, for

Bourdieu, is bound up with particular eating practices determined, largely, by a

distinctive habitus acquired in relation to social distinctions taking place within a field

largely opaque and closed to the person who employs such practices. Though developed

within that field, the practical competence required for such a practice is a set of skills

and dispositions acquired through historically situated involvement with such fields and

the social positioning and 'forces' which such fields give shape to. In this case, one

important 'force' is the way in which certain conceptions of 'taste', for instance, influence

any particular individual's eating practices.244

Practices are those particular human activities which arise out of the recursive

relation between habitus and field, between historically objective structures and

historically conditioned sedimentations and acquisitions. What Bourdieu does is to show

that this relation is fundamental to understanding human sociality and its problems, and

he shows that this relation can best be understood by focussing on the practices which

articulate it. What he does not really get round to doing is providing any specific analyses

of practices which might best illuminate the way in which this articulation occurs. In

order to come to terms with what this might involve, we will now turn to a contemporary

proponent of the 'practice turn' who has done precisely this kind of work by trying to get

inside the way in which practices actually work.

244. Bourdieu thus plays with the multi-dimensioned character of 'taste': as food taste, as aesthetic and
cultural 'taste' and the ways in which a 'natural' taste for food — whether one 'likes' this taste or another -- is
bound up with the way in which certain aesthetic and cultural 'tastes' may affect our natural 'taste' more than
we realize.
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111.3 Involvement and Site:

Theodore Schatzki's 'Social' Ontology of Practices

In living within spaces and layouts of objects, in participating in practices, and in
encountering linguistic formulations... an individual acquires dispositions to act and think
that have an homologous... structure... the structure of people's worlds is reflected into the
intelligibility governing... their behaviour...245

...a practice is a 'bundle' of activities... an organized nexus of actions. Any practice,
consequently, embraces two overall dimensions: activity and organization.246

The work of Theodore Schatzki, in comparison with Marx, Wittgenstein or

Bourdieu, is relatively compact and concise, building significantly on the insights which

these thinkers have formulated in ways which contrast with many received interpretations

of them.247 Schatzki's major work is contained in two books. The first Social Practices: A

Wittgensteinian Approach to Human Activity and the Social argues that a praxeological

approach is the best philosophical option available for contemporary work. Schatzki

presents this case initially by building on Wittgenstein's work to present what we will call

a 'radically externalist' philosophy of mind and action. Schatzki's second book, The Site

of the Social, takes the territory of the first book in a new direction by extending the

analysis of practices into the wider context of a social ontology, whereby practices are

placed within a dynamic ontological framework which Schatzki calls a site.

What Schatzki effectively does is to bring together, in a cohesive way, many of the

various influences that we have seen to be at work so far in this thesis, and he does so

245.Theodore Schatzki, 'Overdue Analysis of Bourdieu's Theory of Practice', Inquiry 30 (1986), 133

246.Theodore Schatzki, The Site of the Social, (Penn State Press, 2002), 71

247.Schatzki was educated at Harvard, where he took Applied Mathematics, before undertaking a BPhil in
Philososphy at Oxford writing a dissertation on Wittgenstein. Subsequently he studied under Hubert Dreyfus
at the University of California at Berkeley, both for a masters and doctorate, the latter through a thesis entitled
'Social Reality and Social Science'. He has taught and researched primarily at the University of Kentucky,
where he holds currently the Chair in Philosophy. Schatzki CV, University of Kentucky website
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through the development of an ontology of site. Much of what we have so far referred to

as 'involvement' is at the core of what Schatzki calls a 'site'.

Ill.3a Practices and 'Radical Externalism' of Mind and Action248

Schatzki's Wittgensteinian approach to human activity centres around a reading of

Wittgenstein emphasizing an account of mind and action which is radically 'externalist'.

In doing so certain common themes emerge with which we are already familiar through

our engagement with Merleau-Ponty's appropriation of the phenomenological tradition:

...the body is the... site of mind qua common medium of expression for the disparate
conditions of life... this medium is a socially moulded multidimensional site of
manifestation, signification and effectuation where life conditions are bodied forth in the
phenomenal world.249

Schatzki's reading of Wittgenstein focusses on the way in which bodily actions and

activities are related to the 'mind'. Schatzki understands Wittgenstein's philosophy as

centrally concerned with the way in which 'mind' is involved with the very conditions of

life in which persons find themselves. According to Schatzki, Wittgenstein manages to

develop a philosophy of mind which is non-substantialist but also non-reductionist. He

does not turn 'mind' into a location, a substantial realm, nor eliminate 'mind' altogether.

Schatzki's work on practices depends on this fundamental redefinition. Conditions of life

becomes the theme around which his account coheres:

248. By 'externalist' and 'extemalism' we do not wish to suggest that this is in any way opposed to
'internalist' or to interiority, in the way that 'body' might be opposed to 'mind', 'world' to 'subject' or any
other such oppositions. By 'externalism' in this case what we mean is that set of life conditions within which
all talk of 'inside' or 'interior' must take place. In this sense, what is 'inside' is the 'inside' or the within of a
life, a life which is lived 'in the open', so to speak. To indicate this we will preface 'external' terms of this sort
with the term radical to indicate this formulation, admittedly because there does not appear at this point to be
another term which suffices. The prefixing 'radical' is meant to indicate the temporary nature of this term,
since what is indicated is a whole complex of 'internalities' and 'externalities'.

249. Schatzki, Social Practices, 53
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On my reading, Wittgenstein's texts suggest that what is accomplished in using standard
mental locutions is the articulation of how things stand and are going for people in their
existence, in their continuous moment-to-moment involvement with persons, objects, and
situations. Mind, consequently, is how things stand and are going for someone; and
mental phenomena (believing, hoping, expecting, and seeing) are aspects or ways of this. I
will refer to mental phenomena as 'conditions of life1... A condition of life is life being
thus; and the being thus in question is things standing and going someway.250

It is clear that this account has a strong 'existentialist' flavour, and in this regard it

has strong similarities with the way in which Merleau-Ponty also describes the 'mental'.

We have already touched on this issue in Chapter Two, but let us restate this position:

what we describe as 'thinking' is a way of thinking, and that way of thinking is always

situated by what is 'at hand' - what Schatzki describes as 'life being thus1. This 'being

thus' can be conditions of life which are about our involvement with physical objects, or

handling of tools in the sense of a hammer, in the sense of a violin and bow, or in the

sense of words written or spoken. This 'being thus' can also be a range of responses to

these same handlings and dealings with. Moreover, the way in which we deal with and

handle the variety of involvements that we have with things, persons, and situations as a

whole, also determines our further involvements to some extent. There is thus an

affective dimension to our involvements. Affectivity in this sense can be 'moods', or it can

be a more general sort of 'concern' for the way things are going in our lives. This can also

be a very specific concern for the outcome of a particular handling, or it can be a more

general concern with the way in which one's whole manner of living is able to cope with

the terrain of one's engagement with the world and others.

Schatzki prefers the term 'minded' and devotes an essay to showing how practices

are 'minded' in this particular sense.251 Talk of 'mental states' to describe mental

phenomena needs to be replaced by talk of "states of one's life... the way things... are

250. ibid., 22

251. Schatzki, 'Practice Minded Orders', in The Practice Turn in Contemporary Theory, 42-55
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going... in one's ongoing involvement with the world."252

Schatzki's Wittgensteinian approach to 'mindedness' thus coheres around a set of

concerns that Schatzki calls 'practical intelligibility'.253 This term helps to characterize the

strange mutual involvement of human activity and the states of affairs in which this

activity takes place. These states of affairs, the states of one's life, both determine what

activity takes place and are themselves shaped by this activity.254 Schatzki stresses that any

particular condition of life involves particular bodily activities, and that these bodily

activities have 'fine shades' or manners in which doings are carried out, or the ways in

which something is said. Schatzki clarifies this, again with reference to both Wittgenstein

and Merleau-Ponty:

In the work of Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty (as well as in that of... Pierre Bourdieu) the
realm of the ideal, guiding rules or meanings is replaced by a background of past bodily
sayings.255

This notion of practical intelligibility leads into Schatzki's philosophy of practices.

The broad sense of 'intelligibility' that Schatzki is using here means that what it makes

sense for people to do in particular situations has some kind of intelligibility, though a

kind of intelligibility rather different from the narrow rationalist understanding of

252. ibid., 49. This is a state of affairs which is properly universal: all human persons are both 'incarnate' and
'involved'. As Merleau-Ponty said, this emphasizes the 'flesh' of that being, its incarnate reality, but without
incarnation being thought of in a substantial way: "Chiasm is not matter, not mind, is not substance. To
designate it, we should need the old term 'element'... in the sense of a general thing, midway between the
spatio-temporal individual and the idea, a sort of incarnate principle that brings a style of being wherever
there is a fragment of being... We must not think the flesh starting from substances... but we must think it... as
an element, as the concrete emblem of a general manner of being." Merleau-Ponty, Visible and Invisible, 139;
147

253.Again it is important to note that 'intelligibility' in this sense is quite a broad notion not to be reduced to a
narrow kind of rationalist understanding. 'Intelligibility' in Schatzki's sense means roughly 'what it makes
sense for people to do'.

254. It is important to stress that this determination is not a causal determination. Since Schatzki has
already recast mental phenomena (mindedness) in terms of the bodily activities which express them, then
those activities manifest or signify mental phenomena. This manifestation or expression is the relationship
between bodily activities and mental phenomena, but these phenomena do not cause activity, but determine
it, since it is the relation between the states of one's life.

255. Schatzki, Social Practices, 51 -2
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'intelligible'. For him, practices are the site where "understanding is structured and

intelligibility is articulated."256 Practices thus have their own intelligibility, their kind of

'logic'. This focus on practices shows that they play a major role in the institution of those

states of life which human beings live 'within'. Practices are where humans acquire the

abilities to live in those states and to engage in actions that either maintain or transform

them:

By virtue of the understanding and intelligibility they carry, practices are where the realms of
sociality and individual mentality/activity are at once organized and linked.257

Thus the 'externalities' of bodily activity are contrasted with the 'internalities' of the

states of a person's life. This is a radical recasting of the traditional understanding of an

'outside' and 'inside'. The states of a life are the 'interior' of a person and the way in

which activities of the body, bodily doings and sayings, express these states of a person's

life, are the 'outer' or external expression of this 'inside.' This is the 'within' of the human

situation, both on a personal and on a social level. One is 'inside' one's life, both

individually within the states of life, the way in which it is going; and socially, since these

individual states are partially determined by social conditions and conditioning, and are a

common human structure which all human persons share.

For our purposes, this is the character of incarnate involvement. But this within of

our involvement is also a sort of 'object' in that we can pick out this structure and attempt

to understand it, but we do so from within. We do not stand over against our involvement

in analysis, but must seek to understand from within it. This 'within' is to be inside a

complex interweaving of position-takings and activities, teleo-affectivities and trial-and-

error, that is not rendered intelligible to us as a substantial object but only as an objective

256. ibid., 11

257. ibid., 13
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relation of involvement with our incarnate situation.

The central way in which we come to know the within of our own and the within of

other people's lives is through this 'within' being expressed. The outer expression of the

within of someone's life is the appearance of the states of that life. But it is crucial to

emphasize Schatzki's conception of the relationship between the expression of states of a

life, and the diverse ways in which life conditions appear, manifest and determine how

people act and what they do. Such a relationship, for Schatzki, is the intelligibility of

practices. The appearances of life conditions are not caused by that condition. The life

conditions of which phenomena are appearances are not a reality which underlies those

appearances and thereby causes them, but are ways of being expressed by them.

Phenomena are not the appearance of a given life condition in a relation of cause to

effect, but are in a relation which must be understood within the context of the stream of

life, a sort of continuum in which expressions, articulations and conditions are interwoven

aspects:258

Mind comprises the life conditions made present in the activities of socially moulded
expressive bodies, and both instituted and made possible by participation in extant social
practices.259

In his second book, Schatzki extends the analysis of practices towards analysis of

what he calls 'social orders'.260 In doing so he shifts his interests from the understanding of

social practices which shape and are shaped by human involvement with states of life, to

the issue of how those practices organize and are organized by the 'social' arrangements

in which agents are situated:

258. ibid., 33

259. ibid., 87

260.Again, as with Bourdieu, there is a danger in talking of the 'social' in this way: we must be careful not to
reduce everything to some kind of social determinations. 'Social' orders in Schatzki's sense means the
complex social forms in which involvements of all kinds, artifactual handlings and so on, are embedded, as
well as the broader environments of such orders.
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Practices... embody organizations, which circumscribe the meanings and arrangements set
up and otherwise encompassed in them. Meaning is... a reality laid down in the regimes of
activity and intelligibility called 'practices.'261

Schatzki puts into place a slightly retooled version of practices than is presented in

his first book. Practices are described in a variety of new terms which Schatzki uses to

evoke their strange character. They are 'bundles of activities', 'organized nexus of

actions', 'organized constellation of actions' or an 'integral activity bundle'.262 Schatzki

shows how these constellations of practices are involved with social orders and

arrangements and that they form a complex weave of influence and effects, and he does

this by focussing initially on the notion of a social 'order'.

Ill.3b Distinctions in Practice: Integrative and Dispersed Practices

One of the main strengths of Schatzki's work is the way in which he clearly makes

useful distinctions for describing and setting out a praxeological approach. Two main sets

of distinctions are apparent. The first is three distinct senses in which the term practice

can be understood: as "practice qua development through doing" (thus, in the sense of

practicing in order to acquire a skill, craft, art and so on); practice as "a temporally

unfolding and spatially dispersed nexus of doings and sayings... linked in certain ways";

and the "performing an action or carrying out a practice of the second sort... the do-ing,

the actual activity... at the heart of action... it designates the continuous happening at the

core of human life qua stream of activity". It is these latter two senses that most concern

Schatzki. This third sense, in particular, "actualizes and sustains practices in the sense of

nexuses of doings... a general analysis of practices qua spatiotemporal entities must

261. Schatzki, Site of Social, 58

262. ibid., 70-88
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embrace an account of practice qua do-ing."263

Schatzki uses the term 'nexus' to indicate that the doings and sayings that make up

a practice are linked in important ways, through "understandings, for example, of what to

say and do... through explicit rules, principles, precepts, and instructions... through.,

'teleo-affective' structures embracing ends, projects, tasks, purposes, beliefs, emotions,

and moods."264 A nexus is any linked set of doings and sayings, such as cooking practices,

voting practices, industrial practices, recreational practices or correctional practices.265 A

teleo-affective structure is "a collection of possible orders of life conditions." The notion

of the 'teleo-affective' is what Schatzki uses to emphasize the way in which all sorts of

complex aspects of life conditions are involved in practical nexuses, a range of issues

from affective concerns, which may or may not be at all explicit, to carefully worked-out

ends which have been made highly explicit. So one of the principal organizing factors of

Schatkzi's practice nexuses is that they are bound up with the way in which life is going,

whether driven by ends or by concerns, implicit or explicit.

The second important clarification is a major conceptual distinction between two

types of practices in the sense of a spatiotemporal nexus: integrative and dispersed. A

dispersed practice is widely dispersed across and amongst many different aspects of social

life, and is typified by practices of describing, following rules, explaining, questioning and

examining. Such dispersed practices are "woven into nexuses."266 An integrative practice

is found in and is constitutive of certain specific aspects of social life, such as farming

practices, religious practices, voting practices, and so on. Any particular integrative

practice might involve many different dispersed practices, though none of those dispersed

263.Schatzki, Social Practices, 89-90

264.Again it important to stress that talk of 'understandings', like 'intelligibility', is broadly conceived, and
should not be interpreted in the narrow rationalist way.

265.ibid., 89

266.ibid., 91
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practices would be exclusive to any particular integrative one.

Schatzki conceives of practices as organized packages that are open. By contrasting

integrative practices with dispersed practices Schatzki manages to show how many such

practices are interconnected. An integrative practice is an organized activity, such as

playing chess, cooking food in a particular way and so on, which may overlap with other

integrative practices. A good example of such overlapping is the way in which scholarly

practices of laying out texts in a particular way may overlap with the way in which one

writes letters to one's family, though these writing practices are very different. In contrast,

writing itself, the skill developed over time and then involved with a whole host of other

activities, is a dispersed practice, since writing is a practice that extends across and

through a great variety of different integrative practices. So integrative practices are

interconnected and overlap and this network of interconnecting integrative practices is

itself overlaid and crisscrossed by a host of dispersed practices. Both dispersed and

integrative practices also involve the development of specific competencies and skills,

and these skills themselves will have to be learnt. Such teaching and learning itself goes

on in situation specific practices. One can see from this that the structures into which

practices are woven are highly complex and open-ended.

It is in the analysis of specific practices and in showing how they are organized into

strange sets or bundles of different kinds that Schatzki then proceeds to link the

organizational features of practices with the contexts in which these practice formations

are arranged. This highly complex situation of interwoven practices and the way in

which such situations are organized, Schatzki calls a site.



- 145 -

lll.3c Site Ontology

Schatzki's conceptual distinctions between practices are expanded in his second

book by the observation that they tend towards sets or bundles of crisscrossing and

variegated activities organized into different relationships with one another. The

morphology of this interwoven 'texture' of practices is also a structural feature of the

social orders with which practices are involved. These orders are themselves

characterized by overlapping, variegation and interweaving. This interwoven character

Schatzki calls a 'texture'. But what really interests him is a particular type of this 'texture'

which he describes as a 'contexture':

...a distinction can be drawn between two categories of context: those whose components
are the same in type as the entities contextualized in them and those whose components
typologically differ from what is embedded. When a context is made out of entities of the
same sort as those of which it is the context, I call it a texture. When this stuff differs, I call it
a contexture... Activities, events, identities, histories, and obviousnesses... compose a
contexture. 267

This distinction is important for the development of what Schatzki calls a 'site'.

Schatzki's second book thus serves principally to extend the analysis of practices from the

first book towards an ontological framework in which social practices are the principal

feature. This is the delineation of what Schatzki calls a site ontology.

A site is a type of contexture, a space of activity, a place where things exist and

events happen. But this 'space' of activity, the 'where' in which things happen, needs to

be qualified: it is not principally to be understood as a type of Euclidean space.

Fundamentally, 'space' in this sense of 'a site' is simply a set of relations. Within any

arrangement of entities there is a variety of ways in which entities can be related to one

267. Schatzki, Site of Social, 63. Schatzki develops this distinction to make clear that the interwoven context
which he is describing is different from that all-enveloping web of textuality, the 'context' emphasized by
Derrida and the post-structuralists. It should be noted that we are not entirely comfortable with Schatzki's talk
of 'contexts', something which will become apparent in Chapter Five.
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another. One such way of relations is that of Euclidean spatial relations. There is of course

the usual physical, locative sense of spatial relations, things 'in' physical space related by

particular metric distances and proximities. But there are other varieties of spatial relations

which are not of this kind. For instance, Schatzki describes an 'activity space', in which

the constituents are actions, and also an 'activity-place space' which is a set of places and

paths. A place in this space is a location to an entity X, where the entity X is an action. A

path is a place to get from one location to another, and so an activity-place space is a

matrix of places and paths where activities are performed.268

Schatzki's definition of a site revolves around the different ways in which entities

and actions are involved with one another. He describes three senses of a site: sites are

where things exist and events happen, and they are linked with the notion of context and

of situation. This is what we can call Schatzki's 'strong definition' of a site which is bound

up with the notion of a social order. Schatzki's understanding of order is as a kind of

arrangement of entities:

Order is the hanging together of things, the existence of nexuses. Ordering... is the hanging
together of things, the establishment of nexuses. Another way of capturing this is to equate
orders with arrangements of things and ordering with arranging. An arrangement
of things is a layout of them in which they relate and are positioned with respect to one
another. To be 'positioned' is to take up a place among other things, a place that reflects
relations among the things involved... Relations, positions, and meanings are bound
hoiistically together, none enjoying priority over the others.269

Schatzki sets out the notion of arrangement in terms derived from a variety of

thinkers. The central term which serves as the core of arrangement is Zusammenhang or

'hanging together'. Order then, for Schatzki, can be described as how entities are laid out

and hang together, but this hanging together is a kind of nexus or way of existing which is

268. Schatzki, Site of Social, 43

269.ibid.,18-19
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linked existence.270 It must be stressed, again, that Schatzki's talk of the 'social' in this way

can mislead if one interprets it too narrowly in a kind of sociological reductive way: the

notion of a 'social order' must include all sorts of practical, environmental and artifactual

handlings, something which Schatzki stresses elsewhere in his work. His use of 'social

order', we suppose, is meant to indicate the way in which so much of what we do as

human persons becomes sedimented into complex social relations which then tend to

take on the character of being independent of the conditions in which they were

generated.

How things stand or are going with one entity thus depends on and is involved with

how things stand or are going for and with others. In this way Schatzki is able to keep the

personal focus of states of life involved with the surrounding conditions, in a linked

existence, with how things stand or are going with social relations. Again we return to the

issue of recursiveness and mutual involvement. Schatzki thus sets out the possibility of

pushing through the purely social to a wider and more encompassing ontology:271

An arrangement is a nexus of entities in which they relate, occupy positions, and possess
meanings... this conception of order applies more widely than to social affairs alone... The
hanging together of lives is itself an arrangement. Although it is possible, consequently, to
define social order as arrangements simply of human lives, it is unpropitious to define social
orders as arrangements simply of human lives. The context-forming arrangements into which
coexisting humans are woven encompass artifacts, other living organisms, and things in
addition to people.272

Practices thus are involved with different arrangements and in some way articulate

the nexus in which they are involved. The notion of a 'site' is a way of delineating the

'space' in which arrangements, orders, and practices hang together ontologically. Schatzki

unpacks his definition of a site with a series of careful distinctions. In varying degrees he

270.ibid., 18

271.The various, possibly misleading, ways in which 'social' and 'ontology' are operating in Schatzki's work
we will take up at the beginning of the following chapter.

272.ibid., 20



- 148 -

clarifies the features and character of contexts, arrangements and orders which run

through them and which are generated, articulated and brought forward for analysis by

practices. Yet these practices themselves have also been formed and determined to some

degree in certain configurations of arrangements and orders. The broader context in

which both the formation of orders and their analysis can occur is one shaped by certain

practices and involves different sets of practices in the analysis, and vice versa. The

importance for this ontology of recursivity which involves both practices and orders is

emphasized once more, even at the level of articulating what the site ontology might be

like. We articulate it from within.

Although there is a tendency in some of Schatzki's definitions and analysis towards

the overly theoretical, the basic contours of what he is doing here are very original. He

has, in synthesizing insights from a variety of thinkers, effectively done some serious

philosophical spadework in the formal analysis of exactly what contexts are, though we

are far from convinced that drawing so heavily on the conception of a 'context' is the best

way to go about developing these themes. But we do think that by rigourously

questioning the ontological character of contexts, his ontology suggests a way of

extending this approach towards a better understanding of situation. Perhaps we can

begin to understand what this might involve by seeing a 'situation' as a very particular

kind of event-space, the 'where events take place'. In order to do so we must grapple with

what the 'space' involved here is about, what the 'where' is with which we designate a

place of occurrence, a place of event. Schatzki's work in this regard is important for two

main reasons: firstly, he brings together insights from a range of different kinds of work

and begins to set out some resources for further work, resources which place the focus on

practices; secondly, his conceptualization of a 'site ontology', to which he credits a whole

host of influences ranging from Heidegger to Bourdieu, is, we think, a highly suggestive

way of thinking through what the implications of such a focus on practices entails. Many
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of the philosophical problems that we explored in Chapter Two, it seems to us, end up

with a similar question: what is the location of phenomenality, of experience, of our

involvements? What sort of 'space' is our incarnate involvement? What is the 'where' of

our experience?273

Schatzki uses the notion of a 'site' to designate the 'where' that we are alluding to.

In his analysis there are three senses of site, of the 'where' something is or 'where'

something happens. Firstly, there is location. This is where something is or takes place.

This is familiar to us in the usual spatial sense of where in space something occurs, the

where in physical space. There is also a broader notion of location however. This is the

phenomenal region:

...all entitites and phenomena that exist or occur in broader phenomena and regions have
locations in those phenomena or regions. It is at these locations that they can be found.274

Schatzki gives as a concrete example of this kind of location, the 'where' in the life-

course of a person that they 'come of age', in other words 'at what age'. This sort of

'where' is not simply a reference to the where in physical space that these events occur.

This temporal siting is not simply a doubling of the spatial site, but is a genuine

multiplicity.

Secondly, there is the sense of site which Schatzki calls the wider scene. This is the

wider scene in which something occupies a site in the previous 'location' sense, the wider

'framework' of spatio-temporality in which the previous particular locations are 'placed'

(so to speak). Spatially, this 'where' is the physical space where phenomena occupy

physical spatial location, in other words the physical space in which something is. In the

phenomenal region sense, this is the extended and articulated region in which things exist

273. These are issues we will return to in much more depth at the beginning of Chapter Five.

274.ibid., 64
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and occur. In our concrete example, this is the life-course of human beings (in

comparison with the age at which someone comes of age.)

Thirdly, there is the sense of site which is intrinsic involvement. This is the 'where'

something is which is that extended and articulated region of which it is intrinsically a

part. Something's site is that region as part of which it is or occurs. This third sense of site

can include both the previous sense of site, as location and as wider scene. This third

sense of site is site-ment, in which what occurs does so as a constituent part of its context:

...a context is a site when at least some of the entities that occur in it are inherently
components of it... A site is a special sort of context, the strongest and... the most
interesting type. For it is the one type where entities are intrinsically part of their own
context.275

In Schatzki's terminology, a site's main feature is that whatever is involved in it has

the character of inherence: involvement in a site means an inherent involvement, by

which the various elements and relationships of involvement have the particular character

and form that they do. Inherence means a mutual involvement. The various elements

involved are inherently a part of the structural whole - the site - which cannot be resolved

into either a formalist set of structural relations nor into a substantialist grouping of

atomistic elements, but which takes the character and form of what is related as intrinsic

to the type of relations involved in the structure. Both elements and relations in the site

are what give it its particular character.276

Schatzki shows that working through the implications of the inherent involvement

of practices and orders, means that one comes upon the strange problem of man's relation

with spatio-temporal and time-space 'reality' in which man is both a part and yet which

275.ibid., 65

276.lt should be noted that Schatzki does not seem to consider the possibility that there might be a 'site'
which includes everything in a particular spatio-temporal location, but doesn't take much account of
involvements. This might then be an implicit form of 'site-ment'.
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also strangely transcends man. At this point we have gone full circle, from a metaphysics

to some kind of ontology (which Schatzki characterizes as 'social', though we think this

characterization to be flawed) and back to some strange new type of 'metaphysics', in

which considerations of 'space', 'location' and the 'where' of events is emphasized. Such

an 'heir' to metaphysics takes up critical and structural positions from previous versions

into itself and transforms and twists them into new shapes, attempting, as it were, to

obtain an Obersicht of the human situation. In our opinion, Schatzki's 'site' ontology

leads ultimately to some sort of topology, one which rivals the traditional metaphysical

accounts in both structural and organizational power:

...practices and orders are entwined with each other and with others of their own kind in
varyingly tight or loose multilayered webs. The particular shapes that appear in this web are
an empirical and contingent matter. Among these are fragile and metamorphosing
bundles of practices and orders; ...larger nets containing multiple, closely knit and
overlapping bundles as knots; ... spatially scattered confederations of linked and
imbricated bundles or nets;... regions of relatively unconnected practices crisscrossing
amid particular orders;... wandering dispersed practices running through these
agglomerations and regions; and particular integrative practices that take place amid
different orders scattered through sociohistorical time-space... These bundles,
nets, confederations, regions and dispersed and scattered practices are linked together as
one gigantic, intricate and evolving mesh of practices and orders. At its fullest reach... this
web is coextensive with sociohistorical space-time.277

Schatzki's 'site ontology' seems very different from the loosely defined phenomenon

of many of those who use the term 'practice'. This ontology of social sites is moving in a

very different direction altogether: towards some kind of framework capable of taking

account of not just the social but the interwoven character of the natural and the cultural,

of situations and structures. We believe this offers a new kind of philosophical framework,

one built up from a close analysis of sociality, broadly conceived, by focussing on social

activities and the situational (sited) structure of action, involvement and engagement.

277.ibid., 155
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CHAPTER FOUR

FROM SITE ONTOLOGY TO TOPOLOGY:

SITUATION, TOPOS, SPACE

There can... be no radical break between social and ecological relations; rather, the former
constitute a subset of the latter... the relations between human beings and their
environments, are not confined to a domain of 'nature', separate from and given
independently of the domain in which they live their lives as persons... life is given in
engagement, not in disengagement, and in that very engagement the real world at once
ceases to be 'nature' and is revealed to us as an environment for people. Environments are
constituted in life, not just in thought, and it is only because we live in an environment that
we can think at all.278

IV.1 Ontology or Topology?

What does it mean to speak of a 'site ontology'? In what way is the notion of

'ontology' working when combined with the situational thinking that we have been

emphasizing? The combination of 'ontology' with 'situation' would seem to go against the

tendency to think that 'ontology' is somehow synonymous with some kind of traditional

conception of 'metaphysics'. Some clarification is called for. Although ontology has often

been thought to be a predominant part of what metaphysics has for its subject matter, the

ramifications of 'ontology' are wider and more subtle.279 These ramifications concern the

278.Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays in livelihood, dwelling and skill (London:
Routledge, 2000), 60

279.For excellent discussion on the wider understanding of 'ontology' see Barry Smith, 'Ontology', in
Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of Computing and Information, edited L. Floridi (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003),
155-166. "Ontology as a branch of philosophy is the science of what is, of the kinds and structures of objects,
properties, events, processes and relations in every area of reality. 'Ontology' is often used by philosophers as
a synonym of 'metaphysics' (a label meaning literally: 'what comes after the Physics'), a term used by early
students of Aristotle to refer to what Aristotle himself called 'first philosophy'. Sometimes 'ontology' is used in
a broader sense, to refer to the study of what might exist; 'metaphysics' is then used for the study of which of
the various alternative possible ontologies is in fact true of reality... The term 'ontology' (or ontologia) was
coined in 1613, independently, by two philosophers, Rudolf Gockel (Goclenius), in his Lexicon
philosophicum and Jacob Lorhard (Lorhardus), in his Theatrum philosophicum. Its first occurrence in English
as recorded by the OED appears in Bailey's dictionary of 1721, which defines ontology as 'an Account of
being in the Abstract'... Ontology seeks to provide a definitive and exhaustive classification of entities in all
spheres of being... Different schools of philosophy offer different approaches to the provision of such
classifications."
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sorts of tasks that ontology is supposed to perform in philosophical description, tasks

which primarily concern some sort of structural or classificatory role. This can be seen in

the way in which phenomenologists have sought to reclaim the notion of 'ontology', and

can be seen in the work of Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, whatever their views

on so-called 'metaphysics'. What is 'ontology' in this sense? Broadly, we can characterize

it as an attempt to describe the 'shape' of phenomenality as this phenomenality is

presented to human beings as situated and to provide some sort of adequate

terminological and descriptive framework for the articulation of this 'shape' so that human

life as situated is able to cope with such situatedness.280 In this sense it is an attempt to

provide ground-level tools for doing such coping and, as such, is a necessary task for

critical and constructive work in any discipline or field of study, involving a working-out

of the relationship between local and specific strategies of situated life and the more

thematic making-explicit of what is already-always going on in local environments:

As we engage with the world from day to day we participate in rituals and we tell stories.
We use ... specialized languages, and scientific instruments. We negotiate traffic... make
supplications to the gods of our ancestors. Each of these ways of behaving involves... a
certain conceptualization... a system of concepts in terms of which the corresponding
universe of discourse is divided up into objects, processes and relations in different sorts of
ways. Thus in a religious ritual setting we might use concepts such as salvation and
purification; in a scientific setting we might use concepts such as virus and nitrous oxide; in
a story-telling setting we might use concepts such as: leprechaun and dragon. Such
conceptualizations are often tacit... they are often not thematized in any systematic way.
But tools can be developed to specify and to clarify the concepts involved and to
establish their logical structure, and thus to render explicit the underlying taxonomy... an
ontology [is] the result of such clarification... the specification of a conceptualization...28'

A 'site ontology', then, is the setting out of such a descriptive framework for

280. The terminology of 'coping' seems to capture both the sense of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty's
'existentialist' ontologies as well as Husserl's drive to provide 'clarity' in the personal sense that we
understand his work, cf: Wittgenstein's 'perspicuity' and 'Ubersicht'.

281.Smith, 165
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critical and constructive work on the ways in which human beings organize themselves

and their 'world' on the basis of the situated character of human being-in-the-world and

the inter-human groupings and organization, the socio-cultural formations, that always

occur within such situatedness.

As we have seen, the thrust of Bourdieu and Schatzki's work on practices is that

they posit that the structure of sociality, a 'social' ontology, is one which involves a

dialectic of practices and social spaces (or orders, in Schatzki's terminology). One of the

major problems that they are attempting to overcome is the tendency to think of such

social orders as distinct 'real' domains, determinatively circumscribed and set off from

one another, independent of human practices. Bourdieu's work is, in part, an attempt to

break through this kind of essentialist approach, by showing how every 'field' or domain

presumes a set of relations which are, in themselves, not domain dependent but are

bound up with some sort of relational ontology, in Bourdieu's terminology, the field-

habitus structure.282 In such a relational paradigm, the complexity of the various

relationships involved is emphasized.283 The relational core of the everyday world is one

which is crisscrossed by a whole armoury of skills and techniques developed in the

course of moving about in that world and organized into 'practices' of various sorts. Some

of these practices may well be highly particular to the places in which they are

282. Such a relational ontology is one which is beginning to emerge within the humanities more
generally as the best option for our contemporary context: "...the way in which material interests have crossed
disciplines seems to suggest a broader form of inquiry, one that might be termed 'relational': an understanding
of how categories or entities work in relation to one another to produce further sets of relationships or
understandings that at their broadest might be termed 'culture', 'society' or 'locality'." Haidy Ceismar and
Heather A. Horst, 'Materialising Ethnography', in Journal of Material Culture 9:1 (2004), 5-6

283.Reducing this complexity, for the sake of certain analyses, must always be seen as a temporary measure.
A reduction of relational complexity cannot be shifted into a permanent feature of an ontological model, since
this reduction in complexity then serves merely to misinform any work done with such a model. For the sake
of methodological sanity, however, some compromise must be made. We have opted, therefore, within the
parameters of a praxeological-phenomenological approach, to isolate some of the major relationships which
arise in the involvement of human activities with entities in the mesoscopic world of everyday experience.
Even within this common world the complexity is bewildering. This involvement is one which puts into
operation a vast array of categories of experience and organization of that experience.
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developed. For instance, practices of building may be specific to a certain terrain, or

practices of writing may be adapted to the local dialect and language in which they are

employed. So, from a variety of perspectives, we come across a number of interconnected

motifs which cohere around a fundamental organizing and shaping influence on the ways

in which practices are developed. This shaping influence is topos or place. 5uch topoi

have their own kind of logic which is specific to these topoi and which is primarily

located in the practices developed there, a kind of topos-logic. This topos-logic is a logic

in and of practice.

The whole idea of a topos based approach is suggested by Merleau-Ponty in

several places in The Visible and the Invisible. In the working notes, he mentions this idea

twice:

Take topological space as a model of being... a milieu in which are circumscribed
relations of proximity, of envelopment..."284

...the primordial space as topological (that is, cut out in a total voluminosity
which surrounds me, in which I am, which is behind me as well as before me...)285

These fragments from the working notes are complemented by a longer passage

from the completed text of Chapter Three of The Visible and the Invisible:

I am only a field of experience where there is sketched out the family of material things
and other families and the world as their common style... In order to pass from this to the
essences, it is necessary for me to actively intervene, to vary the things and the field, not
through some manipulation, but... by supposing changed or putting out of circuit such and
such a relationship or such and such a structure... so as to locate those relationships and
structures that are separable from the thing, and those on the contrary that one could not
suppress or change without the thing ceasing to be itself. It is from this test that the essence
emerges —it is therefore not a positive being. It is an in-variant...286

284.Merleau-Ponty, Visible and Invisible, 210

285.ibid., 213-4

286. ibid., 110-111
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In this case the reference is not direct as much as implicit. What Merleau-Ponty is

implying is important in understanding the basis of the topological approach that we are

attempting to set out here. As a part of his critique of Husserl's eidetics, Merleau-Ponty

brings out the strong connection between the invariance which appears during acts of free

variation as a part of the eidetic reduction, and those acts themselves. These acts are not

just any acts, they are fundamentally the methodological practices which characterize

phenomenological method itself, the performance of a reduction of an eidetic kind:

practices articulate the relation between incarnate involvement and the situation in which

those practices themselves are developed. Such a relation does not simply hold for those

involvements which are characteristic of everyday comportments. It also characterizes

those practices to which phenomenological method itself gives witness, those of

reduction and acts of variation.267

As Tim Ingold points out, there is the tendency to polarize in the ways in which

we set out the way in which human beings are related to their world. Ingold notes that

this tendency, whether in philosophy, sociology, anthropology or geography, usually

conceives the relation between human beings and their world as being one in which two

planes, co-extensive and infinitely extended in their own kind of 'space', are connected

together.288 Differentiation within the world is usually conceived in terms of spatial

segmentation, thus dividing what is a whole or a complex continuum into discrete units.

287. We do not intend to suggest that it is specifically these phenomenological practices themselves that
need to be focussed on, but their character as intellectual practices arising out of a particular interrogation of
our worldly involvement is significant in the way in which even practices of a highly rarified kind, such as
eidetic reduction in Husserl's case, are situated and developed in highly particular configurations, a situation
which we are associating with the notion of a topos.

288.This tendency is seen clearly in the linguistics of de Saussure, where language is conceived of as two
planes, one consisting of 'thought' and the other of 'sound', which are continuous with one another, and
consist of mental and phonic substance respectively. This two-sided continuous plane is then cut up into
discrete chunks, on the mental side 'concepts', on the phonic side 'sounds. Ingold makes the point that this
same Saussurean model is also seen in the analysis conducted by anthropologists and geographers with
regards to how they conceive of the relationship between human beings and their world.' Ingold, Perception
of Environment, 1 92
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Two difficulties persist in these accounts however. The first is that no coherent account

has been given as to exactly what that connection between the two planes consists of.289

The second is that this kind of scheme is very hard to apply to the way in which human

beings interact with their environment considered as a lived context. What most calls into

question the idea of the discrete segmentation of planes which are continuous and

connected with one another is place, the central category for thinking about our lived

environment:

A place owes its character to the experiences it affords to those who spend their time
there... And these, in turn, depend on the kinds of activities in which its inhabitants
engage. It is from this relational context of people's engagement with the world, in the
business of dwelling, that each place draws its unique significance. Thus whereas with
space, meanings are attached to the world, with the landscape they are gathered from it.
Moreover, while places... are centres -they have no boundaries.290

Place, as a major and often overlooked organizing aspect of our lived experience,

is something in which we dwell. As places for dwelling, places emphasize our

embodiment and our movement in and through them. Ingold points out that although the

notion of embodiment has been much in fashion in recent debates, embodiment itself is

often treated within the same discrete theories of segmentation.291 Ingold's revisionary

suggestion is that embodiment in place is a type of incorporation. We do not transcribe

form onto material, but our embodiment is a movement whereby forms themselves are

generated.292 Forms are not imposed upon a material continuum of experience, but are

gathered up from it, arise out of it. Ingold's distinction between imposition or attachment

upon experience, and happening in or arising and gathering from experience is helpful. It

289.See also Todd May, Our Practices Our Selves, 129-130

290.Ingold, Perception of Environment, 192

291 .Embodiment is thus treated as a form of inscription, whereby our bodies 'realize' or actuate some pre-
existent formal pattern, often conceived as 'genetic' or 'cultural', both perhaps variants on the notion of a
transcendental logical form.

292.ibid., 193
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suggests not only a tentative solution to the problem of what the connection between

different aspects of experience actually is, but also suggests that a focus on the theme of

topos, and the revised way of thinking situationally that this entails, may be the way for us

to discern the contours of a thoroughly contemporary heir to metaphysics. Such an 'heir'

retains the structural and descriptive power of traditional metaphysics but sets out a

situational, concrete and practical framework amenable to work done in a variety of

disciplines across scientific and humanistic concerns. This focus on topos incorporates

aspects of what we have already discerned in the last two chapters: that concrete

situations have their own logic and such logic is bound up, not with a transcendent

structure 'above' the world, nor with transcendental structures of 'consciousness', but

with the situated and incarnate involvement of human beings in and with their

environments, and which is articulated in an array of practices, which thus forms a

'world'. What is apparent here is that we must begin to make some distinctions that have,

perhaps, not been made as clearly as they might have been in the phenomenology of the

Lebenswelt.

IV.2 Jean-Yves Lacoste's Topology and Liturgy: Experience and the Absolute

Recently, a French theologian and phenomenologist has offered what is, perhaps,

the clearest indication that an approach that foregrounds the issues of place and space has

serious ramifications for theology and for theological reflection. On a range of issues,

from the question of 'religion' to 'experience' to 'world', Jean-Yves Lacoste's book

Experience and the Absolute: Disputed Questions on the FJumanity of Man suggests the

contours of a critical theological approach capable of taking on and dialoguing with the

issues that we have been laying out.293

293.Jean-Yves Lacoste, Experience and the Absolute: Disputed Questions on the Humanity of Man, translated



- 159 -

Lacoste, like Marion, is a part of the broad and quite diverse movement of '/e

tournant theologique.' Like Marion there are discernable motifs within his work which

suggest a certain commonality. Like Marion, we think that Lacoste is ultimately

unsuccessful in following through on this promise, but the reasons for this failure are

themselves both theologically and philosophically insightful. In order to show the

tentative contours of a possible topo-logical 'heir' to metaphysics with which theology

might be able to articulate itself within a contemporary context, the rest of this chapter

will be devoted to critical engagement with Lacoste's project. In doing so we hope to

show that Lacoste opens up some essential questions for theological work within a frame

of reference which is both flexible and relevant to our contemporary age. We will not be

engaging with the whole of this book but with two relatively small sections of Lacoste's

work: the first two chapters of the first part, and the first chapter of the second part. In

these sections, Lacoste shows a sympathy for aspects of the phenomenological tradition

and attempts to set up his theology as a response to these aspects. It is within these

chapters that Lacoste develops the philosophical interpretation to which his theology is a

critical response. In order to understand what is difficult about this book as a whole,

detailed and careful unpacking of this framework is necessary, in which one sees that

Lacoste's theology ultimately depends upon a philosophical framework which is already

faulty before his theology begins. Yet within these chapters Lacoste suggests the contours

of a more fully developed theological framework in dialogue with pheneomenology.

We will critically engage with the main contours of Lacoste's preliminary work

touching on the main motifs emerging from it. As a part of this analysis we will take up

these motifs to expand and extend our own programme as well as to show how Lacoste's

critique is lacking in the very places where it ought to be more carefully developed.

Mark Raftery-Skehan (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004)



- 160 -

Hopefully this accumulative approach will make it clear in what way a theological

approach to these issues might best proceed, but we will leave the ramifications of this to

our last chapter, where we will take up Lacoste's challenge by focussing explicitly on the

liturgical aspects of his work by exploring the notion of a rite.

Experience and the Absolute deals, in its main concerns, with the issues that we

have been examining in this thesis. His explicit aim is:

...an attempt to introduce a concept, and to do so at the cost of a displacement in
meaning. It is a question of speaking of man, of the Absolute, and of putting their potential
encounter into the terms of the language of experience - the superficially banal intention
of 'religious anthropology'.294

This Lacoste does by reformulating the usual ways in which these questions are

articulated. Instead of talking of 'anthropology', Lacoste prefers to talk of the humanity of

man; instead of religion, Lacoste talks of liturgy. In doing so, Lacoste effectively opens out

the question of the relation between philosophy and religion, of philosophy and theology,

in a new way. He also gives us resources to question some traditional distinctions within

these fields. Unfortunately, he also makes some rather questionable moves theologically

with these resources. Where Lacoste goes astray reveals clearly what is at issue. In his

constructive redefinitions we believe there are some considerable benefits. Fundamental

for our inquiry is the redefinition of religion in terms of liturgy.

Lacoste's use of the term liturgy is an extension and transformation of the way the

term has usually been understood. Rather than being restricted to worship or the

ceremonial aspects of religion, Lacoste's usage is specifically intended to speak of the

main content of religious life and thought in general: to somehow approach the relation

between man and deity.295 For Lacoste, to speak of liturgy is to speak of the logic of the

294. Lacoste, Experience, 1

295. Lacoste portrays this relationship in two characteristic ways: he speaks of the 'Absolute' in a kind of
Hegelian mode, a way of setting out the philosophical side of his inquiry; he also speaks of 'God' in a
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man-Cod relationship. By implication, he suggests that liturgy is the logic of the man-

Absolute relation.296 This logic of the liturgical relation is, then, both wider than the usual

sense of liturgy, but also includes it. In widening the sense of liturgy, Lacoste makes a

helpful move towards showing how a theology is related to its 'experiential' aspect,

whether in worship and ritual, or in some other more 'existential' relationship with 'the

transcendent'. He also begins to reveal where it is possible to over-determine a logic

through the imposition of theological presuppositions which may need to be revised or

rejected by that logic.

In the opening chapter of his book, Lacoste brings this redefinition of liturgy into

dialogue with the question of place. Specifically he wants to ask how the logic of place -

or topology - interacts with the logic of liturgy. In this interaction Lacoste opens out a rich

set of relations for theological reflection. The relations that are opened up in this first

chapter can be grouped together: their common factor concerns the status of liturgical

logic, a logic cohering around the man-Absolute/Cod relation and place. This is the

relationship of the logic of man's relation to the transcendent, to the topology of man's

emplacement and to his situation, a topology which is itself another kind of logic. Do we

have, then, two kinds of logic, or is the logic that is spoken of something which can be

approached as a common human structure? For Lacoste, the answer to this last question is

definitely negative. The logic of liturgy is not only different from the logic of place, but the

logic of place, man's topology, must be disengaged or transgressed in order to move

within the logic of liturgy. The logic of place must be "symbolically subverted" or

specifically monotheistic (though not in the initial sections of the book, specifically Christian) mode. He
contrasts talk of the 'Absolute' and of 'God' with more general talk of 'the divine' and 'the sacred'.

296. It could be possible to understand Lacoste as rather uncarefully switching terms, here. In the light of
some of the problems of his ideas, though, we prefer to understand this distinction of Absolute and God as
deliberately pointing to the relationship between philosophy and theology, a point to which we will return in
a critical mode.
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"symbolically annulled", a point that Lacoste makes over and over in different ways:297

We have defined liturgy as the resolute deliberate gesture made by those who ordain their
being-in-the-world a being-before-Cod, and who do violence to the former in the name of
the latter.298

The body symbolically allows worldly or earthly logic to take leave of its inscription in
place.29'1

The relation to the Absolute implies a particular way of disposing of place.300

Symbolically, his place is a nonplace.301

These formulations are complicated by another statement where Lacoste seems to

suggest that annullment, subversion or disposing, symbolically or otherwise, has a rather

odd relationship to place:

...it is perhaps by transgressing it that liturgy is integrated into topology.302

It seems to us that in this last statement, Lacoste is saying something rather

297. At work here is something that we have already seen in Jean-Luc Marion's work. Lacoste applies a
kind of reduction to the notion of 'place'. He conceives 'place' as a localization of being-in-the-world, but
instead of talking of 'reduction' he speaks either of a kind of symbolic annulment or an attempt to bypass the
emplacement of human persons who live 'liturgically' or "before Cod". We are reminded of that aspect of
Marion that we explored in our opening chapter:"The abrupt metamorphosis from the unseen into the idol,
which the painting accomplishes in its own right, reproduces nothing already seen and resembles nothing
visible in the world. It adds to the visible of the world a visible that no longer belongs to it, transcending and
annulling it." Marion, In Excess, 69. My italics.

298.ibid., 39; My italics.

299.ibid, 38; My italics.

300.ibid., 28; My italics.

301.ibid., 27; Lacoste's italics.

302.ibid., 22; My italics.
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different. Ultimately he has seen that liturgy and topology are bound up with one another

in an odd way: the movement of liturgy is a going beyond whilst simultaneously being

integrated into topology. But he cannot find a way to set this out clearly without, as the

earlier quotes demonstrate, completely giving the wrong impression as to this

relationship. Talk of 'annulling' and 'doing violence to' is not helpful in this context.

Lacoste struggles to articulate this clearly. Lacoste's talk of 'non-place' and 'non-

experience' are very tentative attempts to articulate something of an odd character. He is

unsuccessful, we think, because in that first chapter he unquestioningly sets up two

concerns which undermine his ability to think through the implications of the relation

between topology and liturgy, between topos-logic and liturgical logic, and of the way in

which the 'going beyond' or transgressing that is liturgical logic is also the way in which

that logic is integrated into topology.303 Firstly, he bases his topology on a problematically

construed inherence; secondly, he (mis)appropriates some Heideggerean issues without

interrogating their reliability in terms of liturgical logic, and consistently misinterprets key

Heideggerean emphases. We will turn, then, to a careful unpacking of these two

concerns.

303.The logic here is not a logic of a complemental series (where two planes are correlated with one another
in degrees of 'more or less' on an opposing scale) nor of an either-or (truth and falsity).
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IV.2a Inherence, Limit, Earth and World:

Heidegger according to Lacoste

...our relation with the world demands to be thought as inherence... the logic of being-in-
the-world being thus a logic of immanence... we use the term 'inherence'... to think the
precise form of immanence proper to a being... that is capable of confronting the limit
represented by a horizon. Inherence... implies a point of view on the world. Place is
therefore perceived as world, and location is lived as being-in-the-world... inherence can
be defined as the mode of immanence that amounts to perpetually coming up against the
limit that encloses it, while recognizing this limit to be inaccessible.304

...an opening of disclosure... is first the condition for the exercise of consciousness. The
logic of inherence is of a sovereignty that place, in the form of the world, exercises over
the I... the life of consciousness is therefore uninterpretabie insofar as being-in-the-world
is not thematized and inherence not perceived as an opening.305

The Heideggerean themes are clearly apparent in these passages. In fact, Lacoste's

book is an explicit attempt to deal with Heideggerean themes and to show how theology

overcomes them. There are, however, major problems with the way in which Lacoste

goes about doing this, in terms of content and in terms of his critical approach. We will

deal with the latter problem first, and then come back to deal with the former, much more

complex, issue.

In many ways the latter problem, of the way in which Lacoste tries to overcome

Heidegger, is one of a similar character to the relationship of phenomenology and

theology in Marion's work. Whereas Marion confuses and integrates the contours of

phenomenology and theology whilst also claiming that he keeps them distinct, Lacoste

tends towards allowing a theological problem to be set by phenomenology only as a way

of showing that theological resources are capable of resolving it. In contrast to Marion,

who consistently misrepresents Husserl and Heidegger by pulling aspects of their thinking

304. Lacoste, 10

305.ibid., 11
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out of their larger oeuvre, Lacoste rather presents Heidegger's philosophy in broader

brushstrokes but fails to critique it properly on a philosophical basis. This philosophical

failure simply opens the way to a theological critique which works to overcome that

philosophy as if it were somehow normative, accurate or philosophically uncontroversial.

In one of the very few secondary sources on Lacoste, Joeri Schrijvers makes this

point very clearly. Schrijvers calls this a "mechanism of exclusion" in the relation

between philosophy and theology, a mechanism whereby a philosophical issue is

misused as a way of preparing for a theological solution.306 The basis of this misuse is the

way in which Lacoste sets up an interpretation of 'the world' which is negative from the

very start and cannot, therefore, properly engage with an analysis of what our 'being-in-

the-world' is really like. In other words, "philosophy serves theology, but only to see its

realizations crossed by theology".307

In order to see what this might mean, we need to carefully set out how Lacoste

understands Heidegger. We will see that what Schrijver's points out occurs because

Lacoste fails on two counts with regards to his analysis of Heidegger. On the one hand, he

presents Heidegger in terms of an interpretation which depends upon a fundamental

discontinuity between the early work of Sein und Zeit, and the later work from the 1950s

on. On the other hand, he fails to engage critically with Heidegger philosophically and so

leaves open the possibility for a theological critique which sets about correcting problems

in Heidegger's work which only appear because Lacoste fails to do a philosophical

assessment first. In attempting to show what Lacoste does with Heidegger's philosophy we

will set out Lacoste's own exposition and assessment of it as well as draw on the aspects

306.Joeri Schrijvers, 'Jean-Yves Lacoste: A Phenomenology of Liturgy' in Heythrop Journal XLVI (2005),
314-333. See also Schrijvers, 'Phenomenology, Liturgy, and Metaphysics: The Thought of Jean-Yves Lacoste',
in God in France, edited Peter Jonkers and Ruud Welten (Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 207-225

307.Schrijvers, Phenomenology of Liturgy, 329; Schrijvers describes Lacoste's position as one in which "A
huge gap exists between the religious 'being-there' and the human 'being-in-the-world'."
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of Heidegger and the phenomenological tradition that we set out in Chapter Two. In

addition we will extend our critique with a constructive take on what other possibilities

might suggest themselves, both in terms of what we have seen Merleau-Ponty to have

done with the tradition, and by introducing some other work of a similar nature.

The problematic issues hinge on how Lacoste understands Da-sein and being-in-

the-world, on the one hand, and how he understands the later Heidegger. Lacoste

subscribes to the prevalent view that there is a radical discontinuity in Heidegger's work

between the period of Sein und Zeit and that of the later years, something said to be

apparent in 'die Kehre' or 'the turn'. This reading of radical discontinuity has recently

been challenged and is far from an accepted interpretation of Heidegger, although one

which many scholars still find persuasive.308 In interpreting Heidegger in this way, Lacoste

imports problematic factors into the theology that he goes on to develop, as we will show.

It is to these problems that we hope to suggest something of a tentative answer, one which

opens out onto fertile theological terrain.

The issue for us is this: whereas Lacoste wants to read Heidegger in a particular

way in order to overcome Heidegger's analyses theologically, we maintain that all he

accomplishes is a return to the very same theological problems that have plagued the

theological project in the twentieth century.309 It is the refusal to question the basic

assumptions at the heart of the theological critique of Heidegger that undermines

Lacoste's project. Rather than spending time on critiquing Heidegger philosophically, as

Merleau-Ponty, Patocka and Barbaras do, Lacoste simply reproduces the normative

308.See Thomas Sheehan 'Kehre and Ereignis: A Prolegomenon to Introduction to Metaphysics' in A
Companion to Heidegger's Introduction to Metaphysics, edited Richard Polt and Gregory Fried (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2000); 'Time and Being, 1925-27' in Thinking about Being, edited Robert W. Shahan
and J. Mohanty (Norman: Oklahoma University Press, 1984); 'How (Not) To Read Heidegger' in American
Catholic Philosophical Quarterly LXIX, 2 (1995); 'A Paradigm Shift in Heidegger Research' in Continental
Philosophy Review 34 (2001), 191

309.As Schrijvers points out, Lacoste's theological project remains distinctly Barthian in its suspicion of any
worldly mediations of the properly theological. See Schrijvers, 315
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reading in order to subvert it theologically. In doing so, Lacoste's theology gets nowhere

other than a reproduction of some well-worn theological tendencies: an assumption that

the 'world' and our place in it is fundamentally negative; that salvation or liberation

requires both world and place to be annulled, as if soteriology and topology were

exclusive of one another; a focus on the body, which whilst rhetorically valuing its

corporeality tends, in its soteriological emphases, to treat the body as simply a vehicle for

the soul, which is itself of a higher value; and, perhaps the most troubling of all, a clearly

individualist notion of soteriology demonstrated by the way in which Lacoste's liturgical

relation is situated in terms of the individual soul before God.310

Lacoste begins his exposition by reflecting on the notion of the identity of persons.

He claims, in the very first sentence of the opening chapter, that the question "Who am

I?" cannot be answered without first asking "Where am I?". This linking of the question of

the personal to that of the 'where' of the personal is significant, since it opens the way to

Lacoste's understanding of place. It also drives Lacoste's analysis from the very beginning

into the territory of Heidegger's analysis of Da-sein and to a consideration of the shape of

Heidegger's philosophy more generally as it pertains to the question of the identity of

human persons linked to the conditions of their existence.

The first chapter of Experience and the Absolute is divided into several sections

which consider various aspects of this linkage of personal existence and place from a

Heideggerean perspective. The trajectory of this is to explore first the concept of 'place',

and then the concept of 'world'. Lacoste lays out his exposition of Heidegger's analysis of

310.lt might appear that these theological tendencies would rule out working with Lacoste's work in any
positive way, but it is imperative that this impression is countered. On the contrary, we think that what
Lacoste lays out in terms of the relation between 'place' and 'liturgy', and his recasting of the 'religious' in
terms of a relation between man and deity which is from the outset situated in such a way as to foreground
the liturgical, is quite constructive. Likewise, the errors that Lacoste makes with regards to what is
theologically interesting within his phenomenological analysis, are themselves very helpful in understanding
why Lacoste makes the moves that he does. Unlike Marion, Lacoste's setting up of the problems is much
closer to the kind of theological territory that we think it necessary to foreground. It is how he then develops
this that is problematic.
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the concept of 'world' in terms of two interlinked motifs: that of 'inherence' and that of

'limit' or 'horizon'. The difficulty with these sections of the chapter is in figuring out

exactly what Lacoste is doing. It is not clear, at first at least, whether he is attempting to

faithfully reproduce Heidegger's analysis or whether he is setting out his own

interpretation of it. This points to a difficulty which raises considerable problems for what

Lacoste wants to do theologically. The section on 'world', and the way that this is linked

to 'inherence' and 'limit,' are where these problems arise.311 The reasons for this lie with

his linking of 'place' to 'horizon', and his linking of 'inherence' to 'limit'. Whereas for

Merleau-Ponty our inherence in the world is a condition of embodied being, this

condition of our existence is not interpreted in a negative manner. This inherence is,

moreover, the very site of the possibility of transcendence. For Lacoste, inherence is

interpreted as a negative condition, as if the freedom and liberation to which human

beings are called were restricted or hindered by their inherence. In other words, liberation

for Lacoste is a liberation from the 'in' of 'being-/n-the-world', from the 'in' of 'inherence'.

This is magnified by the fact that Lacoste then links inherence specifically to 'limit', but

this limit as horizon is one which human beings whilst they are in place can never reach

or transgress. Limit as horizon is one which is a pre-thematic condition of being

emplaced: it is that boundary of any and every place of which we are constantly, if

peripherally, aware, but can never cross. Inherence and place are, for Lacoste, negative

conditions which, per se, limit our humanity from being transformed. Lacoste does not

seem to entertain the possibility that it is this very inherence which is the site of our

311. A contrast here with Merleau-Ponty is instructive. Readers of the English text easily miss a distinctive
shift in Lacoste's understanding of Heidegger which is obvious in the French. Whereas Merleau-Ponty
understands Da-sein as 'etre-au-monde', Lacoste understands Da-sein as 'etre-c/ans-/e-monde', which the
English translation simply reproduces as 'being-in-the-world'. The difference in emphasis between the 'au'
and the 'dans-le' is, in our opinion, very significant. Whereas Merleau-Ponty reworks Heidegger's analysis in
terms of 'perception' and 'immersion' (which his 'au-monde' attempts to capture), Lacoste understands the
'dans-le' in a literal way as an 'in', and thus suggests that he understands the situatedness of human being-/'n-
the-world as a modality of containment, an implication which is not altogether dispelled by his engagement
with this question directly.
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liberation, that our emplacement is itself a major part of the way in which we are

liberated.312

It is within these rather odd terms, then, that Lacoste situates his interpretation of

Heidegger's existential analytic, and in the next section of the chapter Lacoste turns to

Heidegger's notion of 'foreignness' or 'Unzuhause'. Again, Lacoste shows that he has

appropriated Heidegger in a way somewhat at odds with the way in which much recent

phenomenology has built on Heideggerean ideas. Lacoste does not seem to be aware of

major currents within phenomenology which have substantially rejected Heidegger's

existential analytic whilst retaining the principle of situatedness in place.313

It is important to grasp that the way in which Lacoste sets out Heidegger's

existential analytic effectively allows Lacoste to make two interconnected moves that will

support his theology. Firstly, because Dasein is fundamentally Unzuhause this means that

man's place is not this world, even though man is always in a place. The two senses of

place here are important because they introduce a confusion which we must clarify.

Secondly, Heidegger's existential analytic is put forward in contrast to the position of the

later Heidegger in order to make a distinction that is essential for Lacoste's own position.

Heidegger's existential analytic is characterized as being essentially atheistic. We will

return to critical engagement with this latter proposal after we have explored the way in

which Lacoste understands the later Heidegger.

The position of Heidegger's existential analytic has been tackled critically by Jan

Patocka. According to Patocka, it is important to realize that Heidegger's analysis of

312.The link to limit is, in this sense, highly significant and is capable of a constructive twist: liberation is not
a liberation from limits but a liberation from a degenerate concept of freedom.

313. This strand of phenomenology is admirably demonstrated by Merleau-Ponty and also by Jan
Patocka. More recently, Renaud Barbaras has brought both Merleau-Ponty and Patocka into dialogue in an
attempt to redefine a phenomenological trajectory, which as we have explored in Chapters One and Two of
this thesis, significantly challenge certain normative and hegemonic readings of the phenomenological
tradition, a tendency which is clearly operative in Lacoste, as in Marion.
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Unzuhause depends upon a pre supposition which, somewhat ironically, Palocka

characterizes as theological:

Heidegger... defines existence as a mode of being such that beings characterized by that
mode of being are concerned with that being itself... he defines existence in terms of self-
relatedness. Heidegger derives the concept of situation from this. Existence is essentially a
being in a world... somewhere: self-relation already contains something like self-
localization. Heidegger understands the relation of existence to the world as a fall into the
world. Existence must fight its way out of the world, must be liberated from it by carrying
out a 'purification'. The fall consists of the important phenomenon that we fall into things,
devote ourselves to them and thereby objectify ourselves. Thus we become alienated from
our original nature-we relate to ourselves. Liberation from the fall into the world is a
liberation from this objectification.314

Patocka's critique and recasting of this Heideggerean conception substantially

challenges Lacoste's reading of it on two counts: firstly, it is possible to treat Heidegger's

analysis critically instead of normatively as Lacoste does; secondly, it shows how

Heidegger's analysis, rather than being essentially atheistic, can also be understood as

having a theological basis, a basis grounded in a Christian understanding of Fall and

Redemption. What is important in this reading is that it demonstrates that Heidegger's

analysis is not essentially atheistic, but also that there is a conception of liberation and

redemption, and of the conditions from which we are liberated and redeemed, which is

operative in the background. Patocka suggests that we understand and substantially revise

Heidegger's analysis thus:

The relation of humans to the world is not negative in that way but rather positive, it is not
a self-loss but the condition of the possibility of self-discovery... Heidegger's entire analysis
lakes place in the dimension of the moral struggle of humans for their own autonomy...
our relation to things is fully analogous to our self-relation... it is a continuation of the life
of the body. It is not something sharply different from the way we live in our body, relating
to ourselves. Our being thrown into the world is at the same time the movement in which
we become embodied in something other than ourselves, become involved, become
objective. This becoming involved in what originally we are not but what we become
reveals our possibilities to us.315

314. Jan Patocka, Body, Community, Language, World, translated Erazim Kozak (Chicago: Open Court,
1998), 49

31 5.ibid., 49-50
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This conception of human being in the world Patocka refers to as a personal

situational structure. We would like to extend this further into a theological critique of

Lacoste and develop some theological insights from such a critique. To do so we will

have to explore further the dimensions of his reading of Heidegger as this extends past the

existential analytic and into the later work, and we will take up Patocka's theme more

fully in the next chapter.

IV.2b Lacoste's Dialectic of Earth and World and his critique of das

Ceviert as the 'pagan immanent sacred'

One of the more confusing aspects of Lacoste's analysis of Heidegger is the way

that he develops his exposition around the notion of the discontinuity between the

Heidegger of Sein und Zeit and the later work. We have already noted how this is far from

being an accepted thesis.316 Lacoste portrays the character of the work of the Sein und Zeit

period as being fundamentally oriented around the theme of Dasein's inherence in the

world and the foreignness (Unzuhause) that this entails. His exposition then implicitly

accepts Heidegger's so-called 'Kehre' as principally a shift from this existential analysis

towards a reformulation of the situation of inherence and being-in-the-world in terms of a

dialectic between 'earth' and 'world'. The text which Lacoste specifically refers to here is

The Origin of the Work of Art.317 From here Lacoste interprets Heidegger's later

philosophy as treeing Dasein from the notion of an inherence which is Unzuhause

towards a dwelling on the Earth in the presence of das Heilige (the Sacred.) Lacoste

understands this initially as:

316.See for instance, Frederick A. Olafson, 'The unity of Heidegger's thought', in The Cambridge Companion
to Heidegger, edited Charles B. Guignon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993)

31 7.Martin Heidegger, 'The Origin of the Work of Art', in Poetry, Language, Thought, translated Albert
Hofstadter (New York: Harper and Row, 1971), 15-87
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World and earth no longer strike as foreign those for whom their play is that of opening
and shelter... Anxiety as a 'fundamental mood' will be succeeded by joy and... serenity...
In the play of earth and world, place holds the conditions for the joy of being.318

Lacoste then presents an interpretation of Heidegger's complex motif of das

Ceviert, or the Fourfold, in which the dwelling of mortals in the presence of 'the sacred' is

cast in terms of an "immanent sacred" which is essentially pagan. We noted earlier that if

Lacoste understands the Heideggerean position of Sein und Zeit as principally an

existential atheism, he understands the later Heidegger in terms of an existential

paganism:

Dasein's location destines it to inherence in an essentially intranscendable world. And yet,
in Heidegger's later texts... place finds itself totally redefined. The sovereignty that the
sacred (or that Being) exercises over earth and sky, over mortals and deities, brings about a
close correlation between them, and substantially enlarges the sphere of immanence.
Inscription within the Ceviert replaces being-in-the-world. Since the gods and their sky are
inscribed there in the same way as man and earth, a location will accordingly be meted
out to the gods... the "Fourfold" is the most vast place, the archi-place that alone provides
the co-ordinates of what is... with the "Fourfold", a fundamental order of relations replaces
the logic of being-in... Place thus exceeds the limits of the world... in the field of
experience the Geviert attempts to thematize, mortals become acquainted with an
immanent sacred, but not with a transcendent Cod. Just as Dasein was without God in the
world, mortals live without God in the "Fourfold"...319

Here we see Lacoste's failure to critique Heidegger philosophically being used as a

ruse for the development of Lacoste's own theological appropriation of Heidegger's

themes. In order to show the weakness of Lacoste's framework, we will lay out two

considerable problems with the way in which Lacoste 'sets up' Heidegger in order that

theology might undermine his philosophy. We will then 'undermine' Lacoste's theological

framework by showing how Lacoste seems to confuse two different aspects of the later

318. Lacoste, 14-5

319. Lacoste, 16-17; 18
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Heidegger and also how it is possible to understand Heidegger in an entirely different

way. To do this we will draw on some of our work from Chapter Two.

The first problem with Lacoste's analysis concerns his exposition of the dialectic of

'world' and 'earth' and the way in which he confuses Heidegger's development of the

concept of 'Earth' in distinction from 'World', and Heidegger's subsequent, and entirely

different, development of das Ceviert. The problem seems to be that Lacoste retains the

conception of a dialectic of 'world' and 'earth' at the same time as speaking of das

Ceviert. It is clear that this is a misreading of Heidegger. Das Ceviert, the fourfold of

'Earth-Sky-Mortals-Divinities', includes within it 'Earth'. There is no 'world' here because

das Ceviert, as a fourfold, now serves the role that 'world' played in the earlier

philosophy. 'World' instead of serving as an all embracing 'horizon' context is now

displaced into the play of 'One and Four'. For Lacoste to confuse this issue seems to us

entirely problematic, especially considering that, in this matter at least, Heidegger is quite

clear:

None of the four insists on its own separate particularity... Out of the fourfold, the simple
onefold of the four is ventured. This appropriating mirror-play of the simple onefold of
earth and sky, divinities and mortals, we call the world.320

Is Lacoste's reading of the play of 'Earth' and 'World' sufficient in the first place?

Do the concepts of 'Earth' and 'World' provide anything like the place oriented co¬

ordinates that Lacoste thinks that they do? With regards to the essay The Origin of the

Work of Art, it is possible to regard them not as place-coordinates at all, but aspects of the

artwork itself.321 In this sense the 'world' aspect is the way in which the artwork is a

making explicit of something; the 'earth' aspect is the way in which the artwork and the

320.Heidegger, 'The Thing', in Poetry, Language, Thought, 165-182; this quote, 179. My italics.

321. Including, of course, the artwork in its situatedness (as part of a socio-cultural 'world', in use, created,
interpreted, auctioned, sold, stolen etc.)
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practices which go into it resist that making explicit. 'Earth' is a resistance to the

formulation of 'world'. 'World' is thus an explicit formulation and unification of a diverse

set of 'artistic practices', whereas 'Earth' is the concrete resistance to that explicit

formulation, that which remains implicit in the diverse and various practices which

undergird such making explicit.322

In the essay The Thing, Heidegger presents das Geviert as Gegeneinander-uber, a

sort of 'mirror-play' between the regions of 'Earth', 'Sky', 'Mortals' and 'Divinities' which

is "the simpleness of the simple onefold of worlding".323 In the essay Building Dwelling

Thinking Heidegger clearly sets out how das Geviert, the fourfold, is to be understood in

relation:

...the bridge is a thing of its own kind; for it gathers the fourfold in such a way that it
allows a site for it. But only something that is itself a location can make space for a site...
Only things that are locations in this manner allow for spaces.324

Lacoste, however, understands the fourfold not as that which is gathered by

locations but as a sort of metaphysical framework which would justify a pagan

philosophy. It is here that Lacoste's exposition of Heidegger is at its most suspect. But it is

clear that the thrust of Lacoste's theology depends principally on one's acceptance of a

discontinuity between Dasein as being-in-the-world (and thus 'without God' in an

atheistic sense) and Dasein as dwelling in the presence of the Fourfold of an immanent

sacred (and thus 'without God' in a pagan sense.) In other words, Lacoste needs the

322.See Hubert Dreyfus, Heidegger on the Connection between Nihilism, Art, Technology and Politics, (http:/
/socrates.berkeley.edu/~hdreyfus/)

323.Heidegger, 'The Thing', 179-180

324.Heidegger, 'Building Dwelling Thinking', in Poetry, Language, Thought, 145-161; this quote 154
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reader to accept his reading of Heidegger as setting up such a relationship in the early and

later writings, between an atheistic and paganistic philosophy. This becomes clearer later

in Experience and the Absolute where Lacoste shows how much his own theology

depends on this reading of Heidegger:

In thematizing liturgy as an overdetermination of our native relation to world and earth...
we liberate the relation between man and the Absolute from all the opacities with which
immediacy and the obfuscatory rule of religious feeling encumber it. The conceptuality
put in place does not open up a way to the 'philosophy of religion', but puts forward a
certain redistribution of the terms in which the question of religion is commonly posed.
'Religion' is commonly understood... as an essential capacity for ecstasy or a fundamental
capacity for affectivity. And yet its transcendental status becomes remarkably fragile as
soon as we perceive in the dialectic of 'world' and 'earth' the dominant feature of our
facticity. What is religion, if the oscillation between an existential atheism and an
existential paganism, which conceals the eschatological tension to which restlessness
bears witness, is the primordial rhythm governing existence?325

Lacoste can then set out his own theology on the basis that Heidegger has failed to

provide an adequate philosophy for theological work. To this we might say, of course! But

that depends on whether or not we accept Lacoste's reading. There are two reasons why

we should not accept his interpretation. Firstly, as we have pointed out, it depends

heavily on an interpretation of Heidegger which is discontinuous, which sees the work of

Sein und Zeit as being in some way refuted or overturned by the later writings. Secondly,

granting that there is a continuity between the earlier and later writings, we have no

reason at all to accept Lacoste's suggestion that the Fourfold is essentially a figure of the

'immanent sacred' and therefore an existential paganism.

The figure of das Ceviert is a complex and misunderstood aspect of the later

Heidegger. We will present five different readings of what it might be about, four of which

present das Ceviert in a way which substantially challenges Lacoste's account. These

readings are presented in order to show that Lacoste's theology, based on one particular

325. Lacoste, 101



- 176-

understanding of das Geviert, is itself open to critique from a variety of angles. We will

choose to focus on one of these primarily; the others are set out here briefly in order to

show the possibilities.

The first account is the one that most closely approximates Facoste's, which is to

undertstand das Geviert as a sort of cosmological schema which involves four

mythological figures, that of 'Earth' 'Sky' 'Mortals' and 'Divinities'. Frederick Olafson, for

instance, though reading Heidegger's thought as being a continuous sweep rather than

segmented by die Kehre, understands das Geviert as a "mythical" development of the

concept of 'world' whilst also describing the way in which this mythical development

occurs as a "reciprocity of linkages in which each of the regions of the World-Fourfold is

open for the others."326

The second account, as presented by Graham Harman, understands das Geviert as

a formal ontological schema for the categorization of entities.327 For Harman, the terms

within the fourfold refer to four distinct ontological aspects of any entity:

The fourfold does not refer to four different kind of entities, but points to a global play of
four forces in all entities... It is formed from the intersection of two distinct Heideggerean
dualisms: the opposition between tool and broken tool, and the difference between
something specific and something at all... The relation between the four terms in any
object is that of a 'mirror-play'.

The third account is that offered by Hubert Dreyfus and Charles Spinosa in which

das Geviert is understood as pointing to various aspects of our practices and the

development of skill in handling situations.328 The fourth account is that suggested by

326.Olafson, 'The unity of Heidegger's thought', Cambridge Companion, 117-118

327.Graham Harman, Tool-Being: Heidegger and the Metaphysics of Objects (Chicago: Open Court, 2004),
190-204 "

328.Hubert Dreyfus and Charles Spinosa, Highway Bridges and Feasts: Heidegger and Borgmann on How to
Affirm Technology (http://socrates.berkeley.edu/~hdreyfus/); "Heidegger, thinking of the taken-for-granted
practices that ground situations and make them matter to us, calls them earth.... By sky, Heidegger means the
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Louis-Marie Chauvet, where das Ceviert is interpreted, in its gathering in the 'thing', as

symbol. For Chauvet, "thingness happens in no other way that in its symbolic

expression".329

The fifth account, as presented by Reiner Schurmann, understands das Ceviert as

both a categorial motif and as the interplay and multiplicity of categorial schemas

themselves. Schurmann presents Heidegger's philosophy as a whole as a 'categorial

phenomenology'.330 For Schurmann, das Ceviert is a relational nexus in which:

...relations no longer to one term but among a number of terms within an economic net...
a category... that stresses the plurifaction of the hen [One]... That category is the fourfold...
The four constituents, taken from Holderlin, matter less than the way in which they
transmute the hen [One]... the onefold and the fourfold are here thought together as the
differential law according to which presencing unfolds.331

Elsewhere Schurmann emphasizes what significance this reading has over and

against the mythical or 'geographical' reading:

Heidegger engages in an operation of double slackening that will be missed by those who
imagine that he is laying out some geographical bearings in four cardinal points. The
landscape of the 'fourfold' is more furrowed than that. It is a nomadic landscape that has
made use of but one compass. Thus the emphasis is not placed on the number 'four', nor
on the Platonic ancestry of 'gods' and 'men', nor on the Kantian and/or of the 'world' and
'earth' (...a matter of freedom and nature...) The emphasis is placed on the disparate
nouns... Gods, humans, world, earth - these are so many nouns imposing their laws but
whose criss-crossing differends fracture the legislating univocity... a multiple allegiance.332

We are inclined to support aspects of all of these latter four readings. The

disclosed or manifest stable possibilities for action that arise in focal situations..."

329.Louis-Marie Chauvet, Symbol and Sacrament, translated Patrick Madigan and Madeleine Beaumont
(Collegeville MN: Liturgical Press, 1995), 395-6

330.Reiner Schurmann, Heidegger on Being and Acting, 160-1

331.ibid., 223-4

332.Reiner Schurmann, Broken Hegemonies, 593
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cosmological-mythoiogical account, whilst having a certain attraction in terms of its

poetic character, seems to us to move too quickly back towards the sort of 'metaphysical'

framework that we simply cannot square with the rest of Heidegger's work. The

interpretation which fits best with the rest of his work, that of the categorial and formal-

ontological, in tandem with the practice focussed, we will return to in Chapter Five to

develop further. This also allows us to work within the framework of the personal

situational structure rather than impose a morally freighted framework, such as the

'existential atheism' and 'paganism' of Lacoste, or the 'fall-redemption' existential analytic

of Heidegger, on top of the already complex ontological issues involved.

In opting for Patocka's notion of a personal situational structure we are attempting

to resist a generalized moral framework, which Lacoste and Heidegger emphasize, in

favour of a relatively neutral framework emphasizing the topos of human beings, that

localized being in situation which is shared in common.333 In doing so, an overly

subjective or existential reading is avoided, whilst retaining the benefit of existential

approaches: properly human involvement, as persons, in ontological situations. This is

what Patocka is driving at by describing his approach as a-subjective. We will return to

this issue in the next chapter.

It is also also significant that das Geviert seems, in the Building Dwelling Thinking

essay in particular, to be bound up with the clearing of space.

The issues are these: whereas Lacoste seeks to develop a theology by an

333.This personal situational structure is one that does not require a 'Cod' reference in the way that Lacoste
seems to suggest is necessary. In other words, the liturgical relation is one in which Cod has already provided
the 'conditions' for in our very situational structure. In this sense, to talk as Lacoste does of there being an
'existential atheism' is nonsensical. Perhaps it is possible to work on the assumption, as many in our society
do, that 'there is no God', but ontologically this is an impossibility if, as Lacoste surely maintains as a
Christian, there is a Cod who creates and sustains all creatures in their being. Likewise, in the case of an
'existential paganism', clearly it is possible to worship or live in the presence of an 'immanent sacred', but this
does not require us to rule out the possibility that the 'transcendent Cod' does not work within such religious
forms to transform and communicate with such a perspective. What Lacoste seems to be suggesting is that
only a very particular kind of relationship is a liturgical relationship with 'the Absolute', the 'transcendent
God'.
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exploration of the topological aspect of liturgy, he does so in a very restricted way. By

dialoguing solely with Heidegger, and by using place in an idiosyncratic way which fails

to engage with more recent discourse on 'place', he effectively closes down any

interdisciplinary discourse between the theology he develops and other contemporary

work. Moreover, Lacoste's analysis as a whole fails to consider the practices which

undergird our concept of 'place': his analysis treats place monologically, a place in which

a monological subject confronts the Absolute by a 'symbolic annulling' of that place.

What, then, is this 'symbolic annulling' if not some kind of practice? The 'exposition' to

the Absolute of which Lacoste speaks is then accessible only to a subject who engages in

a practice of annulment of place. He does not, however, offer any analysis of what this

practice might be or what its character is. He is only interested in the liturgical relation

with the Absolute which is the result of its being performed. Like Marion, Lacoste evokes

a sort of 'reduction' without considering its character as a practice, as a methodological

commitment, as a way in which another 'world' or the liturgical relation is disclosed.

We will try to set out how these two themes are connected in the next chapter,

but in order to situate these issues in a wider remit than Lacoste allows us to do, we need

first to explore the ways in which the issues of 'place' and 'space' have become hot topics

in the last few years across a range of disciplines.
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IV. 3 Contemporary Perspectives on Space and Place:

Curry, Ingold, Lefebvre

The topological issues that Lacoste raises in the opening sections of Experience

and the Absolute, and the misjudgements that he makes in working out what the

implications of these issues might mean for a theology, need to be addressed by

comparative assessment with the discourse on 'place' and 'space' in other recent work.

There are two major reasons why this brief survey is necessary at this point. Firstly, it is

apparent that Lacoste's 'topology' is incredibly simplistic and if we are going to find

anything theologically useful in his work then this must be corrected. We think that the

topological starting point is the best one available to us, but not in the fashion in which

Lacoste lays it out. Secondly, the variety and diversity of discourses on space and place

also offers us an opportunity to develop further the whole problem of categories and

categorization that arises again in Lacoste's work on Heidegger, and which allies nicely

with what we have, following Schatzki, come to call a 'site'. What follows is a survey of

three relatively contemporary, and diverse, approaches to space and place which open

out onto this latter problem, to which we will turn our attention more fully in Chapter

Five.

As Michael Curry points out, it is only in the last twenty-five years or so that there

has been anything even roughly resembling a discourse on the concept of 'place' in the

sense of 'site' that we are emphasizing here.334 Curry explores the way in which the

334.Michael R. Curry, 'Discursive Displacement and the Seminal Ambiguity of Space and Place', in The
Handbook of New Media, edited by Leah Lievrouw and Sonia Livingstone (London: Sage, 2002), 502-517.
Curry isolates three strands of such discourse, the contours of which are helpful in setting Lacoste's work in
comparative position and in showing where possible theological reflection might begin. According to Curry,
recent work on the concept of 'place' can be grouped under three rough trajectories. There is, firstly, what
might be called 'historical' work, which attempts to trace the historical way in which the concepts of 'place'
and 'space' have been understood. In this grouping, the work of Edward Casey is a good example. Secondly,
there is what Curry calls the 'high modern' approach, which seeks to develop the trajectory of modernity in
that the concept of 'place' is made subsidiary to a way of thinking which privileges the notion of 'absolute
space', whereby place becomes simply bare position or location within a 'real' space said to be a container
for all locations, places and positions within it. This way of thinking is prevalent in the social sciences. Lastly,
Curry points out a grouping of ideas which seeks to understand place and space through their production and
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concepts of 'space' and 'place' have always been in an ambiguous relation with one

another:

...the words 'space' and 'place' are seminally ambiguous, just because each has from early
in its history been capable of being used within the three different discourses of the
topographic, the chorographic and the geographic... this ambiguity has been supported by
the development and the use of a series of technologies... of writing, surveying and
mapping... because it seems possible to build a mutually comprehensible discourse about
space and place around each technology.335

Curry's analysis is sensitive to the various ways in which 'space' and 'place' have

been understood over time. Moreover, he links their ambiguous relationship to different

sorts of practices and activities, such as writing, mapping and surveying.336 The three

principal 'topological' categories that Curry outlines - the topographic, the chorographic

and the geographic - specifically invoke particular techniques which involve distinctive

modes of disclosure of spatiality and of place. These distinctive modes in which spatiality

and place are disclosed can only be understood, according to Curry, against the

background of the various technologies available for the production and the storage of

knowledge about space and place, and of the various ways in which this knowledge is

represented, reproduced and communicated.

Curry's categories are very useful in figuring out the contours of contemporary

approaches to space and place, since they depend not on the properties of distinct spaces,

through human activities and practices. Within this grouping, place and space within contemporary discourse
are understood to be new or radically transformed organizations of spatiality, in which the notion of an
'absolute space' is rejected in favour of a Leibnizean relational concept of space, and the notion of a 'region'
is problematized raising questions about the status of the 'local'. This last grouping tends towards
understanding discourse on spatiality and topology as being bound up with political issues, such as the
problem of 'economic flows', of capital or information, which requires some grounding in a fixation of the
regional and the local providing the base for such fluid movement of the economic.

335.Curry, 511. Curry's analysis is helpful since he directs us back to Heidegger's writings on space and place
with a warning to be careful in unpacking the terminology of space and place. These issues in Heidegger are
those elements with which Lacoste is in direct confrontation in the later sections of the first chapter of
Experience and the Absolute.

336.This is something we will develop in the following chapter.
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worlds, regions, realms or places, but on the practices and activities that undergird the

way in which such 'spaces' are disclosed. In a contemporary context, according to Curry,

what needs to be reclaimed are the subtle variations involved in a topographic and a

chorographic understanding of place and space.337 The topographic can be understood

most readily as sets of everyday practices and activities, the ones we are engaged in when

moving about in our daily lives. Such quotidien experience involves a whole host of

'places' and 'spaces' which undergird our experience and which figure prominently in the

narrative of our lives. The chorographic can be understood as a 'region' or 'realm' of

experience amenable to particular practices in which the character of the region is

interpreted in symbolic or significatory ways.338

In contrast, Tim Ingold explores questions of a similar character through

interrogating the whole notion of 'mapping' and of 'maps'. Ingold's emphasis is on that

mode of human being from which everything else arises, which Ingold calls the 'dwelling

perspective'. By this Ingold means "a perspective that treats the immersion of the

organism-person in an environment or lifeworld as an inescapable condition of

existence."339 Ingold's work in this regard is an attempt to undermine one prevalent

orthodoxy in cultural and social sciences which supposes that people 'construct' the

world before they can act in the world, a view which Ingold calls the 'building

perspective'. Ingold contrasts these perspectives as follows:

337.Michael R. Curry, 'Everyday Practices and Public Places', Transforming spaces: the topological turn in
technology studies conference, Technical University Darmstadt 2002, posted at www.geog.ucla.edu/~curry/.

338. 'Discursive displacement', in Curry's work, names that ambiguity with which the three modes of
disclosure by practices and activities are interchangeable with one another, producing confusions in what we
mean by 'place' and 'space'. Moreover, the emphasis in Curry's account, is that we should be wary of treating
places or spaces as easily circumscribed or definable. What is important is the practices and activities in
which certain places and spaces are disclosed as well as our understandings of places and spaces.

339. Ingold, Perception of the Environment, 153
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...the assumption has persisted that people construct the world, or what for them is
'reality', by organizing the data of sensory perception in terms of received and culturally
specific conceptual schemata... this assumption has been challenged by advocates of
'practice theory', who argue that cultural knowledge, rather than being imported into
the settings of practical activity, is constituted within these settings through the
development of specific dispositions and sensibilities that lead people to orient themselves
in the ways that they do.340

Elsewhere, Ingold critically takes on a prevalent model of 'social and cultural

meaning' in which meaning is "attached to action as a signified to signifier". Rather,

Ingold proposes, meaning is immanent in the relationships between people and their

environments. The relationships of persons to surroundings are the condition for their

skilled performances of actions. In this model, perspectives of the world are perspectives

in the world and are not simply representations of the world. Perspectives are generated in

the practices in which people are involved. Ingold's critique is ultimately about the

assumption that "..human practitioners inhabit worlds of intersubjective meaning caught

up in 'webs of significance' over and above the level of their material interactions".341

Ingold's essay 'To journey along a way of life: Maps, wayfinding and navigation'

is, perhaps, the highlight of his recent collection of essays.342 Here, Ingold raises, from an

anthropological perspective, questions of philosophical impact about the nature of man's

relationship to the world as it is mediated by skills and artefacts and, moreover, of how

these mediations are deeply embedded in the way that we 'know'. This is a rich essay

covering a lot of ground, but we will concern ourselves here with one vital distinction that

Ingold brings out, and the variety of terminological nuance that is involved. Ingold's essay

depends upon the viability of a major conceptual distinction which carries with it the

340.ibid.

341.Tim Ingold, foreword to The Social Dynamics of Technology: Practices, Politics and Worldviews, edited
Marcia-Anne Dobbes and Christopher R. Hoffman (Washington DC: Smithsonian Institute, 1999), xi

342.Ingold, 'To journey along a way of life: Maps, wayfinding and navigation', in The Perception of the
Environment, 219-242
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capacity to insightfully inform our discussion. This distinction is that between wayfinding

and mapping. The concept of wayfinding includes in its range the usual connotations of

navigation and map-using. The concept of mapping includes in its range the connotations

of cartography and of map-making. What is important to notice from the outset is that

Ingold's distinctions both involve activities. Though the idea of a map is invoked, the map

itself plays no role in the conceptual scheme: the point of the distinction is to highlight the

difference between making and using and the way in which these activities are involved

with the territory in which they are embedded. The image of a 'map' and the tendencies

of thinking according to an abstract model of the map is invoked here because it points to

so much that is wrong with ways of thinking in a variety of disciplines, confusions which

result from the reification of an artefact over its involvement in a set of activities. This is of

considerable importance:

To use a map is to navigate by means of it... to plot a course from one location to another
in space. Wayfinding... is a matter ofmoving from one place to another in a region... there
is a certain parallel to be drawn between the processes of knowing and mapping. Both are
environmentally situated activities, both are carried out along paths of travel, and both
unfold over time, lust as wayfinding has to be distinguished from navigation... so also
mapping must be distinguished from mapmaking. For the designs to which mapping gives
rise... are not so much representations of space as condensed histories... knowing is like
mapping, not because knowledge is like a map, but because the products of mapping
(graphic inscriptions), as those of knowing (stories), are fundamentally un-maplike.343

The emphasis in this aspect of Ingold's work is upon focussing on the practices of

wayfinding and mapping rather than on the results of such practices. The 'map' serves as

a representation of wayfinding activities and the mapping of those activities, but is quickly

moved into a place of primary significance over and against those original activities.

Moreover, in this shift from activities to artefact, both the movement about and in

environments and the local engagement with terrain and surroundings, are passed over.

343.lngold, 219-220
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The mapping of one domain (the terrain and territory explored) into another (a 'spatial'

representation of that terrain) overlooks the bodily movement of exploration which is a

condition of mapping in the first place. We will return to Ingold's conceptual distinction

in the next chapter.

In the late work of Henri Lefebvre a similar critique is engaged and new ways of

thinking opened up.344 Though Lefebvre's work is of a very different character from that of

either Curry or Ingold, his consideration of the different types of spaces with which

human beings are bound up, and the relationship of these spaces or domains to the

activities and social structures which produce them, is an attempt to strip away the notion

that socio-cultural meaning is a superstructure or 'space' which is autonomous with

regards to the practices in which such meaning spaces are generated. Lefebvre's

conceptual triad is that of spatial practice, representations of space, and representational

space. This conceptual apparatus allows Lefebvre to show how the various dimensions of

'space' are bound up with the different ways in which space is produced.345 Lefebvre's

analysis is thus a:

...critical analysis of space as directly experienced... vis-a-vis lived experience, space
is neither a mere 'frame'... nor a form or container of a virtually mental kind.... Space is
social morphology: it is to lived experience what form itself is to the living organism, and
just as intimately bound up with function and structure.346

Forms, functions and structures are at the heart of Lefebvre's work on the

production of space. This production "lays hold of structures and integrates them into a

great variety of wholes" or "textures". Textures, for Lefebvre, imply a meaning for

344.Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, translated Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991)

345.Spatial practice, for instance, is the perceived, representations of space is the conceived, representational
space is the lived. Spatial space, the perceived, can also be understood as the routes; representations of
space, the conceived, as the cosmology; representational space, the lived, as the places.

346. Lefebvre, Production of Space, 93
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"someone who lives and acts in the space under consideration."347 In Lefebvre's analysis,

all forms, functions and structures are given in and through material involvement. The

materiality of such involvement is what binds the various practices of production together

and yet also preserves the distinctions beween them. Lefebvre thus hopes to provide a

"history of space" but one which can account for representational spaces of the lived, and

representations of space of the conceived, through their interrelationships and

connections in social spatial practice. In this sense:

...the departure point... is not to be found in geographical descriptions of natural space,
but rather in the study of natural rhythms, and of the modifications of those rhythms and
their inscription in space by means of human actions... it begins, then, with the spatio-
temporal rhythms of nature as transformed by a social practice... mental and social activity
impose their own meshwork upon nature's space, upon the Heraclitan flux of spontaneous
phenomena... traversed now by pathways and patterned by networks, natural space
changes... (by) practical activity...348

In order to show what we are setting out here, perhaps it will be helpful to chart

out the various relationships that we have touched on in the last few pages, the ways in

which Lacoste, Curry, Ingold, Lefebvre and Heidegger lay out their various interpretations

of 'space' and 'place'. What we have seen in our brief overview of these various thinkers

is that in comparison with Lacoste's relatively simple schema which emphasizes a set of

simple oppositions, there is a complexity and nuance to these alternatives which show

that Lacoste's starting point for 'liturgy' is overly simplistic. Pace Lacoste, then, and in

dialogue with these alternative perspectives, we see that if one takes any of his

oppositions - between topology and liturgy (place and non-place; experience and non-

experience) or between man and Cod, world and God, experience and God, life and

God, or between atheism/paginism and liturgy as "exposition to the Absolute" - it is

347. ibid., 132. Note the similarity of this terminology to that of Schatzki.

348.ibid., 116-117
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unacceptable to strip away the complexity of such interwoven relationships, the fluid

nexus of terms and distinctions which require to be thought through, not in their content

but in their formalization. This is what Lacoste fails to do philosophically and thereby sets

up a problematic framework for developing his theology. The categories and

classifications that we have touched on seem to break down roughly as follows:

Ingold:

wayfinding (movement from place to place in a region)

navigation/map-using (plotting a course from location to location in space)

mapping (condensed histories, stories)
cartography/map-making (representations of space)

Curry:

chorographic (symbolic mapping of one region onto another)

topographic (narratives ofmovement from place to place)

geographic (abstract organization of spatial co-ordinates)

Lefevbre:

spatial practices (lived space) (routes between places)
representational space (perceived space) (places)

representations of space (conceived space) (a map or 'cosmology')

Heidegger:

(thing): locality —> site (gathers fourfold) -—> space (within a boundary/horizon) —> places

(object): location —> position a (distance) position b —> extension —> SPACE

What is clear from this is that there are a variety of ways of categorizing and

classifying the relationships which emerge from inquiry into the character of 'place' and

'space'. The whole business of categorizing and making distinctions is at the heart of the

project of topos-logic, as well as the important project of keeping a variety of diverse

interests, problems and disciplinary areas open and flexible. This is a project of richness

and complexity, since the diversity of descriptions and organizational schemes allows for
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a movement of abstraction or it allows for a movement of concretization. Both

approaches lead to valid operations since they arise out of the same embeddedness and

immersion of human beings in localities. There are many ways in which the categories,

schemata, or organizational strategies, can be drawn up. These relations are not

'transcendental' but 'inhabit' the things which we experience in our everyday intercourse

with our environments.

It is important, therefore, to carefully maintain the continuity and complexity of

the ways in which sets of direct, practical engagements, and sets of mediated, more

abstract approaches, are involved with one another. The ways in which they overlap are

complex and so they cannot easily be separated out by making the usual kinds of

distinctions. Abstraction is not something opposed to concrete involvement, it is one way

in which involvement happens. The problem is not with abstraction and contemplation as

such, but with the tendency to either conceive of abstraction and contemplation as

unconnected with their practical, engaged roots, as some sort of autonomous sphere or

domain detached from the practices of abstraction and contemplation; or to posit them as

primary determining factors of practical engagement, as necessary conditions for a

monological subject contemplating and deciding a course of action before acting. On the

contrary, we are claiming that all human activity has its roots in the practical, involved

engagement with our environment, even abstraction and contemplation, which are not

opposed to, but are specific modes of this engagement.

Ingold's work on dwelling and skills effectively builds this case. Especially useful,

as we will show, is his distinction between 'wayfinding' and 'mapping' which illuminates

the sorts of issues that we put forward in Chapter Two as 'navigational' with regards to

philosophy. What we will attempt to do is to show how some central knotty problems in

key areas of anthropology, social sciences, philosophy and theology, depend upon how

one conceives of the priority, arrangement and organization of certain activities, practices
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and their relationship with the situation in which human beings find themselves. How one

situates human activities in terms of this relationship radically determines the work that

will result from that conceptualization. Our next chapter is devoted to such a task of

clarification.
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THE SHAPE OF THE MESOSCOPIC

THE SITUATIONAL, THEMATIZATION AND RITUALIZATION IN PRACTICE

...the metaphysical tradition just is the disavowal of the mundane world of conversation
and collaboration in which human life consists...349

V.1 Experience and the Mesoscopic

In considering the metaphysical stories which have been told in the Western

tradition, we have noticed one factor which is consistent. This factor is the tendency to

posit a singular or closed structure or principle upon which various elements are

organized or to which such elements are referred. Whether this structure is considered to

be a logical structure of relationships which persists regardless of the elements that are

structured, a structure which is indifferent to the materials so structured, and which is

understood by formal permutation of the structure without consideration of the qualities

and character of the elements involved; or alternatively the contentless a priori formal

structures of consciousness, the transcendental combinatorial of Kant's transcendental

subject; or even Marion's 'givenness', these are variants on the same theme.

With the turn to life as it is lived, with the Lebenswelt of Husserl, or the

Lebensformen of Wittgenstein, the flux of human lived experience is for the first time

taken as a fundamental. Moreover, what is 'fundamental' is not a singular, closed

structure or principle, but a complex that is plural, diverse and open-ended. One of the

ramifications of this is that although we may appear to know from science that physical

matter is really made up of atoms, molecules and particles, or that the universe is a vast

349.Fergus Kerr, Theology After Wittgenstein (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), 140
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and indifferent vessel in which human beings are an inconsequent, accidental and minor

element, what is of significance is that our lived experience is not of this kind. The

microscopic levels of biology and physics, the macroscopic levels of astronomy and

cosmology are, in the end, abstract views of reality which may serve to explain

underlying causes and factors of matter and biological life, or the vast matrix of modern

cosmology, but they do not explain our experiential or lived life. The massive paradox at

the heart of the formulation of microscopic and macroscopic explanations is that these

explanatory frameworks are themselves posited within another framework, that of the

mesoscopic.350 This is the common world in which we live our lives, the world of our

environment as we experience it, the character of our localities, something which we

encounter in our everyday intercourse and involvements. This mesoscopic world is that

which is taken as primary by a praxeological approach. The primariness here is not to be

construed in a metaphysical sense of a 'first' principle, but simply in the sense that we

must necessarily always begin here. This notion of 'mesoscopic' has a lot of similarities

with what J. L. Austin has to say about the ordinary:

Certainly ordinary language has no claim to be the last word, if there is such a thing. It
embodies, indeed, something better than the metaphysics of the Stone Age, namely... the
inherited experience and acumen of many generations of men. But then, that
acumen has been concentrated primarily upon the practical business of life. If a distinction
works well for practical purposes in ordinary life (no mean feat, for even ordinary life is
full of hard cases), then there is sure to be something in it, it will not mark nothing: yet this
is likely enough to be not the best way of arranging things if our interests are more
extensive or intellectual than the ordinary. And again, that experience has been derived
only from the sources available to ordinary men throughout most of civilized history: it has
not been fed from the resources of the microscope and its successors.... Certainly, then,
ordinary language is not the last word: in principle it can everywhere be supplemented
and improved upon and superseded. Only remember, it is the first word.351

350.On the relation between the common world and the 'mesoscopic' see Barry Smith, 'The Structures of the
Common Sense World', Acta Philosophica Fennica 58 (1995), 290-317; and 'Objects and Their
Environments: From Aristotle to Ecological Ontology', in The Life and Motion of Socio-Economic Units,
edited Andrew Frank, Jonathan Raper and Jean-Paul Cheylan (London: Taylor and Francis, 2001), 79-97

351.J. L. Austin, 'A Plea for Excuses', Philosophical Papers, 185. A useful comparison can be made here with
the notions of 'firstness' and 'lastness' as we found them operating in Marion's work.
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The ordinary mesoscopic world of 'experience' is thus a world of our common

surroundings: a world which is bound up with skills and techniques of the body; with

motility; with social and bodily involvement with entities, things, artefacts and the

complex ways in which these diverse elements of material and social reality are involved

with one another and with our experience of them, as phenomena; a world crisscrossed

by social practices and networks of sociality. However, in emphasizing, as we have done,

the practices which disclose the complex and interwoven character of phenomenality, we

are still in need of a cohesive account of how practices and phenomena 'fit together'. A

praxeological approach, as Jean-Pierre Warnier points out, provides "what is missing in

phenomenological anthropology..."352 but it does not supply us with this 'connection'

between situations and practices.

In our everyday lives what is of most import is the condition our common life is in

and the direction in which it appears to be going. Existential factors are primary, since

even if one claims to be taking a disinterested stance on things, this is still something that

has an existential basis. The 'pensee survol1 is a position one might aspire to take, the

phenomenological reduction to the phenomenological attitude a decision one makes in

order to do particular sorts of philosophical activities, but one can never extricate oneself

from the pre-scientific and pre-philosophical involvements that one already has in virtue

of one's incarnate embodied and situated existence. 'Ordinary experience', an experience

which is personal, embodied and situated, is the driving force of this existence. Because

one is involved with things as a matter of course, one is compelled into a relationship

with the common world that has the character of complex experience. This relationship

is not primarily nor exclusively an epistemic relation, but is highly complex and yet also

very 'ordinary'. What is most common is also highly complex and this 'experience', made

352.Jean-Pierre Warnier, 'A Praxeological Approach to Subjectivation in a Material World', in Journal of
Material Culture 6:1 (2001), 5-24; this quote 10
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up as it is from different kinds of experiences, is interwoven and incarnate, it is, as

Merleau-Ponty saw, chiasmic. As such it is not amenable to being broken down into

subjective or objective, interiority or exteriority.

Given that we start from the basis that the flow of life, this complex continuum, is

how our experience is structured and how it appears to us, then it is with this that we

must be concerned in philosophical description, something that Husserl began to realize

in his later writings:353

We wish then to consider the surrounding life-world concretely, in its neglected relativity
and according to all manners of relativity belonging essentially to it - the world in which
we live intuitively, together with its real entities; but [we wish to consider them] as they
give themselves to us at first in straightforward experience... Our exclusive task shall be to
comprehend precisely this style, precisely this whole merely subjective and apparently
incomprehensible 'Heraclitan flux'.354

In order for this description to occur, one can proceed with the notion that there is

only one adequate ontology which will provide this basis. Ultimately this is what the

metaphysical tradition has always claimed. Certain kinds of 'metaphysics', whether

'realist' or 'idealist', have tried to provide the contours of this ontology, but whatever kind

of metaphysics was involved in this, there has always been a tendency to think that there

is only one true metaphysical picture of reality. In this picture, reality is always a single

reality and therefore there is only one single description of this reality that is adequate to

it. Alternatively, one can proceed with the attempt to overcome 'ontology' altogether, an

attempt driven more or less by a reaction against the shortcomings of the metaphysical

approach. Such attempts, resulting in the influential contemporary philosophies tending

towards the pluralist and relativist, and shunning absolutes and absolute descriptions,

353.For an interesting contrast between the notion of a 'continuum' and a tendency towards thinking
'discretely', see John N. Bell, 'Divergent Conceptions of the Continuum in 19th and early 20th century
Mathematics and Philosophy', in Axiomathes 15 (2005), 63-84

354.See Husserl, Crisis, Part IIIA, Section 44, Carr translation, 156
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clearly have something right in their suspicion of such a singular account of things.

However, the problem at the heart of such pluralistic and relativistic philosophies is that

they still claim some sort of normative validity for their position. It is very difficult to

maintain a properly pluralistic account of things when one is maintaining that this

account of things is more true than other accounts, which is basically what must be held,

either maximally or minimally, by pluralistic accounts.355 What is apparent in many such

critical accounts is that they are still often undergirded by a strategy of an implicitly

metaphysical or idealistic kind, something which is a consequence of proceeding from a

reaction against the traditional metaphysical approaches. It is perhaps this issue which

suggests that what we are after is some way of maintaining the claim that there are a

variety of perspectives on reality (since the way in which reality presents itself to us is by a

variety of aspects) whilst being wary of the tendency to slip into the old habits which

result in relativistic aporias. This is basically an extension of the phenomenological notion

that a phenomenon is presented in a variety of aspects which all nonetheless are related

to an 'eidetic core' of some sort or another. The question then comes down to how one

conceives of this 'eidetic core.'

We will address this through further reflection on the notion of the 'abstract' and

the notion of the 'concrete'. We hope to show that the 'abstract' and the 'concrete' are

not mutually exclusive at all, but work within an operational matrix of practices within

which they can be understood through application and function. A 'general' theory of

what is 'common' to human beings is not one which chooses between an approach that is

'abstract' and an approach which treats human particularity first and then extrapolates to

what human beings have in common. Both 'abstract' and 'concrete' are paths which can

355.One can maintain that 'all views about reality are equally valid' but this claim is implicitly staking more
truth to itself as a view about reality. This is effectively the aporia of post-modernity. For expansion of this in
current cultural theory see Paul Cillers, 'Complexity, Deconstruction and Relativism' in Theory, Culture,
Society 22, 5 (2005), 255-267
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be taken in practice. One can proceed from a given situation, which is from one

perspective concrete, involving 'empirical' experience; from another perspective, this

same situation can be highly abstract, involving a whole host of determinations and

factors which are 'unapparent', historical and social factors which are not what we would

normally call 'experience' but which nonetheless figure in the way in which a given

situation is shaped, structured and unfolds.

Similarly, a practice can have a concrete and abstract dimension simultaneously.

Since one's involvement in the mesoscopic environment is always one which affords

possibilities to do one thing or another, to act in particular ways, it has a concrete

dimension which has immediate repercussions and outcomes which one can realize as

empirical experience. Yet there are a whole host of other possibilities which are not made

concrete and even those actions which are made concrete in direct experience give rise

to consequences which one does not 'experience' at all: our situation in historical and

social space is such that even in our most common practices there is no direct link

between means and ends in the way that rationalisms of all kinds try to pin down. If

human beings do not stand in a primarily epistemic relation with the mesoscopic

environment, but an involved immersion in which skills and practices shape both that

environment and our experience of it, then one of the priorities in any kind of analysis of

situation is the way in which this shaping occurs. What is the relationship of practices to

the various malleabilties that result?

We tend to treat experience, and the 'objects' or the teleological ends of practices,

as what is of primary analytic interest. What we are suggesting, following the trajectory

which is set out by Bourdieu and Schatzki, is that in the practices themselves there is a

strange kind of 'ontology', what we are calling 'topology'. This topology determines, on

the one hand, the 'subjective' experience within which our life has its articulation; and on

the other, the 'objective' spaces and ends to which we direct our 'attention'. This is
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precisely the purpose which the notion of a site helps to point out.

The various malleabilities, the results of practices of various kinds, and that flux of

experience into which such malleabilities are woven, are bound up with a site. We will

refer to the description of the relationships and structural features of such sites as

morphology.356 What follows is an attempt to delineate some characteristics of a structural

morphology of sites. The primary locus of such work is to look closely at how practices

are structured, how they inter-relate and are woven into the rich tapestry that is the

morphology of situation. We feel that the notions of morphology and topology might be

the terms which indicate a path of inquiry, the kind of refining and redefinition that we

need to do to get beyond ontology. If ontology is traditionally understood to be about

'being', then topology is about the sites, the situatedness of all 'being', the way in which

all 'being' is localized by specific sites. Morphology and topology thus indicate a

direction for a descriptive philosophy: of the sites of 'how things stand and are going', the

Zusammenhang of what is. Morphology and topology indicate that what we are trying to

do with such descriptive philosophy has a very different character from that which has

traditionally been understood as 'ontology'. These terms serve to alert us to the different

kind of work that the 'heir' to metaphysics involves. The first steps to the articulation and

elucidation of such work is to do ground-level digging in such sites: it is from

environments, topoi and situations that such ground work will proceed. This is the place

where we begin. What we are after is the shape of the mesoscopic. What we are after is

"a good site for field work in philosophy."357

Since we have tried to emphasize that such work cannot be conducted without a

consideration of the ways in which human agents are involved in their most immediate

356.This term is borrowed from contemporary musicology. Although having strong connotations with 'form' it
emphasizes the dynamic and interwoven shapes and flux of 'experience'. See, for instance, Trevor Wishart,
On Sonic Art (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic, 1996)

357. J.L Austin, 'A Plea for Excuses', Philosophical Papers. 183
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local environments, the morphological structure(s) of situation(s) and site(s) is (are)

primary. Again, the primariness involved here is not a metaphysical 'first' or 'principle'

but simply the place where any such work must begin and is therefore antecedent to any

other analysis. One cannot detach oneself from one's immediate locality: every such

move of detachment or of a contemplation which has a 'metaphysical' character, is itself

a practice which is situated. One cannot oppose practice to theory in the sense that has

often been assumed by the 'contemplative' approach. One is always immersed in a local

environment and a situation. This immersion, as an incarnate involvement, means that

being bodily determines much of what the 'intellectual' or the 'spiritual' has as its

character. In our quotidian experience we have to respond, often spontaneously, to the

various factors which may demand our attention and our focus. One of the great

achievements of the phenomenological tradition was this return to the world of

immediate experience, to that 'lifeworld' with its quotidian demands. To cope with such

demands, one requires the development of skills of various sorts. The development of

such skills includes that which we often to refer to as 'detachment' or 'analysis'.

V.2 Philosophical Precursors: Barry Smith and Jan Patocka

Barry Smith is one philosopher, indebted in his own way to this tradition, who has

devoted considerable attention to the ways in which this quotidian experience is shaped.

Through this shaping all other philosophical tasks emerge, such as in the categorizing of

the various forms of our involvement and experience, and which the term commonsense

world serves to designate. The notion of the commonsense world is a way of drawing

philosophical attention to that which is always prior to any other sort of analysis.

Description and formalization are always a posteriori attempts to make sense of an

involved experience which already has its own kind of sense, but one which is beneath
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the level of explicit formulation:

While contemporary philosophers have devoted vast amounts of attention to the language
we use in describing and finding our way about the world of everyday experience, they
have, with few exceptions, refused to see this world itself as a fitting object of theoretical
concern... I shall seek to show how the commonsensical world might be treated
ontologically as an object of investigation in its own right. At the same time I shall seek to
establish how such a treatment might help us better philosophically to understand the
structures of both physical reality and cognition.358

Smith's work is about developing formal resources which are at root situational,

since the relationship between human beings and their environment is a relationship

which is always situated. It is a relationship which depends upon the local character of

environments and the places within them, but it is a set of structural relationships, a

morphology, which can be described, though never exhaustively. This description will

often take on the character of being formalized, since one important task is to articulate

the way in which larger structural complexes, such as a dynamic morphology, can come

to have various aspects without the morphology itself being conceived as an eidetic

core.359 This kind of work, in phenomenology, has often been referred to as formal

ontology. A formalized ontology is the practice of formalization and the results of such a

practice of formalization which allows this structure to be described, however partially.

The impetus for such a practice is not detached and removed from the world but is one

that arises out of an encounter with one's environment, the morphology of the

mesoscopic out of which all other encounters proceed.

One of Smith's ongoing projects has been to set out a formal ontology of

358.Barry Smith, 'The Structures of the Common Sense World', Acta Philosophica Fennica 58, (1995), 290

359.We should notice that the tendency in traditional metaphysical formulations to posit a 'first principle' is
strangely shadowed by the effort to achieve eidetic clarity in Husserl. Whatever kind of eidos it is that we are
looking for, it is likely that it will need to be reconceived in the same way as we have reconceived
metaphysical firstness in terms of the place where we begin.
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environments.350 The notion of environment, which Smith develops in tandem with the

pioneering work of ecological psychologists Gibson and Barker,361 serves as a way of

maintaining a strong claim that such formal ontological resources must be oriented

around a conception of the human person which, like Schatzki, affirms a 'radically

externalist' view of mind and action:

We have not a Cartesian mind or soul, with its interior theater of 'contents' or
'representations' or 'beliefs and desires' and the consequent problem of explaining how this
mind or soul and its psychological environment can succeed, via intentionality, in grasping
objects external to itself. Rather, we have a perceiving, acting organism, whose perceptions
and actions are always already inextricably intertwined with the parts and moments, the
things and surfaces, of its external environment.362

The emphasis within Gibsonian ecological psychology is one which has

considerable overlap with the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, the later philosophy of

Wittgenstein, and the anthropology of Tim Ingold. Certain common themes emerge from

the synthesis of their basic insights. There is an emphasis on the movement about and

within an environment; perception is not the passive reception of sensorial data but the

gathering up of the invariants that present themselves as we move about in our

environments. "What the perceiver looks for are constancies underlying the continuous

modulations of the sensory array as one moves from place to place... perception is a

360.See for instance Barry Smith and Archille Varzi, 'The Formal Structure of Ecological Contexts', in
Modeling and Using Context, edited P. Bouquet, P. Brezillon, and L. Serafini (Berlin and Heidelberg:
Springer, 1999), 339-350; Barry Smith, 'Objects and their Environments: From Aristotle to Ecological
Ontology', in The Life and Motion of Socio-Economic Units, edited Andrew Frank, Jonathan Raper and Jean-
Paul Cheylan (London: Taylor and Francis, 2001), 79-97. If there is a tendency for these formalized resources
to become too general, we must recognize that the formalized ontology of environmental relations must be
kept in check with insights from a phenomenology of place and an anthropology of environment, both more
generally and in specific places and specific environments.

361. J.J. Gibson, The Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1966);
The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 1979); Roger G. Barker, Ecological
Psychology. Concepts and Methods for Studying the Environment of Human Behavior (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1968); Habitats, Environments, and Human Behavior (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers,
1978)

362.Barry Smith, 'Husserlian Ecology', The Ecological Niche, http://ontology.buffalo.edu/smith/articles/
husserlianecology.html
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matter of extracting these variants."363 This is a kind of practical knowing, gathered up

from what the environment offers, or what the environment affords. This is Gibson's

primary conceptual move: that "the information picked up by an agent in the context of

practical activity specifies the affordances of objects and events in the environment."364

Working with Pierre Grenon, Smith has developed a whole series of exploratory

directions, most of which are covered in a series of papers which explore aspects of this

environmental approach.365

Formalized description, in this approach, is not a 'lattice' imposed upon an

experiential continuum but arises out of an engaged encounter with the inherent

morphology, the structural form, of that continuum. The mesoscopic shape of such a

continuum is what we commonly call 'lived experience'. 'Contents' of various sorts are

correlated with the way in which this encounter is expressed and given shape. Yet, the

experiential continuum is itself shaped formally before any formalization occurs: this is

the inherent morphology of any given site. Smith describes the elements of a given

situation as both physical and psycho-social. In order to move away from unhelpful

leading terms, we prefer instead to talk of the somatic and the psycho-somatic

involvements with sites in which such involvements are embedded. The complex

structure of a site is its morphology.366

In developing a formalized way of setting out these relationships with

363.lngold, 166

364.ibid.

365. See in particular Pierre Crenon and Barry Smith, 'SNAP and SPAN: Towards Dynamic Spatial
Ontology' http://ontology.buffalo.edu/smith/articles/SNAP_SPAN.pdf; 'The Cornucopia of Formal Ontological
Relations', in Dialectica 58, 3 (2004), 279-296. Smith and Grenon's work starts out from the sorts of issues
that are set out in an important paper by Eddy Zemach, 'Four Ontologies', journal of Philosophy 76 (1970),
213-247.

366.The move to talk of the personal structures -the somatic and the psycho-somatic- in this way is suggested
by Karol Wojtyla, The Acting Person, translated Andrzej Potocki (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1978), Chapters 5 & 6.
Wojtyla's formulations bear strong similarities with those of Patocka, though the latter's approach emphasizes
the specific and concrete situational nature of such personal structures.
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environments, Smith's emphasis is on "physical-behavioural" wholes that manifest in

particular ecological "niches". Ecological niches, for human beings, are aspects of the

mesoscopic environment. Various physical-behavioural wholes are nested together in a

complex nexus of such wholes. This sort of analysis, with its roots in formal ontology,

which Smith and others have developed along these lines, links environmental structures

or topoi to part-whole structure (called mereology and which we can also conceive as

aspect-eidos structure). The kind of work being done is thereby characterized as mereo-

topology. Instead of a whole and part, we prefer instead to talk of a complex and aspects

or moments of and in that complex, some aspects of which present themselves as

situations or sites, and others generated by situation specific practices and

comportments.367 To emphasize the dynamic flux of such sites we think that the structural

relations which arise here are best thought of as topological nesting. So the kind of work

we think necessary for the formulation of an heir to metaphysics is one which combines

the kind of analytic tools provided by formal ontology approaches, and which are similar

to those being developed in mereo-topology, but working instead with the kinds of

emphases that we have designated with such terms as complex, site, morphology and

topology.

In this regard, the term 'topological nesting' is particular helpful. Topological

nesting is the term which Smith introduces to describe the situatedness of members of an

environment in 'niches':

367.In this we follow something of Barbaras' recasting of the field of phenomality as 'appearance' out of
which arise three 'moments', of 'object', 'subject' and their relationship. We prefer the more flexible notion of
'situation' to that of 'appearance' however, a term which seems to tie such work too firmly to the ocular. See
Barbaras, Desire and Distance, Chapter 4
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...psychological experience is lo be understood not in terms of a succession of two-term
relations between acts and more or less coherently integrated objects in some special
'realm', but rather in terms of a topological nesting, whereby the sentient organism is
housed or situated within... a surrounding environment in such a way that its perceptions
and actions are to be understood... only as occurring within this surrounding framework...
the latter is understood not in psychological terms but as something that falls squarely
within the realm of physics... our successive environments are seen as containing
lakes, chairs, tables, salamanders, sandy beaches, and X-ray tomography machines even
independently of specific beliefs about these environments which we might hold on given
occasions... active looking, touching, tasting, feeling, is bound up with those very objects
- the crumpled shirt, the empty glass, the broken spear - which are relevant to his life and
to his tasks of the moment.368

Topological nesting suggests that "perceptions and actions are ...partial moments,

dependent features of the total subject-environment relation and are capable of being

properly understood only as occurring within this wider surrounding framework."369

Moreover, what is topological about this is the way in which such a surrounding

environment is organized:

...reality as a whole is a complex hierarchy of internested levels of parts and subparts...
Each type of organism is then tuned in its perception and action to objects on a specific
level within this complex hierarchy - to... 'affordances'... It embraces not only things of
different sorts, but also shapes, textures, boundaries (surfaces, edges)... The perceptions
and actions of human beings are likewise tuned to the characteristic shapes and qualities
and patterns of behavior of our own respective (mesoscopic) environments. This mutual
embranglement is... extended further via artefacts such as microscopes and telescopes,
and via cultural phenomena such as languages and institutions of law and politics. To
learn a language is in part to extend the range of objects in relation to which we are
able spontaneously to adjust our behavior and thus it is to extend radically the types of
niche or setting into which we can spontaneously fit.370

In this sense, Smith's work has considerable overlap with that of Ingold, except

that Smith formulates his "ecological" perspective in much more formal terms. One of the

great strengths of Smith's approach is that he sets out to distinguish between the diverse

368.Barry Smith, 'Social Objects', The Ecological Niche, http://ontology.buffalo.edu/socobj.htm

369.Barry Smith, 'Husserlian Ecology'. My italics.

370. Barry Smith, 'The Environment of Mind', The Ecological Niche, http://ontology.buffalo.edu/smith//articles/
environmentofmind.html
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ways in which such formalization occurs. There is not, then, a single mode in which

philosophical attention to ecological, environmental, situational, and the whole array of

what is involved in the commonsense world, takes place.

In his penetrating analyses of these themes in both Husserl and Heidegger, Jan

Patocka sets out to dig deeply into what he calls the problem of the 'natural world.'371

Picking up on Husserl's work on this theme in Crisis, Patocka shows how the idea of a

'natural' world, as understood in empiricism and mechanistic scientific thinking, is loaded

with metaphysical presuppositions which undergird and distort philosophical reflection

upon the whole notion of a 'natural' domain. Primarily these presuppositions consist in

positing that such a 'natural' world is inaccessible to human experience as such:

experience is thus correlated to mere 'appearance'. Although positivism understood the

problems with these metaphysical presuppositions and proceeded to suggest that the

proper approach was one of pure observation and description of these 'appearances', thus

attempting a rather simplistic kind of reduction, this approach still retained a tacit

assumption: that there actually is a 'natural' world, a neutral domain which precedes

theoretical activity, and which is there as 'data' to be described.372 For Patocka, one of

the main tasks of the phenomenologist is to undertake a radical questioning into the

nature of this pretheoretic and prereflective domain that is called the 'natural' world.373

Through a series of detailed phenomenological analyses, Patocka then sets out his

synthesis of the phenomenological tradition, which makes more concrete those facets that

we have been emphasizing throughout this thesis. Patocka isolates the chief common

structure (amongst others) of human being as man's orientedness, an orientedness which

371.Jan Patocka, 'The "Natural" World and Phenomenology', in Philosophy and Selected Writings, translated
by Erazim Kohak (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1989) 239-273

372.Patocka, 240-244

373.In our sense, this task of questioning the nature of the pretheoretic 'domain' is one which looks to the
character of human involvement.
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is perspectival and situational:

Orientedness manifests itself in vital coherences... as situatedness. Not only perception,
but just as much memory, imagination, or verbal expression all participate in situatedness.
A situation is something in which I must be in order to understand it (not above or before
it), and so I understand it only in part... Orientedness and situatedness point to corporeity;
corporeity in this sense means a willing corporeity - only by means of a body... can we be
active in the world... the oriented posture comes about through the body... but that does
not mean that it is... an orientation to the body... The referent of our personal acting...
which is a movement in the most primordial sense of the word... is the unmoving, constant
substrate - the earth...We can never act except as resting on the firm foundation of our
shared life situation.374

...the prevenient world of our pretheoretical life is originally a world in which we move, in
which we are active, not a world we ascertain and observe. The world and man are in a
mutual movement... The 'natural' world is a world of movement; the key to it is movement
in the world, the movement of the worldly being.375

In a series of lectures entitled Body, Community, Language, World, Patocka

develops this conception of movement and sets out a tripartite set of movements which

characterize the major features of the common structure of human being.376 These

movements are all aspects of the situatedness and orientedness of human being. The first

movement Patocka calls the movement of anchoring or sinking roots; the second

movement is the movement of self-extension or self-projection; the third movement is the

movement of existence. For Patocka, this latter movement means that the first and second

movements, of anchoring and self-extension, are given a rhythm or an oscillation, and

are understood as having a more general significance.377 Such a rhythm or oscillation is

meant to indicate that the movements of anchoring and self-extension overlap and

involve one another in some sort of dialectical relationship. Contra Lacoste, then, for

Patocka the "primordial rhythm governing existence" is not an "oscillation between an

374.ibid., 254-255

375.ibid., 268-269

376.Jan Patocka, Body, Community, Language, World, translated Erazim Kohak (Chicago: Open Court, 1998)

377.ibid., Lecture 1 7
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existential atheism and an existential paganism" but rather the much more ground-level

rhythm of anchoring roots, dwelling and sustenance. No moral or theological framework

can dislodge or annul such a rhythm without undermining the very condition of man's

personal situational structure as an incarnate being involved with a mesoscopic reality.

Rather than an 'absolute' to which such a structure is referred, the issue is one of

contingency.

The movement of anchoring is a response to such contingency, a contingency

which is at the basis of being situated. It is the getting oriented of our situatedness where

we find ways of rooting ourselves, and develop skills and techniques (which form our

habitus, in Bourdieu's terminology) which cement such rootedness. Such a movement

finds its principal articulation in dwelling. The movement of self-extension is where these

roots are re-produced in an extension of our situated existence into things. We build, we

work, we construct, we produce artifacts, in the broadest sense. Patocka also describes

this movement as the movement of self-sustenance. The third movement of existence is

that of self-achievement whereby the rhythm and oscillation between these first and

second movements is brought to a 'higher' significance which, though sited in rootedness,

and though generated in self-extension and production, is not understood as significant

until it is made explicit in a sort of 'transcending' of those movements. This is where the

meaning of rootedness and self-extension become evident. This third movement is made

possible by the first two movements, but in turn these two movements also acquire a new

significance. Patocka describes the three movements thus:
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(i) the movement of sinking roots, of anchoring --an instinctive-affective movement
of our existence;

(ii) the movement of self-sustenance, of self-projection --the movement of our coming
to terms with the reality we handle, a movement carried out in the region of
human work;

(iii) the movement of existence in the narrower sense of the word which typically
seeks to bestow a global closure and meaning on the regions and rhythms of the
first and second movement...

The third movement is the movement of existence in the true sense, the movement of
self-achievement in the sense that all that in the previous movements remained beyond
our field of vision, all we had sought to exclude and avoid seeing, is now to be integrated
back in a distinctive way of life... Existence, in the sense of the third movement, is neither
a matter of sinking roots into the world nor of the prolongation of being but rather a task
for all of life in its integrity.378

For Patocka this is a way of approaching the whole problem of the relation of the

'natural' world to the 'phenomenological': the first two movements are a kind of pre-

theoretical 'domain' that is comprised of dynamic and active movement, and are

common to human situatedness and orientedness. The third movement is where such a

pre-theoretical 'domain' of movement is made explicit, a making explicit which is

characterized by the whole notion of a 'phenomenological' domain. The question is,

what kind of 'domain' is this that is disclosed and referred to as 'phenomenological?

Bearing in mind that Patocka always refers to movements, it is clear that what is disclosed

is not a 'domain' at all, but a set of activities which do something very specific in their

making explicit of the pre-theoretic and pre-reflective rhythm which is common to human

situatedness:

The natural world, the world of human life, can only be comprehended as the totality of
the fundamental modes of human comportment, of their presuppositions and
sedimentations... comportment... is always in movement... only an examination and a
comprehension of the mutual relations of all these movements would provide a picture of
the Lebenswelt, the world of human life...373

378.ibid., 148; 151

379.Jan Patocka, Heretical Essays in the Philosophy of History, translated Erazim Kohak (Chicago: Open
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This 'natural' world must be conceived of not as given but as lived-in. It is the

horizon of all our doing and moving about, of all our movements. It is therefore not an

objective correlated with a subjective, an objective world correlated to a realm of

subjectivity. Patocka conceives of it as a horizon which is non-thematic, a pre-supposed

situational structure within which humans live and move about, doing various activities,

and through which they constitute both a socio-cultural realm of meaning (which is

intersubjective) and various comportments towards tools and objects, extensions into the

lived world which support ongoing life.380

This is, roughly, the whole issue of the relation between the 'natural' and the

'phenomenological' attitude. The issue is, then, not a case of two distinct 'spaces', one

which is 'natural' and the other 'phenomenological', as Husserl thought, but the case of

two sets of practices: one set of everyday comportments and involvements; the other

specialized 'thematizations' of these everyday practices. These special thematizations are

still themselves involvements, but the character of this involvement is of a different

character from that of the everyday. Yet it is still rooted in the everyday. It is certainly

not, as Husserl thought, a detachment. If anything it is an involvement which is aware of

its proper character as involved. Since the phenomenological reduction is a

philosophical practice, a practice which makes explicit the comportment structures which

undergird it and which form the horizon of all human activity, we think that there is

value, therefore, in seeing whether more clarity can be achieved with regards to the

Lifeworld by treating it not as a discrete 'space' or 'world' at all but as the topos in which

certain basic practices are first articulated. It is the thematization of the primordial topos

of Life articulated through different kinds of practices which are distinct from, but

Court, 1998), 10-12

380.Patocka, Philosophy and Selected Writings, 120-121
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fundamentally dependent upon, those basic practices rooted in the topos of common

life.381 What we are claiming, then, is that to think in terms of distinct spaces is only one

possible way of going about things: we could also think in terms of different kinds of

practices. We think that it is Ingold's conceptual distinction between wayfinding and

mapping that points to one way of beginning to discern where such attention should

begin, especially when brought into dialogue with the way in which Schatzki has linked

practices - as dispersed and integrative - with sites: the practices 'nest' inside one another

in a way which reflects the complexity of the experience to which they give shape. What

kind of topology is thus set out? What follows, then, is an attempt at a loosely formal

description of some of the various kinds of practices which shape the mesoscopic, a

tentative morphology of major aspects of that topological nesting which is the complex

interwovenness of practices and the patterns that they form.

381.The eliding of the practice which discloses the space into the space itself is the great mistake which
Husserl set out to correct in the Crisis. By returning to the pre-theoretical and questioning how the pre-
theoretical 'world' is 'known' Husserl links the reduction and the 'space' of transcendental intersubjectivity
disclosed by the reduction to a common intersubjective 'lifeworld' in which the reduction is one practice that
is performed and this is only possible because of the context of life in which it is embedded.
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V.3 Situational Practices and Practices of Thematization

Before we begin to clarify the shapes which are formed by the interwoven

character of practices, it is important to emphasize that practices are undergirded by

certain skills and a whole host of skilled performances which must be taken into account

in morphological description. Tim Ingold has repeatedly reiterated this dimension and

highlights five critical aspects of the relationship between skills and practices:

...intentionality and functionality are immanent in the practice itself, rather than being
prior properties... of an agent and an instrument; ... skill is not an attribute of the individual
body in isolation but of the whole system of relations constituted by the presence of an
artisan in his or her environment; ... skill involves qualities of care, judgment and
dexterity; ... it is not through the transmission of formulae that skills are passed from
generation to generation, but through practical, hands-on experience... skilled
workmanship serves not to execute a pre-existing design, but actually to generate the
forms of artefacts... fluency and dexterity... is a function of skills that are developmentally
incorporated into the modus operandi of the body, through practice and experience in an
environment.382

Bearing in mind that practices always depend upon skilled performance of some

kind, and that such skilled performances are bound up with such "experience in an

environment", we will use Ingold's conceptual distinction beween wayfinding and

mapping, two distinctive types of practice, as a template for thinking about some basic

practice shapes.383

382. Ingold, Perception of the Environment, 291

383.In addition to such a model, one could also augment further by thinking more about the movement
which is an inherent aspect of wayfinding which we can call, for convenience, walking-standing. What kind
of practice is walking-standing, and upon what does walking-standing itself depend? Walking, that motility
which is necessary for wayfinding, is both a skill and a practice that must be learnt. Standing is a skill that
must be learnt and is a particular posture of the body. In some cases standing will be an important part of an
integrative practice (such as liturgical prayer of a kind) and will be bound up in all sorts of ways with a whole
host of different integrative practices, such as waiting in a queue, attending an event of some kind, or many
sports which require a posture from which to engage, such as diving, cricket or shooting. But are walking and
standing dispersed practices? We think not, but they are situational practices. Both walking and standing
mean being situated in a particular way with regards to the ground and one's surroundings and a whole host
of other practices depend on one's ability to perform them properly. They are skillful, almost universal,
practices of human beings. They also point clearly to the postural-motility aspects of human activity which is
simply going on, taken for granted, at the basis of many other complex activities. Similarly, it is only when
one loses the ability to stand or walk, such as in a disability, or when one encounters people with such
disabilities, that one confronts the doxic, taken for granted, character of such practices, "...new-born infants
cannot walk. They have to learn to walk, and the help of older persons, already competent in the art, is



- 210 -

In Ingold's formulation, the distinction between 'wayfinding' and 'mapping' is a

conceptual one which brings out the situation specific character of all human life

practices. Such a distinction serves two functions: firstly, it applies to concrete practices of

wayfinding in an environment and the practices of mapping which often result from such

wayfinding; secondly, the distinction serves not just as an indication of wayfinding and

mapping practices in a physical locality, but as a metaphor for abstract and intellectual

practices which have, in the end, a similar character. An environment in this sense is a

'neighbourhood' or a 'region' which is explored and navigated in the way that we

suggested in Chapter Two.

In the first sense, wayfinding as a practice depends upon the postural-motility

practices which run through it, but which are not exclusive to practices of wayfinding. In

some sense, wayfinding is a practice which involves postural-motility practices but which

also goes further. Wayfinding is situation specific. Mapping, on the other hand, depends

upon wayfinding, and thus also on the postural-motility practices which run through it. In

the second sense, one can still point out certain situation specific practices of an abstract

or intellectual kind, practices that only make sense in a certain intellectual or disciplinary

'terrain' and which cannot necessarily be applied more generally outside such terrain.

There thus appear to be two sets of practices, each with distinctive features. We

think that these two sets of practices with distinctive features might be best called

'situational' and 'thematization' practices respectively.

Situational practices encompass all human practices as such, since every practice

is situated, but this does not therefore absorb all practices, nullifying the point of making

invariably enlisted in the enterprise... walking is a skill that emerges for every individual in the course of a
process of development, through the active involvement of an agent - the child - within an environment that
includes skilled caregivers, along with a variety of supporting objects and a certain terrain... the capacity for
bipedal locomotion can only be said to be innate by presupposing the presence of the necessary
environmental conditions for its development... bipedalism cannot be attributed to the human organism
unless the environmental context enters into the specification of what that organism is." See Ingold, 'The
concept of the anatomically modern human', Perception of the Environment, 375
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the distinction: this is not, therefore, a reduction. The point on emphasizing the site

specific nature of such practices is that situational practices will shift depending on the

terrain in which they are situated and therefore their character is specified by the

relational 'site' in which they take place, much in the same way as Bourdieu's habitus

relates to a specific field. That which undergirds situational practices is, on the one hand,

postural-motility; and on the other, the terrain or 'lie of the land' with which such

postural-motility is involved. Wayfinding, in Ingold's sense, is a situational practice.

Thematizational practices are quite different in kind, but they always presuppose

situational practices which anchor them and root them in particular terrains. Underlying

both situational and thematizational practices is the postural-motility which is a common

structure of human life as such. Rooting situational practices in specific sites, into a

particular topology, means that the postural-motility structure which is common to human

beings will have different aspects depending upon the terrain in which it takes place. So

to speak, the 'ground' and 'terrain' of its situational character may be different, but its

character as situated is common. We all have a particular address which is unique to us

as individuals but that we have such a unique address is common to all human beings.

This might be the relationship we have to a certain set of physical features - the 'ground'

or the 'texture' of such local terrains - but these can just as easily be understood as

particular features of an intellectual environment, where there is a certain texture or

granularity to certain sets of terms, ideas or ways of proceeding in circumscribed ways.

Thus, they are always in a place, localized in the sense that it is a common

structure of human beings always to be situated and localized. Our experience, in or as a

'world' which is fundamentally mesoscopic, is an experience which is irreducibly local

before it is 'global'. We do not transcend by becoming de-localized, but by integrating

that localization into a wider set of practices which aim at understanding the significance,

or if you like, the logic, of our locality and situation.
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Situational practices thus have much in common with that which

phenomenologists have characterized as the natural attitude, the natural world.

Situational practices are thus not to be confused with the Lebenswelt as conceptualized

by Husserl, since in this latter formulation, the Lebenswelt is principally an intersubjective

world. Situational practices are not exclusively intersubjectice social practices: they are

primarily rooted in specific mesocopic configurations, which might include

intersubjective aspects, which are not to be directly identified with them. Situational

practices thus form something similar to what phenomenologists have referred to as a

horizon, that non-thematic boundary which surrounds all human life. The notion of

'situational practices' is thus a specific development of the notion of 'horizon' from an

abstract contextual 'idea' into a rooted concrete place from which to articulate

phenomenological insights. It also provides a better way of thinking about 'experience'.

Where our formulation differs principally is that this horizon is not of the 'world' as such,

but of a locality, a specific site, a topological situation which 'precedes' any formulation

of a 'world'. It is not until such sites become thematized that the notion of a 'world' arises.

The first 'world' of such thematization is that of the Lebenswelt itself, of the various

interwoven significances which human beings share. This thematization is likely to be

quite open and partial, full of variety and varieties of engagements, roles, involvements

and purposes. Practices of thematization have much in common with that which

phenomenologists have characterized as the Lebenswelt, on the one hand, and the

phenomenological attitude on the other. The intersubjective character of the Lebenswelt

suggests that practices of thematization make up the Lebenswelt when they are concrete;

when they are abstract, they are constitutive of something quite like the

'phenomenological attitude'. The reduction to such a phenomenological attitude is a

paradigmatic example, though only one of a certain kind, of an abstract thematizational

practice.
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Practices of thematization can thus proceed in either of two ways. Thematization

can either become more abstract or it can become more concrete. The move of

abstraction is one which brings into play finer and finer gradations of distinctions through

processes of emptying content from form. The move of concretization is one which makes

the situational practices, in which practices of thematization are always rooted,

themselves a theme. The advantage of this second approach is that it is less apt to

overlook the rootedness of practices of thematization in real situations. The danger with

thematization which moves abstractly is that it forgets that abstraction is a practice which

remains involved in a situated life experience.384

It is imperative to note that explicitly thematized practices do not supersede

situational practices. Thematized practices always presuppose situational practices. The

distinction is that what occurs in thematized practices, the explicit formulation of 'worlds'

which occur in the practices of formalization, abstraction and objectification, now affects

what was previously implicit in situations.385 The situational now becomes itself a theme

384.Lefebvre points to the problems here. This is an evoking of the Hegelian-Marxian distinction between
abstraction as such, and concrete abstraction. In abstracting from the concrete, form is intuited from material
existence. Material conditions give us the 'co-ordinates' of the form of abstraction. Abstraction as such
proceeds when an illusory 'reified' relationship which has no real concrete existence is applied to material
conditions in order to determine human involvement with them. What is highly significant is the Marxian
analysis of 'things' as commodities, and the dialectical relationship between object and subject which is used
to dismantle the way in which things, as commodities, are reified. Pertinent here is that the 'thing' in
Heidegger's analysis which serves to localize the Fourfold can either result in the opening up of a space
within boundaries or it can result in the diversity of places being reduced to bare positions resulting in the
notion of an abstract space devoid of all locations and of places. The issue is that, for Heidegger, much of the
problem lies with how one treats the 'thing' in its original character as a 'thing'. Treated as a location which
'gathers' the Fourfold, the thing creates a space which opens out. Treated as an object, and therefore as a bare
location, or position amongst other bare positions, it merely serves to impose an abstract schema onto reality,
creating the illusion of a freeform space without reference to concrete entities or places. In other words, at the
point where the fourfold should be invoked in a play of categorial openness to the world, it is closed down by
a move of abstraction away from the thing itself in favour of the thing as object, or in Lefebvre's terminology,
in favour of the thing as commodity. As commodity, the object then sets off a series of economic relationships
which are parasitic upon an entirely abstract 'space', one of which is called the 'market'. The historical
development of the 'market' and of 'abstract space' is remarkably similar. Lefebvre, The Production of Space,
306-8; 402-4

385.In using 'implicit' and 'explicit' as a way of relating two sets of practices, we are deliberately invoking
Robert Brandom's use of these terms. What is significantly different, however, is that with the notions of
implicitness or explicitness with regard to practices in our sense, they are neither determined by some
normative notion of rationality nor are they simply linguistic practices. The point of keeping the thematized
practices in their proper relation with situational practices is to avoid too narrow a conception of 'rationality',
and thereby of 'logic', which Brandom, in our view, does not address. Here we are concerned not about the
articulation of reasons but about the articulation of life in its broadest and personal sense, which includes all
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for formalization, abstraction and objectification and is, in a way, transformed simply by

being thematized as such. Once something has been thematized in a practice, situational

practices are thus transformed as well by the 'new attitude1 brought about by

thematization. In addition, of course, we can also apply Schatzki's useful distinction

between dispersed and integrative practices. But rather than being applied discretely to

either situational or thematized practices, the relationships between them are interwoven

and complex:

practices of thematization (such as significatory practices)
articulation of systems, organizations and structures

-always rooted in a situation

-can abstract away from such situational rootedness
and move in the direction of the 'ideal'

-when concrete are directed towards a transformation of the situation itself
so remain rooted in, yet transformative of, that situation

In stark contrast to certain traditional 'metaphysical' picturings, then, there two

principal movements, not planes or domains: from an incarnate being which is situated in

an environment to a social being which, in developing skills to cope with this incarnation

in an environment, also thereby develops modes of social organization which can be

characterized as systematic or structural. From this is developed the whole notion of a

'world1, a movement of thematization arising out of the movement from situated and

incarnate being to a social being characterized by the acquisition of skills developed into

highly structured modes of organization and systems of doing and knowing. It should be

noted that it is practices which articulate the central movement both out of a simple

situatedness in environment into skilled sociality and from this skilled sociality into

sorts of phenomena which do not seem to be within Brandom's interest. See Brandom, Articulating Reasons,
and comments in Chapter Three, Section lli.l
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systematized worlds. This is, then, a logic in and of practice.

So there appear to be two different, yet interwoven, practices of formation:

concepts are generated in certain practices; and frameworks which serve to organize

these concepts are also generated in other practices. The relation between the concepts

and the way in which they are organized will best be understood not by looking at the

concepts themselves or even to their various organizational structures, but at the practices

which generate the concepts and the practices which generate their organizational

frameworks. The notion that such frameworks of concepts or symbols are the 'spaces' in

which particular practices are performed is a misleading and pervasive one. The question

is, how do such spaces and symbols come to be there in the first place? Where do they

come from? For instance, a key religious or theological symbol or concept is developed

over history by concrete men and women in social formations of diverse sorts, but the

development of such concepts and symbols happens within practices which generate

them, as well as the frameworks in which such concepts and symbols are organized.

The mesoscopic world in which we are rooted is principally an 'environment' in

the sense of a whole complex in which we dwell: in a place, with others, in social

'space'. This is not a question, then, of distinct spaces or domains. It is a question of

relating one set of practices to another set of practices. For instance, in a theological

context, we think that such problems are best approached by carefully exploring the way

in which liturgies have shaped and mapped out 'beliefs': liturgical practices generate the

conceptual.366 What we need to explore in the context of this thesis is the way in which

386. We need to be cautious here: we must not get into the epistemological muddle of a 'chicken-and-
egg' a priori or a posteriori argument from origins. We are not looking for a foundation. So the question of
whether a concept of God shapes liturgy (put this way it seems to avoid the slightly more confusing question
of whether a concept of God shapes our worship), whether our liturgy shapes our concept of Cod, or our
worship shapes our concept of God (this is the question of whether human beings are 'instinctively' or 'by
nature' worshipping beings) is trying to found one on the other. God is not dependent on either our concept
of God or on our liturgy and worship. We think that the temptation for these questions emerges by a failure to
think carefully through what we might mean when we talk of 'God' in a 'religious' context (which contrasts
with the way 'God' is talked of in an explicitly 'non-religious' context) and what such 'religious' contexts
might amount to.



- 216 -

the mesoscopic world of experience gives rise to the dimension of such experience which

can be called 'religious'. This 'religious' dimension is formed by certain sorts of practices

and their relation. The conceptuality of theology is generated in these practices, practices

which are rooted in the mesoscopic world in which life takes place. This is something

which Lacoste rules out in his analysis since he simply denies that the Absolute has

anything to do with this experience, with this life as it is lived:

...neither being-in-the-world... nor even the earthly reality of existence makes us a priori
capable of experiences that can be interpreted only by introducing the name of Cod.
Initially, the Absolute is either unknown to us or we fail to recognize it... the liturgical
logic unfolds at a distance from the immediate realities of life. Let us understand here by
'life' the sphere of antepredicative evidence, such as Husserl thematizes it in Experience
and Judgment... a real which no knowledge precedes, to which no foreknowledge can
stake a claim... In stark contrast to the initial manifestation of the 'lifeworld', the field of
liturgy is governed by knowledge. The logic that presides here... unfolds within the order
of mediation, and this mediation is a critique of the antepredicative evidence of life...
according to the Husserlian concept, life is atheistic... in a way, the world of life is what
must be overcome so that man can face God.387

This we utterly reject and we think it displays the essential components of a non-

correlational strategy which depends on a faulty presuppositional continuity with what it

opposes. On the contrary, the implications of taking the mesoscopic seriously, in terms of

theology, are rich. In this sense, theological reflection from the very start is rooted in our

everyday affairs and oriented away from any kind of ideal 'realm'. We maintain that the

best way we can attempt to understand such a 'liturgical logic' is by showing and

describing its operation. Contra Lacoste, then, we think this is best approached by

returning to the practices within which all theological work, and moreover all liturgy, is

embedded. The mesoscopic 'world' is one that is already sedimented with the

accumulated thematizations and formalizations of historical praxis. We suggest that it is

387. Lacoste, 102; 103
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the way in which this mesoscopic world in all its complexity is shaped and articulated by

a complex interwoven texture of practices, that is the logic in and of practice. We think

that such a 'practice logic' (though it might be better to say 'practice logics' since it is

likely to have a multifarious and open-ended character) offers us the best opportunity to

consider our initial problematics. Rather than a socio-cultural 'worldview', distinct

'spaces' or 'realms', we should instead be looking at the different sets of practices in

which concepts, symbols and spaces are generated. Such concepts, organized into

frameworks for describing and organizing experience, are generated in specific practices,

as are the various frameworks themselves.

For this reason, in contemporary theological work, we think that the question of

the shape of the mesoscopic, and of the relations between practices and spaces, are

concerns which are best approached in and through the notion of a rite. If 'religion' is a

designation of a highly diverse set of practices and the beliefs which issue from them,

then a 'rite' is a description of particular sets of activities arranged into practices that have

been ritualized, and such activities are the most public articulation of the shape of those

practices. This is therefore a question, in a Christian context, of liturgy. The liturgical

practices of the Church offer the place(s) where theological reflection upon such matters

is best focussed, and in that way a clarification of the relationship of 'Church' and 'world',

or 'theology' and 'philosophy' might be achieved. But clearly we cannot follow Lacoste's

route: his approach seems committed not only to a strict bi-furcation of God and 'life', but

also to some sort of 'sacred'-'profane' distinction, a distinction which posits distinct

spaces or domains. More specifically then, we will attempt to develop a basis for further

work by exploring how situational practices and practices of thematization might be

connected with rites and liturgies. We think that it is the ritualization of various practices,

whether situational or thematizational, which suggests where such work might begin.

Ritualization is thus the starting point for an examination of liturgical practices which
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must be explored in order to uncover the various layers and dimensions of the Church's

'liturgical logic' and its relation to the 'world'. Thus, what appears to be a rather broad

and general anthropological inquiry is turned in a highly specific, yet important, direction.

V. 4 Ritualization and General Human Structures

When philosophy fails, ritual may succeed.388

Anthropologist and historian Talal Asad sets out just why a praxeological

approach is capable of critically disinvesting traditional metaphysically contructed

systems of their (illusory) explanatory power. In particular, he points out the ways in

which the conceptualization of those systems in terms of distinct 'spaces', 'realms',

'domains' or symbolically structured 'worldviews' is challenged by the focus on practices.

Asad maintains that we must stop "reading symbols" and start "analyzing practices".389

The importance of this move in tackling the question of 'religion' comes to the fore:

Let us grant that religious dispositions are crucially dependent on certain religious
symbols, that such symbols operate in a way integral to religious motivation and religious
mood. Even so, the symbolic process by which the concepts of religious motivation and
mood are placed within a 'cosmic framework' is surely quite a different operation...
theological discourse is not identical with either moral attitudes or liturgical discourses - of
which, among other things, theology speaks... Discourse involved in practice is not the
same as that involved in speaking about practice. It is a modern idea that a practitioner
cannot know how to live... without being able to articulate that knowledge.390

The immediate object of Asad's critique is a very popular anthropological theory,

388. Douglas Davies, Anthropology and Theology (Oxford: Berg, 2002), 15

389.Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and reasons of power in Christianity and Islam
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993, 35

390.ibid., 36
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made popular by Clifford Geertz, whose contours are discernible in many of the well

worn debates within the field:391

The anthropological study of religion is therefore a two-stage operation: first, an analysis of
the system of meanings embodied in the symbols which make up the religion proper, and,
second, the relating of these systems to social-structural and psychological processess.392

Asad aims to show how untenable such an approach is:

If religious symbols are understood... as vehicles for meaning, can such meanings be
established independently of the form of life in which they are used? If religious meanings
are to be taken as the signatures of a sacred text, can we know what they mean without
regard to the social disciplines by which their correct reading is secured?... Is the concept
of religious training entirely vacuous?393

For Asad, the symbolic 'domain' within which a theology or 'religion' operates

cannot be understood without reference to religious practices. It is only when one

privileges distinct symbolic spaces that one ends up with the sorts of oppositions that set

off practices in a way which leads to their being interpreted in terms of a context or space

said to determine their 'meaning'. On the contrary, it is in practices that meaning and

symbolic spaces are generated: "...different kinds of practice and discourse are intrinsic to

the field in which religious representations... acquire their identity and their truthfulness...

391 .Michael Lambeck offers a useful overview of the way in which anthropologists of religion have gradually
refined the categories and definitions with which they work. From the prevalent 19th century mythological
thinking of Tylui - ieligion is "belief in supernatural beings"; through Durkheim's more sophisticated early
20th century structural definition - religion is "relative to sacred things" - effectively stripping religion from
any specific contents; to Roy Rappaport's late 20th century neo-Durkheimian notion of this "sacred" as being
"a property of discourse" an "elaboration of the formal properties of sanctification." Fiona Bowie likewise
usefully distinguishes between a tradition of thinking in terms of the instrumentalism and the intellectualism of
Tylor - ritual and religion being means of explaining the universe; and that of an expressive and symbolist
understanding, following Durkheim, where ritual and religion are a kind of symbolic language that expresses
the social order. Michael Lambek, introduction to A Reader in the Anthropology of Religion, edited Michael
Lambek (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 8-12; Fiona Bowie, The Anthropology of Religion: An Introduction
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2000)

392.Clifford Geertz, 'Religion as a Cultural System', in The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New
York: Basic Books, 1973), 125

393.Asad, Genealogies, 53
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their possibility and their authoritative status are to be explained as products of

historically distinctive disciplines and forces."394

Asad suggests, then, that in the shift from 'symbols' to 'practices' in 'religion', one

must first come to terms with the place that practices of various kinds have in (so-called)

'religious life'.395 One of the most prominent places that one finds 'religious' practices is in

rites. Asad traces a historical genealogy of the concept of 'ritual' and notes that its

meaning has taken some twists and turns even within the relatively restricted field of the

Christian West.396 By referring to Medieval monastic rites, Asad shows how it is not so

easy to unpick the significatory or symbolic function from what he calls a disciplinary one.

If the rite is an external indicator of something, it might not be signifying something

outside its own performance, since, in Asad's analysis, the monastic rites were the

principal feature of correct performance within a disciplinary regime aimed at the

cultivation of virtue:

...apt performance involves no symbols to be interpreted but abilities to be acquired
according to rules that are sanctioned by those in authority: it presupposes no obscure
meanings, but rather the formation of physical and linguistic skills. Rites as apt
performances presuppose codes - in the regulative sense as opposed to the semantic - and
people who evaluate and teach them... the proper performance of liturgy is regarded not
only as integral to the ascetic life but also as one of the 'instruments' of the monk's
'spiritual craft', which he must acquire by practice. The liturgy is not a species of enacted
symbolism to be classified separately from activities defined as technical but is a practice
among others essential to the acquisition of Christian virtues.397

394.ibid., 53-54

395.Taking this approach further, Asad has done the same sort of analysis for the category of the 'secular'. See
Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003)

396.What he draws out especially clearly is that where 'ritual' was once identified with the 'rubrics' of rites,
with the way in which rites were to be performed, this understanding shifted in the 17th and 18th centuries
towards the actual behaviours and activities denoted by such rubrics. The problem, for Asad, is that these
activities were still treated as if they were texts to be read and interpreted. From this develops the idea in the
19th century that rites are essentially symbolic and require interpretation. When allied with the notion that a
rite is the external sign which signifies an interior reality behind the action of the rite, something which is
peculiarly Christian, one can see how the prevalent theory in anthropologies of religion, a discipline which
only really began as such in the 19th century, centres on rites as something to be interpreted. In other words,
they signify something else other than themselves.

397.Asad, Geneaologies, 62-63
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In this sense the 'appearance' of the external rite (or visible sign or symbol) is not

a signification of an interior 'spiritual reality', but the indicator of a 'virtue' taught through

discipline and practice which the performance of a rite cultivates. The function of a rite is

not to signify something exterior to itself: the rite is embedded in that form of discipline

and practice which cultivates what is indicated. The rite and what it 'does' are interwoven

in a texture of a whole life.398

Asad suggests that Marcel Mauss was laying out something similar in his use of the

notion of a habitus (which, as we have seen, Bourdieu develops further). Asad notes, "The

concept of habitus invites us to analyze the body as an assemblage of embodied

aptitudes, not as a medium of symbolic meanings."399 Asad goes further:

One might say that Mauss was attempting to define an anthropology of practical reason...
in that historically constituted practical knowledge, which articulates an individual's
learned capacities... the developable means for achieving a range of human objectives,
from styles of physical movement... through modes of emotional being... to kinds of
spiritual experience... the possibility is opened up of inquiring into the ways in which
embodied practices (including language in use) form a precondition for
varieties of religious experience. The inability to enter into communion with God
becomes a function of untaught bodies... Mauss' approach... encourages us
to think of such experience... not as an autogenetic impulse but as a mutually
constituting relationship between body sense and body learning.400

The incisiveness of Asad's critique is thus directed against two common

398.According to Asad once one sees that this is a perfectly valid way of understanding the distinction
between external rite and 'internal reality' then it is also much more apparent how confusing the idea of a
'public' rite and an 'internal' thought, 'intention' or 'feeling' as 'private' is. That the public and the private are
opposed in this way Asad takes as a given of modern anthropology, something which he suggests grows out of
the notion that something 'symbolic' is going on here for which an interpretation is needed which will unlock
the signification. The question remains, too, whether this is not the prevalent view within theology and the
Church as well.

399.ibid., 75. We are here back in familiar territory. What is it that persuades us to take the body as a
"medium of symbolic meanings"? Is it not, as Merleau-Ponty has identified, that we are still wedded to a
philosophy of consciousness, and that even if we manage to extricate ourselves from a completely idealist
way of thinking about such things and give the bodily its own place, if we locate the body as centre, as
mediation, we are still in danger of attributing to it some mediating role in a symbolic system? And is this not,
in the end, still idealist? We suspect that this is the case.

400. ibid., 76-77
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interlinked themes in contemporary anthropology of religion: the dominance of certain

kinds of socio-cultural or cognitive-psychological conceptions of the determination of

common human structures, on the one hand; and the tendency to treat bodily practice as

the instantiation of such symbolic or cultural schemata, on the other.401 Asad's remarks

about skilled bodies do just not apply in a restricted sense: the dimension of skill, which is

emphasized in his account, is a common human structure, undergirding all practices.

Skills are learnt in situations of very particular kinds. Situational practices combine

different levels of skills which have been taught and learnt. In picturing what is common

to human beings in their situatedness, and focussing on the complex nexus of skills and

practices as the principal linking structure of such situatedness, the whole notion of a

general human structure is transformed. Structures of relationship with places, others, the

social, and the institutional and so on, are not mediated by either psychological or

cultural schemas, but by the personal situational structures of skill acquisition and

development, practices of various kinds and the 'worlds' opened up and explored in and

through these practices. Moreover, this is not simply a bodily affair but something which

engages the whole person as a psycho-somatic unity within a complex mesoscopic

involvement.

Following some recent anthropologically informed studies, we propose that the

appropriate way in which to work out these questions in a theological context is to start

with a broad notion of the liturgical, as Lacoste rightly sees, but to do so through the

notion of ritualization. This means to focus on the central place that ritualized practices

play in 'religious' life and how such practices are related to more abstract theological

401.Douglas Davies puts forward something of this in noting Evans-Pritchard's distinction between 'religious'
beliefs as "conceptual systems" and beliefs as "functions of situations". Davies emphasizes the important issue
of embodiment, which constitutes a "complex set of variable responses to environment... to immediate
events, not solely formal systems of abstracted ideas." Likewise, he notes Malinowski's observation that
'religion' is "not merely doctrine or philosophy, not merely an intellectual body of opinion" but "a special
mode of behaviour, a pragmatic attitude built up of reason, feeling and will alike." Douglas Davies, Theology
and Anthropology, 33
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issues. A whole host of cognate questions must then be explored more fully in

implementing this approach: what is a 'rite', what is 'rituality'? How are abstract

theological issues related to rituality and to rites? As will become apparent, even the term

'ritualization' tends to be interpreted differently by those who use it. However, since it is

more akin to an activity than a category, the notion of ritualization tends to avoid the

problems inherent in grouping together certain kinds of activities under a general category

and instead focusses on the sorts of activities that can be characterized as ritualization.

'Ritualization' as a description of certain important kinds of activities within the 'religious'

life thus aligns well with our general concerns in this thesis. The way that we intend to

use the term ritualization is as a specific transformation of one kind of practice into

another kind of practice, or of the transformation and shifting character of distinct modes

of practice. Ritualization is what makes a particular kind of practice distinctive and it is

what gives a 'rite' the character it has in distinction from activities that are not rites. The

main issues are to do with what sorts of practices are transformed from what, into what

and by what, the way in which this transformative process occurs, and whether

ritualization is itself a practice.

Perhaps the most difficult question is the first issue here. How are the sorts of

practices that we have been laying out - the situational, thematizational, dispersed,

integrative - related to one another; and what role, if any, does ritualization play in

transforming one into another? If ritualization is itself a practice, then what sort of practice

is it more like? Is ritualization a very distinctive practice unlike those others in our rough

and ready typology? For instance, does ritualization transform the situational into the

thematizational; can ritualization be considered to be a kind of thematization? Perhaps

the best way to approach this last question is to consider that situational practices can be

ritualized, and yet that thematizational practices can also be ritualized. Provided that we

can generalize about this question, ritualization would therefore appear to be a distinct
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kind of practice which is employed to do certain kinds of jobs within a nexus of practices,

and this role involves doing something that is itself neither purely thematizational nor

situational. Is ritualization, then, a dispersed practice which, like description, cuts through

a whole host of specific integrative practices? The best way to sort through these issues is

by carefully looking at the sorts of things that happen when ritualized activities are going

on and then exploring what sorts of practices are involved.

In a practice-oriented approach, we must consider whether the process of

ritualization is itself a practice. In other words, we have practices which are commonly

engaged in (everyday practices) and practices which are rites (for example, sacraments)

which have somehow been made distinct from one another. The transformation from one

set of practices (eating a meal) into a rite (Eucharist) is ritualization of the practice of

eating. What is at issue is whether that transformation, ritualization, is itself a practice and

what kind of practice ritualization is. In terms of Christianity, we have 'Christian rites',

such rites being the effects of a transformation of certain other practices, that

transformation being ritualization. Practices of one kind are transformed through a process

of ritualization into practices of a distinctive sort which we recognize and call 'rites'.
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V.5 Recent Anthropological Debate about Ritualization

...'ritual' is a relatively new term that we have pressed into service to negotiate a variety of
social and cultural differences, including the differentiation of scholarly objectivity and
generalization as distinct from cultural particularism and parochialism... in terms of
practice theory... we may have better tools with which to understand what people are
doing when they bow their heads, offer incense to a deity, dance in masks in the plaza, or
give a lecture on the meaning of ritua\. Yet all these acts are ways of dealing with the
world... The form and scope of interpretation differ... but it cannot be amiss to see in all
these instances practices that illuminate our shared humanity.402

Although in recent years an exploration of ritualization has become a preferred

way to understand what ritual is, what rites are, and ultimately, of the relation of ritual

and rites to everyday life and situations, the opportunities for working with the term are

somewhat compromised by the way different theorists use it. For instance, Ronald

Crimes sets out a set of terms which attempt to describe the various dimensions of 'ritual'.

For Grimes, 'ritual' is a "general idea of which a 'rite' is a specific instance." 'Ritualizing'

is "the activity of deliberately cultivating rites." 'Ritualization' is "activity that is not

culturally formed as ritual but which someone interprets as if it were potential ritual."403

Elsewhere Grimes elaborates further on his terms. 'Ritualization' is a specifically

ethological term which he uses to designate "stylized, repeated gesturing and posturing".

This consists, typically, of a "sequence of actions having no obvious adaptive or

piagmalic functions".404 For Grimes, then, the issue about 'ritualization' is that it is in

402.Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 267

403.Ronald L. Grimes, Ritual Criticism: Case Studies in Its Practice, Essays in Its Theory (Columbia: University
of South Carolina Press, 1990), 10

404. Grimes understands ritualization in the terms laid out by ethologists, such as Julian Huxley, in the
study of animal behaviour. In this sense, ritualization is a human necessity which has ecological, biogenetic
and psychosomatic components, "We cannot escape ritualization without escaping our own bodies and
psyches and thus rhythms and structures that arise on their own. They flow with or without our conscious
assent... Whether we are involved in ritualization is not ours to decide. We can only choose whether to be
attentive or repressive in the face of actions that compel and surround us... Every instance of ritualization
presupposes a process... of interaction between ecosystem and people." Ronald L. Grimes, Beginnings in
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some sense an inherent component of all human activity.405 The question of whether there

is something 'instinctually' ritualistic about human beings is an interesting, but potentially

misleading, one. Again the terminology of how we describe and pick out exactly what it

is that is 'innate' to human beings is slippery. Is it some kind of 'nature'? Is it a capacity for

ritual behaviour? Is this capacity something which predisposes human beings to act

ritually? This brings out one of the trickiest aspects of thinking about rites and

ritualization. For instance, Wendy James has pointed to what she calls, following

Wittgenstein, the 'ceremonial' aspects of human animality.406 For James, then, mundane

life is also 'ceremonial' in some sense and has a "quasi-religious" aspect to it. This means

that activities which have some kind of 'religious' component to them must "share much

with the ceremonial qualities of the mundane."407 However, this sharing does not require

an instinctual or inherent ritualizing capacity. This latter question concerning human

'nature' we think is better approached using the notion of 'general human structures' and

practices, since in this case one is not required to turn towards cognitive scientific models

or speculate about innateness: one simply looks instead to what people do and the way in

which they do it and describes the character of the practices which make up ritualized

Ritual Studies. Revised edition (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1995, 41-42. We do not
disagree with Grimes on this latter point, only on the dubious binding of ritualization to instinct or to a
discrete 'nature' or inherent capacity.
405.The notion of what is inherent to human activities as such needs to be set into the context of what we
have already said about inherence. Inherence needs to be externalized. Rather than seeing something internal
to human activities which could be described as proto-ritualistic (for Grimes this is 'ritualization') we think
that it is better to keep the character of activity as wedded within the situational ontology that we have
outlined. In this way, there is something inherent to human activities, but this inherence is a feature of human
situatedness: it arises in the relation between human activity and particular local environments. We think that
the notion that ritualization is an aspect of a whole host of human activities depends upon notions about what
is or is not 'natural' to human beings and that in many ways is misleading. 'Ritualization' in the sense that we
prefer to work with is what Grimes terms 'ritualizing'. From the practice perspective, 'ritualization' is what
transforms a non-rite into a rite.

406. For James, anthropologists study the "...ceremonial grammar... forms of agreement not in the
'grammar' of how we speak to each other using words as such... but forms of agreement in the way we
'dance' together, forms of agreement in ceremonial participation... It is the highly specialized task of the
academic to try and explain ceremony in language, but this does not mean we should reduce ceremony itself
to a pale reflection of language." Wendy James, The Ceremonial Animal: A New Portrait of Anthropology
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 92
407.ibid., 92
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doings, and which also articulate some kind of topology.408

Instead, we might be better to consider how ritualization is an aspect of human

localization and situatedness. In learning to cope with such situatedness, which manifests

itself in various ways and is something that requires spontaneity and flexibility to react to

changing circumstances, ritualizing behaviour becomes a way for human activity to

always remain rooted even in changing situations. It is transformed and transforming,

depending on a whole host of variables; once generated, ritualized activities become

dependable structural forms which are both adaptable and sensitive to a variety of

circumstances. They are therefore not correlated with pre-determined contents or pre¬

determined contexts, but are the result of the flexible, spontaneous reaction to changing

contents and contexts which gradually become relatively 'fixed' ways of response to

environmental fluctuation, whether 'natural' or 'social', and which form various

sedimented ways of acting. Ritualization is then a cultivated type of practice which has

proven to be resilient to such fluctuations.409

So rather than focussing on what is or is not innate to human beings, we think that

what the study of rites and of ritualization poses as being the major question is the status

of what counts as ritualized in distinction from the non-ritualized. In other words, if we

408.Phillipe de Lara draws out some of the implications of such an idea as well as some of its complexity.
Lara's objective is to elucidate the notion of a continuity between instinct and reason, of the relationship
between instinctive behaviour and reasoning, which he does by exploring the idea of a ritual instinct or
impulse. Lara's starting point is with Wittgenstein, who he hopes to invoke to overcome the established
opposition, common in anthropology and the social sciences, between the instrumental and expressive/
symbolic. According to Lara, Wittgenstein's work on such anthropological questions does not fit into this
established opposition. In this sense, "ritual is no more opposed to instrumental or rational, and
expressiveness (or symbolism) is no more its essential feature." Lara suggests that Wittgenstein's notion of
'instinct' is making an important emphasis that "the ability to pointlessness of human beings... does not go
against their ability to rationality, rather, it is the flesh of it, as instinct is integral to reflective behaviour... the
human... capacity to create immensely various forms of life..." Phillippe de Lara, 'Wittgenstein as
Anthropologist: The Concept of Ritual Instinct', in Philosophical Investigations 26:2 (2003), 109-124

409.We disagree with Grimes' terminology, then, because he suggests, following the ethological studies, that
like animals human beings are hard-wired to behave in a ritualized way. Rather, we think that human beings
develop ritualized activities not because they are hard-wired to do so, but because such ritualization is the
best way for human beings to deal with their situatedness, particularly in circumstances which are fluctuating
and uncertain. Or better, human beings do not just develop ritualized activities, rather there is an essential
skill involved in such development which is the skill involved in the process of ritualization. This skill must be
learnt.
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look carefully at why certain activities are categorized as rites, we need first of all to say

how and why they are different from other activities performed in everyday life. The

question over the innateness or otherwise of the rituality of human activities is, thus,

misleading. What is needed is to bring common everyday activities, which may appear to

have a ritualized character to them, into direct comparison with activities which are

clearly rites, for instance with such activities which are named as rites and that have

histories as rites. This way we begin to clarify not just the character of those rites with

reference to other kinds of activities, but we also start to clarify the character of everyday

activities in comparison with prescribed rites. The importance of this will become

apparent, not just in the limited case of rites as such, or even in the case of 'ordinary'

activities, but moreover for clarifying the status of theological, philosophical and other

such highly circumscribed disciplines with regards to their relationship with 'ordinary' life

and activities.

Thus we prefer to see ritualization as a character that certain human activities can

come to have in distinction from other human activities. Making something thematic

(making it explicit, thematizing something) is a practice. Whether this thematizing can be

ritualized is in question, and whether all ritualizing is also a kind of thematizing, or

whether ritualization usually involves thematization. The relation between the two is

important to establish, but in order to do so we will have to show what the character of

such ritualization actually is. What makes ritualization a particularly distinctive feature of

certain activities? Moreover, is thematization - and therefore a whole host of intellectual

practices and disciplines - itself a kind of ritualization, rather than the other way around?

In other words, are practices of thematization a subset of ritualization, thus making

ritualization pervasive not because all human activities have a ritualized or proto-

ritualistic aspect to them, but because ritualization is the most basic form of

thematization, arising as it does as the most common practice of situated embodied
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human beings involved with their environment?

Two important studies which focus on ritualization, Catherine Bells' Ritual Theory

Ritual Practice and Caroline Humphrey and James Laidlaw's The Archetypal Actions of

Ritual, are both quite radical revisions of the prevalent anthropological and religious

studies' understandings of 'ritual' and suggest, in their own ways, the way in which such

understandings could be corrected.410 The common move in both cases is to reject 'ritual'

as a category and to focus instead on the notion of 'ritualization'.411

Humphrey and Laidlaw's analysis is conducted as part of a detailed

ethnographical study of the Jain rite of worship.412 They preface their study by stating

clearly what their ethnographic work has shown to be problematic with the category of

'ritual':

Ritual is a distinctive way in which an action... may be performed... a 'theory of ritual' is
an account of the transformation of action by ritualization... The proper focus of
theoretical attention is... the distinctive quality which action, performed in this way, comes
to have... ritualization works by means of a single crucial transformation [though
ritualization] is a unique concatenation which has numerous components...413

The two prevalent views which the authors set out to undermine are: that ritual is

a distinct category of events; and that actions that can be interpreted or described as

41 O.Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory Ritual Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Caroline
Humphrey and James Laidlaw, The Archetypal Actions of Ritual: A Theory of Ritual Illustrated by the jain Rite
of Worship (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994). Humphrey and Laidlaw specifically reference Bell's work,
acknowledging that their ideas were developed independently of hers, but that both books are in rough
agreement about the basic issues, though they part ways on the terminology of 'practice' and 'action': "Bell
has concluded, as we have ourselves, that it is best to abandon the focus on rituals as sets of independently
existing objects in favour of a focus on the common strategies of ritualization." Humphrey and Laidlaw, 3

41 I.Bell has subsequently gone on to develop further her theories in a second book on the same theme:
Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, published in 1997, in which she tries to apply such a revisionary
program by evaluating the history of the category of 'ritual' and by setting out how thinking instead in terms of
ritualization changes the way in which future work in the area should proceed.

412.lt should also be noted that the authors also consistently bring their observations about jain rites into
direct comparison with Christian ones in order to supplement their analysis.

413.Humphrey and Laidlaw, 3
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'ritual' are an 'ever present' aspect of all actions. Humphrey and Laidlaw thus describe

their work as "charting a way to a new kind of theory of ritual."414 The authors argue that

ritual is "a quality which action can come to have... [it is] a special way in which acts

may be performed." The essential correction to the prevalent views is therefore to

understand the "process by which normal everyday action is endowed with this quality

and becomes ritual."415 Since this quality is something an action can come to have, it

undermines the notion that there is an inherently ritualistic character to all human actions.

Their approach also changes the focus of the question from an inquiry into what ritual is,

as a kind of object or category of events, to a question about what it is that is distinctive

about action that is recognized as being ritualistic. The crucial question for them is thus

"what is distinctive about ritual action?" Unless this question is understood then, the

authors claim, "the deep and alluring question of how and why ritual has the prominence

its does in human affairs, a prominence which so-called 'secularization' has done nothing

significant to diminish, will remain... almost totally opaque."416

The central question, then, involves what makes an action distinctive. For

Humphrey and Laidlaw this is explored by focussing on a process of transformation in the

quality of the action which entails a specified shift from the way actions are usually

performed, a highly particular and occasional, rather than omni-present, modification of

an intrinsic feature of all human action. What is ritualistic is not this intrinsic feature itself,

but the transformation of this feature into something else. What is ritualistic about certain

actions is not something which is always there in actions, a sort of proto-ritualistic core,

whether conceived as innate to human behaviour as it is to animal behaviour

(ethography, Grimes), or as something which is always there in a socio-cultural pattern or

414. ibid., 64

415.ibid., 64

41 6.ibid., 64
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framework. What makes ritual activity distinct from non-ritual activity is not an inherent

aspect of a human 'nature' nor some aspect of a 'worldview' which is passed on from one

generation to the next. This latter critical point is important to note, since the expressive-

symbolic understanding of ritual tends to rely on the notion of an inherited way of seeing

the world. If we go along with Humphrey and Laidlaw's analysis, there is nothing intrinsic

to any kind of activity in itself which makes it ritualistic. In other words, what they are

after is some way of accounting for the transformation or modification of such activity that

does not conceive of it as intrinsic to human agents, as a kind of ritualizing capacity, or to

socio-cultural frameworks.

We find Humphrey and Laidlaw's analysis very persuasive up to this point. What

we do not share is their analysis of just what this transformation is a transformation of. For

them the feature of action which is transformed in order to make it ritual action is its

intentionality.417

Ritualization begins with a particular modification of the normal intentionality of human
action. Action which has undergone this modification is ritual action. Action can be
relaxed, ecstatic, communicative, or repetitive, quite independently of whether it is also
ritual... Ritual action can also be religious, or not; 'express the social order', or not;...
different actions, though they may all be ritual actions, need have nothing else in
common... Different kinds of events and actions can be ritualized.418

In order to explicate how this modification of 'normal intentionality' occurs, the

authors have recourse to what they call 'the ritual commitment', something which, the

authors posit, occurs when an agent takes up a particular 'stance' towards their own

actions.419 Ritualization, for Humphrey and Laidlaw, is a transformation in the quality of

417.We need to make an essential point of clarification here: this is not to be confused with the intentionality
in a phenomenological sense that we have already discussed. What Humphrey and Laidlaw mean by
intentionality is in the sense of the intention to do something, the intention with which an agent acts.

418.ibid., 71

419.ibid., 88. This 'stance' has four main aspects: it is non-intentional; it is stipulated; it is 'elemental'; and it
is apprehensible. 'Non-intentional' means that "while people performing ritual acts do have intentions (thus
the actions are not un-intentional), the identity of a ritualized act does not depend, as is the case with normal
action, on the agent's intention in acting." 'Non-intentional' means that the action which is ritualized be
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normal intentional action, a distinctive way of "going on" which is resistent to the so-

called "interiority" of the actors performing rites. Realization thus seems to depend in

this analysis on a transformation in the person's commitment:

...ritual is universally a possibility as a mode of action; but because the attitude you have
to ritual is part of it, this will be culturally constituted in different ways... therefore ritual is
universal, but is not always the same.420

The transformation of actions that people perform in everyday life, and a

transformation in the way that certain actions are classified, means that they become

externalized and, as Humphrey and Laidlaw put it, perceived as being like an 'object'.

This transformation occurs through ritualization. According to the authors, this

understanding of ritualization as the transformation of the intentionality of an action is

capable of "explaining some of the most puzzling and paradoxical things about ritual."421

The radically new way in which Humphrey and Laidlaw set out the problem of

ritual is challenging. It suggests new formulations, not only of the way in which we think

about our activities, but also of the way in which our activities transform and shift our

performed with an intention that means the action will be 'non-intentional': "the person performing ritual
'aims' at the realization of a pre-existing ritual act" and therefore that the "celebrant's acts appear, even to
themselves, as 'external', as not of their own making." 'Stipulated' means that "the constitution of separate
acts out of the continuous flow of a person's action is not accomplished by processes of intentional
undertaking (as is the case with normal action) but rather by constitutive rules which establish an ontology of
ritual acts." These acts, as 'external' acts, then become perceived as "discrete, named entities, with their own
character and histories" which is what the authors call the 'elemental' aspect of ritualization. Finally, because
the crucial aspect is the transformation to making an act appear 'external', these acts also become
'apprehensible', and this makes such actions "always available for a further reassimilation to the actor's
intentions, attitudes and beliefs."

420.ibid., 268

421.ibid., 106. It is interesting to note that the principal source of philosophical support for Humphrey and
Laidlaw's theory of ritualization is Merleau-Ponty. It is, however, the earlier philosophy: "We find in Merleau-
Ponty's Phenomenology of Perception... the most subtle account of this that we have come across... Merleau-
Ponty goes on to say that even abstract movement, action which is not relevant to any particular situation,
involves consciousness." It is clear that this brings in all the problems that Merleau-Ponty's later philosophy
rejects and it is therefore notable that Humphrey and Laidlaw do not seem to be aware of this change in his
philosophy and that they seem to import the problems of a philosophy of consciousness into their own work,
a problem that might have been avoided if they had taken it into account, cf: ibid., 134-5; 235
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cognition and knowledge, not just of actions but of how our actions are related to the

world. We think that their focus on transformation is absolutely right, since it provides the

focus for explaining to some degree why it is that ritual actions can be, in a sense, the

same actions that are performed in everyday non-ritual action and yet also be rites. There

are some considerable problems with their analysis, however. Their accounts tend to

privilege the notion of an individual agent, so that their descriptions focus on persons'

intentions independently from what they might be doing along with other persons. Their

comments about cognition and knowledge tend to suggest that they conceive of

individuals as 'punctual' Cartesian-like subjects of individual consciousness and will.

Their framework of the agent in relation to action and intention - a relation which is

transformed in ritualization - is not dissimilar from the notion of a Cartesian subject being

conscious of its world.

What is helpful in their analysis is that they bring up what we think are central

issues for further work. The focus on the relationship between rites and everyday activities

means that analysis of this relationship must grapple with the fact that in ritual action

everyday action is transformed and it is this transformation which needs to be understood

in order to clarify the relationship of rite to everyday action. If Humphrey and Laidlaw's

analysis of just what this transformation consists in is not without its problems, then it

might be possible to correct this analysis by exploring whether or not these problems stem

from the overly individualistic and punctual conception of the agent as a 'self', and from

insufficiencies in their analysis. Embedding action into the kind of holistic and situational

topology that we have been developing would seem to be one way of going about this

task. There is something important to be gained from emphasizing the situated character

of ritualization practices. This is what Humphrey and Laidlaw leave out: that the

transformation that is ritualization must occur within some sort of situated practice.

Interestingly, this is where Humphrey and Laidlaw specifically diverge from
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Catherine Bell, whose first formulations of an analysis of ritual as practice begins by

contrasting action and practice. She points out that prevalent theories of ritual depend

upon the idea that it is a separate category of action, and that this category is then

formulated either in terms of a distinct set of activities or as some characteristic of human

activity generally. The prevalent theories fall into one of two tendencies: either the

distinctiveness of ritual in comparison with other activities; or the continuity of ritual with

other forms of activity.422

...the study of ritual as practice has meant a basic shift from looking at activity as the
expression of cultural patterns to looking at it as that which makes and harbours such
patterns... ritual is more complex than the mere communication of meanings and values; it
is a set of activities that construct particular types of meanings and values in specific

As part of her preliminary exploration of the character of 'ritualization', Bell then

goes on immediately to see how this can be understood through practices. In this sense,

Bell's invoking of the notion of a strategic way of acting specifically recalls Bourdieu's

theory of practice. Bell confirms this by directly citing Bourdieu as a part of her

preliminary account.424 But what is most arresting about her use of Bourdieu is that what

she finds most useful at the outset is not some specific analysis of 'ritual' as practice, but

422.Bell, Ritual Theory, 70. As Bell points out, there are considerable problems with focussing on what is
distinctive about ritual if this is approached through a distinction between practical or instrumental activity
and symbolic or expressive activity. Humphrey and Laidlaw obviously do not fall into this latter way of
thinking about the distinctive character of ritual, but theirs is clearly a theory which stresses the distinctiveness
of ritual action from everyday action. The problem of theories which stress the continuity between ritual and
other activities is shown by those that focus on an ethological basis for such continuity. This suggests that
theorists such as Grimes and Rappaport, for instance, fall into this grouping. Bell thinks that what
characterizes this approach is the assumption that the continuity is connected with some sort of "formal
communicative function" which is an aspect of virtually all human activity. In this regard, a comparison
between Bell's notion of ritualization and Grimes' definition of ritualization is useful. Whereas, for Grimes,
ritualization is a sort of nascent proto-ritualistic aspect of all human activity, for Bell ritualization is a specific
strategy.

423.Bell, Ritual Perspectives, 82

424. ibid., 78-80
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the way in which Bourdieu emphasizes that attention must be directed to the act itself. In

other words, we do not look to 'ritual' as an object, nor to some notion of subjects or

agents, nor to interior intentions or subjectivity, but to the doing and making which

constitute ritual acts. Thus, building on Bourdieu's insights, Bell suggests that:

Confronting the ritual act itself... eschewing ritual as some object to be analyzed or some
subjectivity to be fathomed, would involve asking how ritual activities, in their doing,
generate distinctions between what is or is not acceptable ritual... to describe the strategies
of the ritualized act by deconstructing some of the intricacies of its cultural logic.425

To this end, Bell then sets out four features of practice itself which are pertinent for

understanding ritual practice.426 For Bell these four features of practice are that practice is

situational; strategic; embedded in a misrecognition of what it is in fact doing; and able to

reproduce or reconfigure a vision of the order of power in the world, what she calls

"redemptive hegemony."427 It is of primary importance that, unlike Fdumphrey and

Laidlaw, Bell lays the emphasis on the always situational character of practice. By this,

Bell means that "much of what is important to it cannot be grasped outside of the specific

context in which it occurs." For Bell, then, this situational character means that a practice

or activity taken out of its context transforms the character of that practice.

We think that this understanding of the situational character of practice can also

be expanded somewhat. For Bell seems to understand 'situational' as primarily context,

whereas we have set out what is not simply a contextual but an 'ontological' notion of

situation, in our formulation the 'topological'. Situations always include 'a context' and a

425.ibid., 80-81

426. An important comparison with Humphrey and Laidlaw is to be noted here, for they too also undertake
to analyze their particular take on ritualization by setting out a schematic of the features of ritualization as a
way of transforming the intentionality of actions.

427.ibid., 82
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'context' can be a whole host of different features. One problem is that thinking in terms

of a context tends to suggest that it will be understood as a variant or counterpart of text,

which might lead to treating context as a kind of socio-cultural text which can be read

and interpreted. This leads to confusions and it also leads one along the tempting line of

thinking that practices are primarily socio-cultural constructions that occur within certain

socio-cultural formations. We have already laid out that this can be misleading. We must

start to think of practices as secondarily socio-cultural phenomena, since the proper

situational character of practice is that practices generate such socio-cultural contexts. In

other words, the socio-cultural contexts are not the matrix in which practices are formed,

but each socio-cultural context is itself generated by practices. These practices, at their

root, are a fundamental aspect of human situatedness. So Bell's use of situation needs to

be carefully nuanced to avoid a relativistic slant being placed upon a practice-situational

approach, a slant which sees practices as dependent upon socio-cultural formations rather

than as ontological-topological structures of some sort within which socio-cultural

formation occurs.

Bell's second characteristic, that of the strategic, is clearly a very Bourdieuan

notion. She deliberately invokes Bourdieu's 'logic of practice' and focusses on the

practical "play of situationaIly effective schemes, tactics and strategies."428 Likewise, Bell's

third feature of ritualization is also of Bourdieuan origin, that of misrecognition. This is, for

Bell, the "fundamental misrecognition of what it is doing, a misrecognition of its limits

and constraints, and of the relationship between its ends and its means."429 The fourth

feature of Bell's analysis of practice is bound up closely with the previous three and has to

do with the actual dynamic of people's actions, their motivations for doing certain

428.ibid., 82

429.ibid., 82
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things.430

What Bell is suggesting is similar to what we have referred to as the correlation of

a space with the practices by which it is produced. In Bell's analysis this space is a space

of 'power', but her analysis should not be taken as the normative or even most common

kind of space. Any space which is perceived as being abstract and independent of

individual practices has, in fact, at some point been produced by practices.431 Bell's

conception of ritualization is thus a conception of a complex kind of practice. She uses it

to question two basic issues. Firstly, "how ritualization as a practice distinguishes itself

from other practices", and secondly, "what it accomplishes in doing so."432 Thus, in terms

of a practice, ritualization "involves the very drawing, in and through the activity itself, of

a privileged distinction between ways of acting... ritualization is the production of this

differentiation... a way of acting that specifically establishes a privileged contrast."433 It is

in certain practices that the distinction between these practices and those practices of an

everyday kind is generated. In the end, people ritualize as a "practical way of dealing

with some specific circumstances."434

430.ibid., 84. For Bell, this has to do with why people act in one way rather than another. In this particular
case, she understands through a term coined specifically for the task: 'redemptive hegemony.' Bell means by
this the "way in which reality is experienced as a natural weave of constraint and possibility, the fabric of day-
to-day dispositions and decisions experienced as a field for strategic action... it conveys a biased, nuanced
rendering of the ordering of power so as to facilitate the envisioning of personal empowerment through
activity in the perceived system."

431 .The space of perceived power and empowerment is thus to be determined by an analysis of the practices
by which such a space of power constrains yet also enables persons to navigate within a circumscribed
situation. This has strong Bourdiean overtones as well, in that it clearly borrows from the relationship between
logical and social constraints.

432.ibid., 89

433.ibid., 90. What does this amount to in the end? What is the distinction between eating a meal and the
eucharistic meal, the distinction between washing and baptism? What, if anything, does the distinction
between a sacred and profane 'space' accomplish in understanding what differentiates these activities? Bell's
answer seems to imply that in ritualization the spaces of 'sacred' and 'profane' are generated in the
performance of certain activities. Bell effectively reverses Durkheim's categories and shows how "a particular
way of acting draws the type of flexible distinctions that yield notions and categories like 'ritual' or 'religion'."
ibid., 91

434.ibid., 92



- 238 -

Bell suggests that ritualization is capable of being characterized in general only

very loosely, since for her the way in which such differentiation of activities occurs will

be "culturally specific". Whereas Bell maintains the prevalent notion that as practices of

differentiation, ritualization occurs within specific socio-cultural contexts, we think that it

is in practice that such socio-cultural contexts are generated. There must be, therefore,

some way of establishing a link between the way in which distinct socio-cultural contexts

differentiate themselves from other such particularities and the way in which ritualization

functions to define a 'sacred' and a 'profane' space. We think that this connection is to be

found in rethinking what 'situational' means here. We need to reverse our usual thinking

of situation as an issue of socio-cultural context to being one of topology. This means

treating the general structures of human beings as one which depends on their incarnate

involvement with their environments.

It is of great interest to us, then, that Bell turns next in her analysis to showing how

ritualization strategies are "particularly rooted in the body, specifically, the interaction of

the social body within a symbolically constituted spatial and temporal environment." For

Bell, "essential to ritualization is the circular production of a ritualized body, which in

turn produces ritualized practices. Ritualization is embedded within the dynamics of the

body defined within a symbolically structured environment."435 To articulate the notion of

a 'social body', Bell draws on the anthropology of Mary Douglas and the philosophy of

Michel Foucault. She defines the social body "as a part of a system... to express the nature

of the social order as a system... the body symbolizes the whole and the relationship of

the part to the whole."436 The ritualized body is thus, for Bell, a way of maintaining certain

kinds of power relationships between individuals and social forces, relationships which

are produced and maintained in ritualization. This conception is, for us, far too limiting

435.ibid., 93

436.ibid., 227n44
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and skewed by a certain kind of philosophizing about 'power'.

Bell sets out her notion of the ritual body in terms of two main foci. Firstly,

appropriating Bourdieu, she focusses on the dialectical movement between objectification

and incorporation in which the body serves as the primary locus.437 This bodily locus

serves to "co-ordinate" a variety of levels of experience: bodily, social and

"cosmological", and it is in practice that such localized co-ordination is effected.438 This

latter understanding serves as Bell's basis for the description of a "ritualized body

environment", which she introduces to show how "the implicit dynamic and 'end' of

ritualization... [is]... the production of a 'ritualized body'... invested with a 'sense' of

ritual...Realization produces this ritualized body through the interaction of the body with

a structured and structuring environment."439 Bell notes that a focus on a 'ritual

environment' is not anything particularly new.440 What is new in Bell's formulation is that

"a focus on the acts themselves illuminates a critical circularity to the body's interaction

with this environment: generating it, it is moulded by it in turn."441 This 'circularity' is like

Bourdieu's "logic of practice" which is embedded in the physical movement of the body

and in some way eludes the grasp of explicit articulation and, moreover, of

consciousness. Ritualization serves as "an act of production... of a ritualized agent able to

wield physically..." certain schemata which the ritualized environment itself provides.442

437.This is where many will automatically move into 'displaced consciousness' thinking: by treating this
locus as somehow a mediation.

438.Bell, Ritual Theory, 97

439.ibid., 98

440.She notes, for instance, that Van Cennep, Eliade, Jonatham Z. Smith and Turner have all worked with
such a notion, ibid., 99

441.ibid., 99. Bell has effectively appropriated Bourdieu to think further about how the ritual 'environment'
might be involved with the body. We should also notice how similar this notion of 'circularity' is to Merleau-
Ponty's formulation of chiasm, and to what we have called 'recursivity'.

442. Again we spot a tendency in Bell's analysis of Bourdieu's work on the body, and particularly as it is
directed towards ritual, to focus solely on the early Bourdieu. This means that her appropriation of his work
tends to focus on the structural oppositions that Bourdieu works with. This means that Bell's appropriation of
much of Bourdieu's work on the ritual body emphasizes such oppositional structures. Bell's appropriation of
Bourdieu is important enough for these cautious critical points to be necessary, for Bourdieu is often
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Such a ritualized environment is itself, of course, situated in a larger socio-cultural

environment, but this socio-cultural environment is itself generated in praxis in a

topological complex: place, environment, skills and practices interwoven in an

engagement with 'world'. Thus it becomes clear why Bell has focussed on ritualization as

having a strongly situational aspect, even if she does tend to interpret it more as context

than in the topological sense that we prefer. For as she says, "ritualization cannot be

understood apart from the immediate situation, which is being reproduced in a

misrecognized and transformed way through the production of ritualized agents."443

The specific strategies of ritualization come together in the production of a ritualized
social body, a body with the ability to deploy in the wider social context the schemes
internalized in the ritualized environment... I use the term 'ritual mastery' to designate a
practical mastery of the schemes of ritualization as an embodied knowing.444

So for Bell, the telos of ritualization is the inculcation in individual bodies of a

socialized body via the inscription onto or into the body of certain conceptual, categorial

and interpretative schemata which serve as a bodily knowledge.445 This is, we think, a

interpreted as claiming that the body is at the mercy of socio-cultural codes. This is far from the case however,
as his position is one that emphasizes that the body, via bodily hexis (posture) and habitus (sedimentation)
working together, incorporates 'objective' structures. Some understand this as the body having social norms
imposed upon it. This overlooks that the body is also involved in the generation of the fields in which such
imposition is supposed to occur. Bourdieu's 'body' is one which generates and in turn is moulded by such
social fields, which also includes 'natural' environments.

443.ibid., 100. She then goes on to analyze how such a ritualization is structured. It is here that she moves
towards a misappropriation of Bourdieu and tends towards that overly linguistic structuralist interpretation that
we have pointed out is always latent in cultural talk of the body. For she immediately moves from the notion
of ritualization of agenls in a ritual environment, to describing this process as one which is structured
primarily by "ritual oppositions and hierarchies." This oppositional structure she claims to appropriate from
Bourdieu. As we pointed out in Chapter Three, this needs to be treated with care, for often what Bourdieu is
doing with such oppositions is attempting to show how they must be overcome, not used as a determination
of practice. From the notion of oppositions and hierarchies, Bell sets out all sorts of applications of such a
schema, the opposition of "interior-exterior" being a primary example, before concluding what is the
theoretical core of her notion of 'ritualization'

444.ibid., 107

445. In turning to explore what she calls 'the ritual body', Bell makes clear that her focus is an attempt to
draw together many strands of recent scholarly attention to the 'body' across a number of different fields of
interest. Her central claims are again, for the most part, sustained by an appropriation of Bourdieu. Given the
way in which certain aspects of Bourdieu's work are used and the kinds of ideas that Bell draws on to situate
her own thinking about the relation of the body and ritualization, we think it pertinent to make some
cautionary remarks with regards to her analysis, and these remarks build on aspects of what we have set out
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move in the wrong direction, towards an overly textual emphasis which the focus on

situation should overcome. Tim Ingold has been vociferous in his criticism of such

'inscription' oriented philosophies of the body:

...much work in this field is marked by a tendency to treat body praxis as a mere vehicle
for the outward expression of meanings emanating from a higher source in culture or
society... to conceive of it as a movement of inscription, whereby some pre-existing
pattern, template or programme, whether genetic or cultural, is 'realised' in a substantive

,. 446
medium.

As Ingold points out, this is a tendency which, rather than undermining a

logocentric emphasis as many of the proponents of this embodiment and inscription thesis

suppose, actually supports it. It is, in the end, the same inclination to "prioritise form over

process." Rather, we should think of embodiment in terms of incorporation, "not the

transcribing of form onto material but a movement wherein forms themselves are

generated."447 Now clearly some of what Bell sets out is good clear analysis, particularly

the way in which she points to the dialectical involvement of bodily activity in a ritual

environment as in some way producing and incorporating certain 'schemata'. What is not

clear is the relation of such schemata to non-ritual ways of acting, nor the relationship of

these schemata to non-ritual schemata. In fact, talking of schemata at all is in many ways

in previous chapters. There is a general tendency in much work on the 'socio-cultural body' or the 'situated
body', and to which Bell points out certain examples, to treat the body as a kind of inscription device or as an
experiential receptor upon which social and cultural codes and signs are inscribed. Bell uncritically seems to
assent to such a conception. As we have seen in Chapter Two, much work in this area depends upon an
appropriation of early Merleau-Ponty, the ideas of the Phenomenology of Perception; and in all of these sorts
of conceptions in which the body is treated as in some way connected with inscription or writing, one notices
the problem of treating the body as some sort of mediation. Subtly, such approaches retreat to a displaced
philosophy of consciousness, open to all the critical angles that we have already set out.

446.Ingold, Perception of Environment, 169;193

447. ibid., 193. The purpose of such an emphasis is that the notion of a 'socio-cultural' or even a 'socio-
biological' body, in which both nature and culture inscribe certain patterns, does not take into account that
very thing to which both our nature and our culture owe their generation: our situatedness in an environment.
Ingold's reformulation of this notion involves a subtle and important shift of concerns which is missed by too
quickly focussing on socio-cultural formation of 'bodies', a tendency which posits distinct socio-cultural
'worldviews'. This misses the fact that all bodies are situated prior to their socio-cultural position by the
chiasmic immersion of the body in environment. So both late Merleau-Ponty and Ingold's critique suggest that
careful work needs to be done with the notion of a 'ritual body'.
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a risky proposition, especially when combined with the kinds of socio-cultural and textual

emphases that Bell perpetuates. Most importantly, Bell does not make explicit that what is

involved in ritual environments has a transformative aspect, as Humphrey and Laidlaw

do. This is surely an oversight, since any incorporation of schemata or conceptual

resources would mean that the agent who has embodied them is changed in some way.

Because Bell is committed to the idea that what ritualization ultimately does is to set up

certain oppositions which reconfigure and pattern relationships of power, she overlooks

that this change is not purely ideological or oriented towards solidifying existing social

structures. She comes up with a rather heavy-handed theory about the spaces of power

which skews her analysis away from paying enough attention to the activities of

ritualization themselves.

As a way of closing our analysis of the central kernel of Bell's formulation of

'ritualization', we will briefly touch on her short analysis of Christian Eucharist to show

both the limitations of treating the ritual environment as principally structured by

oppositions and hierarchies, and also to move us towards the next strand of our

exposition, which is towards specifically Christian understanding of ritual, and

particularly of the Eucharist. We will quote Bell's description in its entirety before

commenting:

...in the example of the traditional Catholic eucharistic meal, whole sets of oppositions
emerge to dominate other sets. The scheme of a central or 'centred' community versus a
dispersed population is generated as people congregate together, coming from different
directions and situations to assemble at a specific place and time. When they are gathered,
this scheme is overlaid with a higher versus lower opposition... [generating] a contrast
between a higher reality (spiritual) and a lower one (mundane)... this scheme is overlaid in
turn by an inner versus outer one when the higher reality is internalized through the food
shared by participants. Ultimately, the inner-outer scheme comes to dominate the
oppositions of higher-lower and centred-dispersed, generating an experience of a higher
spiritual authority as an internalized reality.448

448. ibid., 101-2
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Two fundamental questions are left open by Bell. Firstly, in making structural

oppositions so central to her analysis, she actually misses the question which emerges as

she lays out such oppositions in the case of the Eucharist. What is this process which she

describes as a scheme being overlaid with another opposition? In what does this consist?

Secondly, she misses the fundamental oppositional structure which dominates even this

analysis, which is the way in which the opposition of inner-outer reinforces the more

problematic opposition of the 'sacred' to the 'profane' and of 'Church' to 'world', and

does nothing to illuminate or open up just why certain distinctions have arisen in the way

that they have. Bell's analysis does little, particularly in its dependence on a certain kind

of 'power philosophizing', to develop what is really problematic about such oppositional

distinctions.

Structural oppositions thus conceived seem to proffer more problems than

answers. We think that what Bell points out is that, although one can analyse a ritual

environment such as the Eucharistic meal in terms of such oppositions, the major question

appears to be whether such oppositions are structural (ontological) ones, or oppositions

supplied through analysis. Are such oppositions intrinsic to the situatedness of

ritualization practices? What makes this question problematic is that troubling word

'overlaid' in her analysis. Clearly oppositions are not sufficient to describe the structure of

such a rite. What is this overlaying about? Is it produced? If so, who by? Might what she is

attempting to describe here be that missing element of transformation which we pointed

out was missing from her analysis of ritualization? We think that our own formulations of

a topological approach, and particularly the notion of topological nesting, might provide

some helpful corrections here.

Significantly, with this particular issue, we are now right back to our initial starting

point in Chapter One.
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V. 6 Situation, Thematization, Ritualization:
The Interwovenness of Practices as 'Topological Nesting'

...the very commonness of everyday things harbours the eternal marvel and silent mystery
of Cod and his grace and retains them only so long as it retains its commonness.449

Bearing in mind what we have found helpful in Humphrey and Laidlaw's and

Bell's analyses, what might ritualization look like if transformation is not marginal but

essential to the site of a ritualized environment? How does this 'ritualized environment'

relate to the wider socio-cultural environment in which it is situated? How is the

relationship between a ritual and a socio-cultural environment itself situated and how do

the various dimensions at work here relate to other kinds of situatedness? Structural

oppositions are not at all sufficient for describing either the ontology or the way in which

such ritual environments are related or how they are transformed. A simple 'becoming

Other' does not sufficiently indicate this complexity. Structural opposition, in which the

Other is invoked as a kind of principle of both difference and transcendence, is a part of

an ontological structure based on the notion that this structure is a like a language, a

certain kind of structuralist conceptualization which is too simplistic and reductive. This is

what leads most contemporary attempts to understand such complexities in the way that

they do. Our question is a simple one: what if this ontology is not at all like a language,

and that our attempts to describe and put into language are a secondary surface and

descriptive project which is not just misleading but actually a fundamental misrecognition

of the situation?

What sort of morphology can be discerned in the various relationships involved?

There are clearly all sorts of complex relationships operative in even the most simple

examples of ritualized environments, just as there are all sorts of ways in which practices

449. Karl Rahner, Belief Today (London: Sheed and Ward, 1964), 14



- 245 -

of ritualization are involved with other sorts of practices, both situational and

thematizational. This might, then, be a good example of topological nesting. This is

indeed our claim: what is going on here, both ontologically and structurally, is better

described as a sort of topological nesting. What we mean by this should become clear as

we move on with our exploration through a specifically Christian approach to rite, but it

is principally a matter of the way in which the various 'spaces' which practices generate

and disclose nest inside each other. Topological nesting is the term which Barry Smith

introduces to describe the situatedness of members of an environment in 'niches',

"whereby the sentient organism is housed or situated within... a surrounding environment

in such a way that its perceptions and actions are to be understood... only as occurring

within this surrounding framework..."450 Formal description of the various kinds of

practices which shape the mesoscopic, a morphology of complex interwovenness of

practices and the patterns that they form, is an attempt to show this nesting.

In Chapter Two we noted how Merleau-Ponty radically overturned both the

notion of a centre and of an object. The centre gives way to some kind of invariance and

the object gives way to the involvement that persons have with their situatedness.

Situatedness is an invariant aspect of all human experience and undergirds any other sort

of particularity. This is, for us, the general human structure which holds regardless of any

socio-cultural particularity whatsoever. However, this situatedness, a proper invariant of

human being as incarnate-being, is itself a radically particular structure. In so far as each

human person is situated, this is a general human structure; but the specific character of

this situatedness is also something which is unique to each person: each person's

dwelling in a particular place is a particularity which is bound up with the general human

structure in an odd kind of way. The relation between the general and the specific here is

450.Barry Smith, 'Social Objects', The Ecological Niche, http://ontology.buffalo.edu/socobj.htm
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not at all like that which was always posited to pertain within traditional 'metaphysical'

thinking, where particular instances were said to participate or persist in the general or the

universal.451 The shift in emphasis is as follows: each person has a topological address

which is particular, but that every person has such an address is a general human

structure, a universal of a sort. The particular and the general are interwoven in this

situatedness. What particularizes human persons in their situatedness is their involvement

with their situatedness. What radically distinguishes human beings is their involvement

with situations and the way that this situatedness is capable of being transformed. The

invariance of this interwoveness is one characteristic aspect of topological nesting, a

morphology which is articulated in practices.

Given that the primary mode of this involvement is not a detached contemplation

by a subject of its world, but an immersed, embodied involvement with it, what we have

called incarnate involvement, the most common way in which this involvement is

articulated by human beings is by the various practices, both situational and

thematizational.

If the transformation of everyday action is connected with the diverse ways in

which human beings are involved with their localities and environments, then the

transformation which Humphrey and Laidlaw posit as the way in which everyday actions

become rites, should not be thought of as a transformation of a generalized sense of

everyday action at all, but as something to do with the relation between the situational

and the thematizational: it is this relation, a fundamental difference between two modes

451. The contrast might be made more clear, as Henri Dumery has pointed out, if one considers the
traditional metaphysical ontology as positing that the 'inferior' receives its 'being' from the 'superior' in which
it participates. Dumery's alternative phenomenological position is that the 'inferior' receives a differential
mode of being: that the 'inferior' receives from the 'superior' the ability to be what the 'superior' is not. See
Henri Dumery, Faith and Reflection, edited Louis Dupre (New York: Herder and Herder, 1968), 154-156.
Whereas Dumery calls this a 'henological' reduction to the unity of consciousness, a position that obviously
we cannot go along with, there is no reason why such a way of approaching the problem, in which the issues
could be better seen and understood, could not be a reduction to situatedness.
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of human practices, that serves as the departure point for the 'heir' to metaphysics. This

last section of this chapter serves merely to point up this departure point, whilst

acknowledging that we are just at the beginning of a process of discovery and

development that cannot be exhaustive. What we are engaged in here, then, is one type

of practice of thematization (which in this case has the ritualized character of a 'Ph.D

Thesis'!) Such thematization serves to start to make explicit some sort of structural shape

of both the mesoscopic 'reality' in which this work, as all other work, is conducted, as

well as to approach the problem of the relationship of such thematization to the

situational practices in which it is rooted and out of which it arises. What we wish to

make clear is that such a practice can never be completed exhaustively, but that does not

preclude the possibility of seeing new avenues of exploration. This is why we have

chosen to focus specifically on ritualization as a 'way in' to thinking through the situation

of theology.

If ritualization is a transformation of the mode of human beings' involvement with

their situatedness, then what is this situated involvement transformed /'nfo? This appears to

be the question which needs to be addressed in order to explicate the distinction between

everyday and ritual action. Moreover, this transformation also does something significant

to the relation between practices and the 'spaces' generated by them, such as the so-

called 'sacred' and 'profane'. Whether these spaces are generated by ritualization is in

question. If the 'sacred' and 'profane' distinction is not generated in ritualization, as Bell

maintains, along with a whole host of structural oppositions of a similar character, then

what are these sorts of distinctions the products of?

We think that the significatory and symbolic practices which generate such spaces

are practices of thematization which involve the articulation of systems, organizations and

structures. These practices are always rooted in a situation, but most of what they involve

abstracts away from such situational rootedness and moves in the direction of the ideal.
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The notion of a 'sacred' or 'profane' space is a thematization of a situation in which these

spaces are thought to be necessary for some sort of organizational system. Such notions

attempt to thematize a given state of the world which is thought to be antecedent to any

ritualized practice. Both 'sacred' and 'profane' are spaces generated by practices, not

spaces in which certain kinds of practices take place.

However, when practices of thematization are concrete, they are directed towards

a transformation of the situation itself and thus remain both rooted in, and yet

transformative of, that situation. Such practices do not take this antecendent state of the

world as a given but challenge this presupposition. Rather than being a case of the

organization of a state of affairs, its partitioning up into structural components such as

oppositions, or into the categorial domains which are purported to be found in a given

state of affairs, these practices work towards a transformation which involves both the

way in which the 'world' is organized and the way in which we are involved with it. This

is a complex topological transformation which involves being inside a situation whilst

also trying to change its morphology. Ritualization practices are articulations of the

complex transformational nexus which is topological nesting.

The notion of 'topological' is an attempt to indicate both that situation in which

'things happen' and things 'hang together' (Zusammenhang) and the transformational

character of all such topoi. Transformation thus involves also those relationships which

remain invariant in a given situation, the integrity of a situation that may hold invariantly

even whilst the most obvious properties of entities or aspects of that situation are radically

transformed. In topology, transformation goes along with and reveals the complexity of

the relationships involved:
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...topology takes as its starting point the notion of transformation... we can transform a
spatial body... in various ways... Certain properties of the body will in general be invariant
under such transformations., under transformations which are neutral as to shape, size,
motion and orientation... 'topological spatial properties'... refer to those spatial properties
of bodies which are invariant under such transformations... which do not affect the

integrity of the body - or other spatial sort of spatial structure... This concept of topological
property can... be generalized beyond the spatial case... Topological properties are
discernible also in the temporal realm... those properties of temporal structures which are
invariant under transformations of... slowing down, speeding up... and temporal
translocation. Intervals of time, melodies, simple and complex events, actions and
processes can be seen to possess topological properties in this temporal sense.452

Ritualization is a mode of practice which foregrounds such concerns for

transformation. In these practices, transformations of various kinds become the principal

modus operandi. The situation in which we are rooted is changed in some way whilst we

also 'remain' rooted and situated in the performance of such practices. We remain

situated and rooted but we too are changed. There is a basic and very fundamental mode

of transformation which lies at the core of what ritualization is and what it does which

cannot be explained in terms of the significatory or the symbolic or a language-like

structure, and cannot be explained in terms of a distinct 'space', 'domain' or 'stance' we

take towards things. It is that mode of practice which grapples head on ( or rather 'feet on

the ground'!) with the topos in which we are situated and yet which must, in order to

work at all, somehow transform the very rootedness and situation in which it is occurring

and thereby transforms us too.

This is shown in the most 'ordinary' ways. A given site presents different aspects

and can be very concrete. A forest, for instance, is not a substantial 'thing' with an eidetic

unity which is invariant. The morphology of a forest cannot be separated from the ways in

which a forester, a hunter, a hiker or a deer is involved with it. Similarly, a foot is not a

452. Barry Smith , 'Topological Foundations of Cognitive Science', in Topological Foundations of Cognitive
Science, edited C. Eschenbach, C. Ffabel and B. Smith (FHamburg: Graduiertenkolleg Kognitionswissenschaft,
1994)
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'thing' in the sense of having an eidetic core which gives it its 'footness'. The morphology

of a foot is bound up with the way in which a foot is involved with a walker, a footballer,

a cobbler or a chiropodist. Such mesoscopic morphology is not a set of relations between

acts and objects but a nest of topological invariants only disclosed in terms of the

practices - walking, cobbling, doing chiropody - in which a foot serves as an affordance,

opening up a complex 'space' in which the transformations of those affordances serve

different purposes in different practices.

'Giving a lecture' is a practice with a very complex morphology: the way in

which a lecture 'space' or site is organized may afford different aspects of such an event

to those giving a lecture and those in the audience. The morphology of 'giving a lecture'

is highly complex even before anything is actually said, for instance in the relationships

between 'lecturer' and 'audience', in similar sorts of ways as the forest and foot appear

under different aspects at different dimensions of involvement with them.

Increasing complexity is disclosed by 'rites' as sets of practices. Rites involve

highly sedimented multiple dimensions even at the level of the somatic, as we will see in

the following chapter. Such practices involve highly complex transformations of both the

implicit and explicit dimensions. Practices of ritualization make something explicit but

they do not make explicit that which always remains implicit, that which is resistent to

thematization and which always 'exceeds' such efforts. There always remain aspects of

our situation which are unarticulated. It is that chiasmic 'flesh' which binds us to the

world in our interwoven incarnate involvement with it. Ritualization is not making things

explicit: it is the attempt to articulate those aspects which have such a resistance-to-

making-thematic and it works through a nexus of practices and involvements which has a

morphology of topological nesting.

A transformation of this morphology takes place in ritualized practices: it is not a

'content' to be signified but a way of doing. This implies that the continuity of
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ritualization is not with thematization but with our situatedness: ritualization practices tap

into those aspects of human incarnate involvement which are resistent to thematization:

we cannot 'think' it, it remains largely 'opaque' to language, but it is in this very 'place'

that a transformational site is operative.

We will test our claim through first examining the sacramental theology of Louis-

Marie Chauvet and then turn to the work of some liturgical theologians who set out

specifically Christian resources for thinking about the relationship between liturgy,

theology, ontology and metaphysics.
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CHAPTER SIX

LIFE AND LEITOURGIA

THEMATIZATION AND RITUALIZATION: FROM SITES TO RITES

Theology is an outline sketch... rooted in a profoundly human experience... to articulate
contexts of experience in which God can be talked of in meaningful terms. The true
thematization of the real element of revelation in human experiences takes place... in
...liturgy... in worship...453

Liturgy is the temporal-historical-spatial place of the encounter with God... That God
appears among us... is grounded in our experience and worldedness --which means, not
God, but the experience of God appearing in our world is what theology thinks and
reflects upon.454

VI.1 The Particularity of Christian Ritualization

In Chapter One we explored some of the questions set forth in Lieven Boeve's

provocative paper 'The Sacramental Interruption of Rituals of Life'.455 There, we set up

some major concerns with regards to the place of theology in a postmodern context of

complexity and noted that Boeve's critique was directed at certain forms of theology

which attempt to be post-modern, such as the tournant theologique of Marion and

Lacoste. What we did not set out in our initial exploration was Boeve's own starting point.

The main purpose of Boeve's paper is to show the need for a focus on the

particularities of Christianity within a post-modern context and to elucidate what sort of

theology might issue forth from that focus. What is significant in this regard is that Boeve's

453.Edward Schillebeeckx, Christ: The Christian Experience in the Modern World (London: SCM, 1980), 60

454.Laurence Paul Hemming, Postmodernity's Transcending: Devaluing God (London: SCM, 2005), 244-5.
Hemming's italics.

455.Lieven Boeve, 'The Sacramental Interruption of Rituals of Life', Heythrop journal XLIV:4 (2003)
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it is a question about rituals of life, and the

such a way as to try to understand the

so-called 'secular rituals' and Christian

What is... the way in which ritual and theological... dimensions go together? What is the
exact relation between rituality and sacramentality? It is precisely the answer to this that is
most needed today. For Schillebeeckx, sacraments are relevant and valuable because they
are rituals of life, ritualizing the everyday life of human beings. This I do not dispute.
Nonetheless, the question remains: what is it precisely that transforms rituals of life when
practised within the Christian narrative communities, into sacraments? And how can I,
theologically, think of this in the most opportune way for our current context?456

What Boeve is emphasizing is that the question of theology in the postmodern

context of complexity is best approached by way of the relationship between ecclesial

sacramental practice and practices of everyday 'secular' life. Once this relationship has

been clarified then the theological issues move into a different focus.457

Careful unpacking of the particularities of Christianity will always employ certain

tools and methods from a philosophical enterprise which is broader than such Christian

self-understanding. Hermeneutics is, after all, not something which is specifically

confined to any particular form of life. It is a practice, or family of practices, of

interpretation which is employed across the various particularities with which it is

engaged. To ask the question about what it is that makes ecclesial practices distinctive

has a hermeneutical dimension. But there is more: what we need to elucidate is the

456. Boeve, Sacramental Interruptions, 403

457.This is why we do not see that there is any real benefit to a thoroughgoing hermeneutical approach as
opposed to a phenomenological one. For us, hermeneutical work is a practice of interpretation which
depends on the cultivation of a set of skills. It is the job of a phenomenology to show what the conditions for
the acquisition of such skills are: this is precisely the connection between Merleau-Ponty and Bourdieu. The
conditions of the acquisition of skills in situation is then the ontological structure of these situations
themselves.
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character of the situatedness which is proper to Christian practice. We think that this

elucidation goes some way to working out hermeneutically what is distinctive to it.458

Making clear the distinction between thematization and ritualization is the way that we

hope to show what we mean by this.

What Boeve wants to question is whether sacraments, which are particularly

Christian rites, can be understood with reference to "ritualization... an anthropological

term which asserts that ritual praxis, whether religious or non-religious, is characteristic of

human existence and rooted in a complex interplay of bio-physical, socio-biological,

psychological, sociological, linguistic and cultural anthropological patterns."459 Boeve

reaches his position from a critical engagement with Edward Schillebeeckx, who

maintains that Christian sacraments are "rituals of life, ritualizing the everyday of human

beings."460 Thus, for Schillebeeckx, there is a continuity between a "general human

structural need for rituality and Christian sacramental praxis".461 Boeve does not think

that one can posit such a simple continuity at all: there are as many discontinuities

between general human structures and Christian ones as there are continuities.462 In order

458. We could just as easily paraphrase and change the terms in such a way as to demonstrate the wider
significance of such a proposal. As in our opening chapter, where we questioned the relationship between
theology and philosophy in tandem with the hermeneutical enterprise of Tracy and Frei, Boeve's problem is
about the relationship between theological reflection on Christian sacramental praxis and the anthropological
study of rite and ritual. This relationship could just as easily be the relationship between theological reflection
on Christian theological praxis and philosophy. In other words, in getting clear on what is specific about a
particular Christian enterprise one is at the same time clarifying what the dialogue with other disciplinary
enterprises might consist in. We are not so sure that this approach is tenable, and much of this chapter will
attempt to say why that is so. Is it because such Christian practices happen 'in Church'? Because they involve
different 'intentions' from those in everyday life? How are we then to determine what is the proper
relationship between the practice of a Christian 'in Church' 'in liturgy' and in everyday life? Does this mean,
then, that the Christian's everyday life practices are not 'in Church'? In other words, these sorts of questions
do not depend so heavily on unobservable criteria such as the 'interior' dimensions of individuals, but on the
whole dimensions of a life lived liturgically. A Christian identity is not formed by making a distinction
between a life lived 'in Church' and a life lived 'in the world'. They are co-extensive.
459. ibid., 402

460. ibid., 403

461.ibid., 402

462. It should be noted that he reaches this position because of his commitment to a radical plurality.
This means that particularity is one of the key terms which guides his inquiry. What he is interested in is the
particularity of Christian sacramental praxis, which means Christian ritual praxis, in distinction from "general
human structures" that might be described and analyzed by anthropologists and ritual studies. For Boeve,
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to develop this notion, Boeve returns to his critique of Schillebeeckx:

The first form of continuity is situated in the anthropological basis of the Christian-ritual
praxis, in the aspect of ritualizing human life that can be recognized in each sacrament. In
this sense, the Christian sacramental praxis meets the requirements of what in general
anthropological terms is called ritualization... in this dimension of anthropological
continuity, we can also discern a Christian-narrative theological continuity. Sacraments lie
fully rooted in the Christian particularity; they are not only expressions of it but at the same
time constitutive of it... As situated rituals they incarnate the realization of meaning that
takes place by the Christian narrative, and they constitute the Christian-specific symbolical

463
space.

These two strands of continuity, in the ritual praxis and in the theological

narrative, Boeve calls a "double continuity." But, for Boeve, what makes the Christian

praxis particular is not this continuity but a further "double discontinuity": firstly, "rites

interrupt and transform everyday life"; and secondly, Christian particularity is primarily

not ritual but is theological in character:

...the double discontinuity that we want to indicate is to be first thought of with reference
to the Christian narrativity and... is theological in nature. Thus it will be conceived of, first,
as regards the relationship between the general human structures and the theological, and
subsequently within the theological discourse itself. It is here that the sacramentality of the
ritual-liturgical praxis of the Christian faith communities is to be situated.464

This is a challenging position. In binding together so tightly the notions of ritual

praxis and theological-narrative, Boeve appears to be indicating how the relationship of

'religion' and 'theology' is to be construed. Further, this also suggests how the relationship

of disciplines other than theology, such as anthropology or philosophy, are to be related

"We do not live out of general human structures, but out of our concrete particularity (in which these
structures a posteriori could be recognized.) Put succinctly: it is not as human beings that we are Christians
but as Christians that we are human beings, irreducibly determined by our own Christian narrativity." ibid.,
411. Our response to this, of course, is that concrete particularity (situatedness) just is a general human
structure!

463.ibid., 413. My italics.

464. ibid., 413
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to both religion and theology.

Two aspects of Boeve's analysis suggest our problematic. Firstly, the way in which

he links sacramental praxis to both the expression of and the constitution of Christian

particularity. Secondly, the way in which such praxis "incarnates" the meaning of that

particularity and at the same time is "constitutive of... the Christian-specific symbolical

space."465 What we need is more careful understanding of the continuity and/or

discontinuity between Christian ritual praxis and general anthropological structures; and

the way in which Christian ritual praxis is capable of constituting a specific symbolic

space. Thus, there are two interwoven issues here: the question of what is particular to

Christian ritualization, which is the problem of the relation of ritual praxis to general

anthropological structures; and the relation of practices to certain kinds of 'spaces',

whether 'symbolic', 'sacred', 'profane', or 'spaces' of a disciplinary kind, 'religion',

'theology', 'philosophy' and so on.

What we are after, as Boeve emphasizes, is what makes something distinctive,

what makes something have the distinctive character it has. Boeve's problematic is to

figure out what aspect of Christian particularity gives it its distinctive character. What is at

the crux of this matter is to show what makes particular practices distinctive. How do

practices of a particular kind, such as those of Christian sacramental or hermeneutic

practice, generate, support and sustain those concepts and understandings which are

particularly Christian? Moreover, what is distinctive in those particular practices? How are

they distinctive from other practices that Christians also engage in?466

465.ibid., 413

466. The question then appears to be over the status of different ecclesial practices. The debate over the kind
of hermeneutics that theology can engage in is a good example itself of an ecclesial practice. The notion of a
general hermeneutic is not then the attempt to situate the ecclesial one in a wider more general set of
hermeneutic conditions. It is an attempt to say what kind of structure might connect the two, so to speak, the
intra and extra ecclesial 'spaces'. It is also an attempt to open out such intra spaces to an interaction with
other extra spaces. This is deemed necessary so as to avoid the obvious ramification of exclusively intra
approaches: that they become closed off from critique from outside themselves and, moreover, posit the
discourses that go on in such spaces as normative. In other words, one can posit that certain practices, those
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Firstly, Christian doctrines and narratives are transmitted and passed down from

person to person and from generation to generation. They are not some sort of

autonomous 'schema' and if they were this 'schema' would still have to be somehow

appropriated anew in each historical case. It is to this transmitting that we should direct

considerable attention, since the transmitting of doctrines or narratives must take place in

practice. Doctrines and narratives are held and used in practice. Narratives must be told,

doctrines must be taught, and telling and teaching require certain skills not reducible to

the contents or forms of what is told or taught thereby, though the holding and use of such

contents and forms is certainly an aspect of what it means to focus on Christian life in

practice. Such practices, although they may be shaped through certain Christian

particularities, are not exclusive to Christianity. They must have some point of contact

with everyday comportments, everyday life and other ways of doing and saying things.467

As we have seen, Talal Asad approaches these problems by suggesting that we

move from the interpretation of symbols to the analysis of practices, thereby transforming

what it is that we identify with the category of 'religion'. In choosing to focus on 'rite' one

sees what is at stake in the move from 'interpreting symbols' to 'analyzing practices'.468

which are particular to certain socio-cultural groupings, form concepts which are radically other than those
which other such groupings might develop. This question has in the past been answered by a retreat into
something 'interior': what gives Christian sacramental praxis its particularity is something going on in the
'interior' of the agents who practice them. There is also the notion that Christian practices are determined in
their particularity by a theological set of doctrines and narratives to which such practices correspond. But this
understanding of what is involved must by now look pretty suspicious. Our favourite question of this type is
"What makes a piece of Christian music, Christian?" One cannot appeal to the words, for that does not
explain the music. Some will appeal to the intentions or Christian self-identification of the composer or
performer, to their 'intentions' to create 'Christian' music, or that 'as Christians' any music they make will be
automatically Christian. Both these answers are hopelessly 'subjective'. This, it seems to us, is a peculiarly
difficult question to respond to adequately without evacuating what is distinctive about music: it is not the
words which might accompany it, nor in the intentions or identities of composers or performers, but the way
it sounds.

467. In other words, what is of theological interest to us is not that the theological is set apart but that it is
interwoven. There may be distinctions to make, but such distinctiveness does not have to be conceived as a
'separation'. We can no longer persist with the notion that there is a 'domain' with which a certain
'worldview' is correlated. The whole notion of such a domain needs to be called into question. This is the
whole problem of the category of 'religion' and the category of the 'secular' with which these supposedly
purely theological issues are bound up.

468.Asad, Genealogies, Chapters 1 & 2
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We think that the implications of this are entirely within the boundaries of what Christian

ritual practices entail. This means that one can develop simultaneously in two directions,

both theologically and philosophically. Their point of crossover has some sort of

anthropological significance. Stripped of the tendency to see everything in terms of

symbolic manipulation within an already existing framework, what we have instead is an

already existing framework of practices. Sacramental and liturgical practice is, for

Christians, the primary form of such a framework. Liturgy is where this is made explicit.

But on these grounds one does not need to exclude practices of reading, preaching,

hearing, pastoral care or any other kind of practice. These are all practices that must be

learnt and one of the functions of the Church's teaching is to preserve, transmit and instill

such skills.469 In order to explore what this might entail we will take up the sacramental

theology of Louis-Marie Chauvet and the tradition of liturgical theology represented by

Alexander Schmemann, Aidan Kavanagh and David Fagerberg. We will then conclude

by suggesting how this might help us to clarify our original problematics.

469. The notion of a 'school' or 'movement' in which these questions are addressed and which cohere
firstly around the relation between practices and what those practices are involved in and with -'spaces',
'objects'- seems to us to ally well with Nicholas Lash's characterization of religious traditions as
pedagogical: as schools where human desire is purifed and we learn to overcome our idolatry. Idolatry is one
way, and in most cases the pervasive way, in which the relationship between a practice (worship) and its
'object' is determined. The aim of pedagogy in this sense is to 'purify' this relationship of practice to 'object'.
See Nicholas Lash, The Meaning and End of Religion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996),
Chapter 1
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VI.2 From Metaphysics to Symbol:
Louis-Marie Chauvet's Sacramental Theology470

...the metaphysical... does not designate a simple reality existing in a pure state. It is a
methodological concept which we give ourselves, a concept showing a tendency...
characteristic of Western thought... [a] foundational way of thinking... the very
impossibility of taking as a point of departure for thought the very distance between
discourse and reality...471

Of contemporary French approaches to ritual, and specifically in its Christian form

of sacramental liturgy, Chauvet's approach is both challenging and radical. At the centre

of Chauvet's approach is an attempt to situate sacramental theology beyond any

determining metaphysical framework by allowing sacramental thinking itself to generate

and provide the framework left vacant by the abandoning of certain kinds of metaphysics.

The notion of the 'symbolic' in Chauvet's thought needs to be understood in this way. By

'symbolic' Chauvet means something very specific, and this specificity can be understood

best by the way in which he traces a movement from metaphysics to the symbolic.

The 'symbolic' in Chauvet's work is a kind of 'heir' to metaphysics, one that is

generated in and by the sacramental mediation of 'reality'. In Chauvet's project the

symbolic heir to metaphysics is one in which the body - or corporality - and language are

foregrounded. This foregrounding of the corporeal and language are then used in tandem

with a distinctive Christology to set out a post-modern sacramental framework for

theology as a whole:

470. Louis-Marie Chauvet, Symbol and Sacrament: A Sacramental Reinterpretation of Christian Existence,
translated by Patrick Madigan SJ and Madeleine Beaumont (Collegeville MN: Liturgical Press, 1995

471. ibid., 9
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...our proposal for a fundamental theology of sacramentality, or for a reinterpretation of the
whole of Christian life from the viewpoint of sacramental ity, must be articulated according
to two principal axes: the axis of language and symbol and the axis of the Logos of the
cross... The second axis cannot be foreign to the first, nor may it exactly parallel it; but it
will naturally be affected by it. For as we change our view of humanity, we necessarily
and concurrently change our view of God as well. At the intersection of these two axes
stand the sacraments, which knit the two together symbolically, while respecting their
absolute distinctness.472

Chauvet's work has recently become a major departure for many other revisionary

approaches which seek to understand what sacramental rites could mean in a post¬

modern context. Kenan Osborne, for instance, builds significantly on Chauvet's work in

his own revisionary sacramental theology and calls Chauvet's project "one of the

significant approaches for those who will study sacramental theology in the third

millenium."473 Other writers have brought Chauvet's work into a critical dialogue with

both Marion and Lacoste.474 Chauvet's thought represents yet another strand in a

contemporary French debate which, whilst retaining a strongly Christian particularity,

strives for a sensitivity to philosophical, anthropological and cultural studies. Jeffrey

Bloechl's remarks are pertinent here for the contrast between Lacoste and Chauvet. Whilst

having several overlapping common themes, their approaches are also strikingly different.

Bloechl points out that both Lacoste and Chauvet "call attention to the significance of

corporeality in liturgy... For Lacoste it is a matter of gestures and the posture proper to the

liturgical relation... Chauvet is more concerned with the way the body is inscribed by

language taken in the broadest sense, as the network or symbolic order invested with the

472.Chauvet, 4

473. Kenan B. Osbourne O.F.M., Christian Sacraments in a Postmodern World: A Theology for the Third
Millenium (New York: Paulist Press, 1999), 49

474. See for instance, Jeffrey Bloechl, 'The Postmodern Context and Sacramental Presence: Disputed
Questions', in The Presence of Transcendence: Thinking Sacrament in a Postmodern Age, edited Lieven
Boeve and John C. Ries (Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 3-17
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defining features of culture and community."475

This last remark of Bloechl's should alert us straight away to a possible problem

in appropriating Chauvet's work, if he has given to language, however broadly conceived,

the role of an heir to metaphysics. Within this new understanding, the body would

become simply the site of a language-like symbolic network's inscription. Chauvet's

project, however, can not be so easily summarized. Firstly, he shows a much more careful

and sensitive analysis of Heidegger than Lacoste. At the centre of Chauvet's project is a

profound and very original understanding of corporeality and a major aspect of this

understanding is sustained reflection on gestures and postures. In addition, Chauvet gives

a detailed analysis of questions about topos and links this specifically to rituality. It is

these two aspects of Chauvet's oeuvre that we will spend time considering, bearing in

mind that we find those parts of his work built around the linguistic inscription model

unconvincing. To appropriate Chauvet's work positively, then, requires a rethinking of

this notion of the 'symbolic' and to reclaim it from being tied exclusively to a language¬

like structure.476 We can get some indications of the implications of his work by some of

the conclusions that Chauvet draws towards the end of his book:

Sacramentality arises only at the intersection of these two dimensions, cosmic and historic,
evoked by the oblation of the bread as fruit both of the earth and of human work. Without
the earth, there is no work; but without the work, the earth is not 'matter'. The bread is
Eucharistic matter only as a link between the cosmos and history... the theological
economy of the sacramental cult is inseparable from the social economy of labour.
Sacraments present the world to us as something we may not use in an arbitrary fashion...
They manifest the symbolic excess which the real... holds in reserve... Sacraments do
not refer us back to salvation history without at the same time referring us back to
creation...477

475.ibid., 16

476. Why does Chauvet stay within this language-like conception? The obvious influence of later Heidegger
is one strong clue, as is the presence of a gamut of post-structuralist French thought in general. Our critique is
based therefore on our revised understanding of just where the philosophical critique of 'metaphysics' has
now reached in these early years of the third millenium. For as we have been pointing out, the territory and
focus of some of the most interesting work recently has been precisely to move away from 'the language turn'
towards a focus on practices and complexity, cf: Wittgenstein's focus on language resulted in a similar focus
on practices and complexity.

477. Chauvet, 552-553
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The first tendency that needs to be rejected, which Chauvet is quite clear must be

done before other work on sacraments can become more rigourous, is of thinking of the

world as sacramental, which has become a common theme of many sacramental

theologies in recent decades. This notion of a general sacramentality is an attractive one

to many contemporary theologians.478 We think that starting with the sacramentality of the

world is too general. What we are after is what makes the Church's ritual praxis particular

and what is distinctive about this praxis. Starting from the notion of a worldly

sacramentality may appear on the surface to solve the problem of continuity or

discontinuity, but in fact it makes it more difficult by flattening out 'sacramentality',

placing it at the mercy of a distinction between nature and culture. When a sort of

'sacramentality of the world', a 'natural sacramentality' approach, is combined with

thinking in terms of signification and signs, the issue about what is particular and

distinctive becomes confused. 'Natural' or 'cosmological' categories and 'cultural' or

'symbolic' categories can not be thought separately but are always interwoven with one

another and such categorization involves in the first place a kind of 'symbolic' activity.

Rowan Williams points out, in a somewhat different way, what we mean here:

...being human, being bodily and being a user of signs are inseparable. We reflect on
ourselves and 'answer' our individual and social past by doing things and making things,
re-ordering what the past and present world has given us into a new statement of
meaning, self-interpretation and world-interpretation... if we are trying to map out the
context within which sacramental practice makes human sense, we should begin there
rather than with some general notion of the world as 'naturally' sacramental or
epiphanic... sign-making is a material and historical practice... Symbolic forms are not
just lying around, nor are they thought up as arbitrary glosses on straightforward
experience of the world; they are what we live through as humans.479

It is this using of signs and of language that is most at issue. In order to think

478. For a good example of this sort of approach see The Sense of the Sacramental: Movement and Measure in
Art and Music, Place and Time, edited David Brown and Ann Loades (London: SPCK, 1995).

479.Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 201
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through what Chauvet's 'symbolic' means, we must leave behind thinking in certain kinds

of ways about language-//7ce structures and signifying systems, and think much more

about the practices into which such structures are embedded and out of which they

emerge:

Like most other words which end in -urgy... 'liturgy' is a practical activity. Such is the
fundamental law of rite... Inasmuch as they are rituals, the sacraments are not primarily of
the cognitive order, the order of the -logy, but of the practical order... they do not operate
at the discursive level proper to theo-Iogy... Deeds have priority over words... that which
is truly said is that which is done... The illusion... for us Westerners... [is that]... we...
direct our attention to the 'ideas' the rite evokes, rather than to the 'work' it does... ritual
functions... at the level of the signifying and the patterns it forms, and not primarily at the
level of the signified and ideational 'contents'... The basic law of liturgy is, 'Do not say
what you are doing; do what you are saying'.480

We see no problem, therefore, in retaining some of Chauvet's major insights whilst

being careful when he seems to run the symbolic too closely together with certain

structuralist conceptions of language and inscription. In order to clarify this, we must

examine the principal way in which he uses the notion of the 'symbolic', which is to

point up what is not primarily a matter of language but of 'exchange' and a certain kind of

ritual 'work':

The truth of the believing subject in its relationship with God can come about... only
through mediation, of which the sacraments constitute the major symbolic expression...
the subject is always giving birth to its truth as a believer, which is the truth of its
relationship with God. This truth is effected, not by 'amassing' spiritual values, but by a
symbolic work whose process is nothing other than that of symbolic exchange.481

This work of 'symbolic exchange' Chauvet connects with a central aspect of his

project, the notion of a ritual rupture, a kind of symbolic practice which generates a

480. Chauvet, 324-326.

481. ibid., 109. My italics.
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certain kind of space:

...the ritual rupture performs a symbolic function that is extremely beneficial to
faith. It creates an empty space with regard to the immediate and utilitarian. Inasmuch as it
is of a ritual nature, the liturgy is essentially beyond the useful-useless distinction.482

This issue, then, directs us right back to what we have been considering all along:

what this 'ritual rupture' consists in and how it is achieved. Is this, then, 'symbolic

practice? This latter passage, we think, brings to a focus all the main issues that we have

been trying to lay out: Boeve's question over discontinuity and continuity; Lacoste's

topology of liturgy and the whole issue of a 'symbolic annulment of place'; the way in

which practices and 'spaces' are related; and how spaces, domains, categories,

distinctions and oppositions are generated and sustained. It is in the central core of

Chauvet's text that these issues are addressed, if at times cryptically, in Chapter Nine, 'The

Sacraments: Acts of Ritual Symbolization'.

Vl.2a Rituality and Hetero-topy

...we will investigate the particular mode of expression which constitutes the sacraments:
rituality.483

Chauvet's starting point is that the "fundamental law of rituality" is a symbolic

practice. To understand what he means by this we must clarify the way in which Chauvet

sets out the "law of rituality". He does this by describing four concrete modes in which

the Church is "radically involved" in the sacraments. This "fundamental law of rituality"

482. ibid., 337

483. ibid., 319. This short introduction to Part III of the book effectively situates it with regard to the previous
sections and indicates what the core of the work is to be.
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applies to symbolic practice, and so each of the four modes484 indicates an aspect of the

way in which symbolic practice and rituality are related. In this way he hopes to show

what is specific about Christian sacramentality which is both a symbolic practice and a

mode of rituality.485

Of these four modes we will focus on the first. This first concrete modality of

rituality is what Chauvet calls the "symbolic rupture":

A ritual always involves a symbolic rupture with the everyday, the ephemeral, the
ordinary... the place of religious ritual is always... set apart, taken out of its ordinary status
as a neutral space by a symbolic marker of some kind... It is the same with time: ritual time
is lived differently from that of everyday life... The objects or materials used in ritual are
equally separated from their usual utilitarian purposes... [and] can be said equally of the
agents of ritual... not just anybody can do anything. Rituality requires the distribution of
roles and specific functions.486

This symbolic rupture Chauvet indicates by the technical term hetero-topy.

Rituality, to be effective, must therefore make some kind of break with everyday reality,

which means in terms of space and place, time, artefacts and objects that are handled and

used in various ways, and of the people involved themselves. 'Hetero-topy' is Chauvet's

way of indicating that rituality has both a maximum and a minimum threshold in order to

be effective.487 What this term indicates is the relationship of rituality to everyday life. This

issue relates to the traditional demarcation between the 'sacred' and the 'profane' and is

484.He does not suggest that these four are the only ones, but only that they are indicative of symbolic
practice.

485. ibid., 330

486. ibid., 330-331

487. As a part of this analysis Chauvet provides an analysis of the two extremes of hetero-topy which result in
rituality not being effective. On the one hand there is a maximal hetero-topy which Chauvet calls 'hieratism',
on the other there is minimal hetero-topy which he calls 'trivialization'. The first tendency is associated with
excessive rigidity and traditionalism, of 'cultic conservatism', which results in a "frozen" sense of ritual in
which the rites have become "excessively foreign to the surrounding world" and that have "become
meaningless". The second tendency is associated with an attempt to make ritual 'relevant', in which case
"rites become no more than pretexts for doing something else" such as moralizing, teaching or the imposition
of ideologies of various kinds. This usually takes the form of not enough distancing from everyday life in the
attempt to have "spontaneity" and "naturalness" which effectively neutralizes rituality entirely, ibid., 332-336
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intrinsically bound up with a symbolic practice. Hence, "rites... are always in a liminal

position, removed from the ordinary and on the threshold of the 'sacred'. Their place is

different from that of the everyday."488 According to Chauvet, Christian faith "cannot

survive without religion, and therefore without rites."489 There is essentially some kind of

rituality involved with what is specific to Christianity. This "rituality functions at another

level, the level of symbol."490 Now the question remains as to what this symbolic level

consists of? His first concern is to re-inforce that:

...at this symbolic level, rituality, by way of the non-utilitarian use of objects, places,
language... effects a decisive break with the ordinary world. A space is thus created... The
symbolic rupture allows us the intense experience of the letting go of... the multiple
psychological and ideological ruses we unconsciously deploy to subject the gospel to our
own agenda... The reason the symbolism of the ritual rupture seems to have such
significance is that we do not master it; rather, it masters us.491

The ritual rupture effects an "intense experience" of God's "otherness and

graciousness." This experience is "more decisive in the symbolic 'work' it does in us"

than any other kind of theological, moral, aesthetic or didactic discourses. This use of a

symbol, or a symbolic practice, enables the shift or transformation, however subtle, which

is an essential part of the ritual rupture and which is most clearly shown in the small

differences in objects used in ritual: the chalice in its relation to the ordinary cup; the

lectionary Bible in its relation to an ordinary reading copy; and the fact "one does not

488. ibid., 331. We feel a little uneasy about whether this clear invocation of Turner's concept of 'liminality'
(and indirectly Van Gennep's threefold structure of rites of passage) here is staying within the theological
conception of ritual that Chauvet explicitly wishes to employ, in distinction from the anthropological. See his
comments on theology-anthropology, ibid., 323. Is he here already transgressing what he has said he is
doing?

489.He warns against certain 'puritan' ideas such as the assertion that Christian faith must do without rites,
that "the demon of ritualism one pretends to expel returns at a gallop bringing seven others worse than
himself, disguised as a dogmatism or moralism more dangerous and no less naive than the religious 'magic'
one wants to get rid of." ibid., 337

490. ibid., 337

491. ibid., 337-338. Chauvet's italics.



require a riotous feast to ritually symbolize satiety at the eschatological banquet, but only

a little bread and wine."492 The symbol, for Chauvet, "speaks in an illocutionary way" and

is 'said' "performatively", antecedent to any discourse, spoken words or 'language'. But it

is symbolic practice, what is done with such objects, that is crucial in the ritual rupture.

So, for Chauvet, the ritual rupture, brought about in and through a symbolic

practice, is the opening up of a 'space'. Chauvet portrays it like an opening or a

clearing.493 Or, put another way, it is a kind of "staging" which "unfold[s] the

illocutionary-performative dimension of language" in which "the order of the

'illocutionary'... breaks the duality between saying and doing' and brings about

symbolically... a transformation in the relations between subjects" under the authority of a

law (social, conventional or institutional) to which they necessarily refer.494 Chauvet's

understanding of rituality, and of the symbolic, is then ultimately a performance theory of

ritual and of the symbolic, which favours an almost Durkheimian social-expressivist

model of the 'sacred' and the 'profane' operating by way of a mysterious 'level' called the

'symbolic'. The ritual rupture is performed so that "the otherness of God is manifested...

as holiness freely communicated to human beings so that they may sanctify the whole of

the profane."495 He goes on, "this profane to be sanctified in our everyday existence is

thus not set in competition with the 'sacred', no more than Christians should live

separated socially from the rest of humankind or certain moments of life should be

492. ibid., 338

493.Perhaps the ambiguity between the noun or verb-like character of these is part of the complexity here:
opening (verb) is the space; clearing (verb) is the space, generated in and through practice activity. Symbolic
practice is a kind of activity of opening or clearing and is also simultaneously, a kind of space. Cf: Schatzki

494. ibid., 134. Chauvet directly invokes Austin's theory of speech acts to explore the relation between saying
and doing in the opening of this space. The illocutionary, in the way that Chauvet uses it, is the "act effected
in saying" a carrying out of something in the act of saying.

495. ibid., 354
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reserved for religion."496

So the purpose of rituality is a sanctification of the profane which occurs through

the transformation of Christians whose everyday lives are also transformed through

rituality. This is clearly a long way from the notion that the world is inherently

sacramental and therefore inherently sacred.497 Chauvet is aiming for a specificity of

Christian sacramentality which is clear in the way he relates human corporality to

rituality:

[the] staging of human corporality is lived within the religious rite as sacred... Rites are
always connected to the sacred because their function is precisely... to be the privileged
cultural mediations of institution... [and] at the same time the privileged mediations of the
relation of human beings with the divine.49B

Though Chauvet in passing describes the 'sacred' as a "difficult notion", and in a

dense and phenomenologically-tinged footnote lays out rather cryptically why he is

continuing to use it,499 we do not find this correlation of the rite with the 'sacred' at all

496. ibid., 354

497. We remain highly sceptical, however, whether Chauvet's conception of sacred is any better in the end. It
is certainly more specific than a general sacramentality, but the fact that it must still retain a problematic
relationship with the profane is highly troubling.

498. ibid., 369-70. Chauvet's italics. We are not sure that this works in the end, since the sacred is then
placed into some kind of relationship, if not oppositional, with the profane, and in doing so places Christian
sacramentality into a strange relationship with the 'world' at the same time. So we appear to have two
extremes: treat the 'world' as naturally 'sacramental', as essentially 'sacred', and create a general
sacramentality; or focus on the specificity of sacramentality, keeping it linked to the sacred, but now opposed
to the profane and to the world. The issue, it seems, is not with the sacramental, but with the notion of the
'sacred' itself.

499. Chauvet refers to the canonical phenomenology of religion sources on the notion of the 'sacred', Otto
and Eliade, as well as to Durkheim. The cryptic nature of Chauvet's reflections here should be obvious, and
have a strongly phenomenological flavour: "...the sacred cannot be either identified with 'God'... or opposed
to the profane. Its opposite is rather what cannot be separated from the simple 'horizontality' of existence,
what reduces life to a pure biological datum... The sacred relates... to what lies beneath existence, 'the ground
of the 'there-is' in the depths, which makes of existence something of an order other than simply a raw
given... this beneath does not manifest itself as such. It does not even take on consistency except by being
projected on a 'beyond'... itself mediated by objects, persons, places, and formulas characterized as 'sacred'...
without these mediations, there is no sacred... rite is not an expression of a sacred; they are there first... the
sacred does not explain the rite; the rite instates the holy." ibid., 370. The contours of his approach here are
remarkably neo-Durkheimian, and bear a striking resemblance to the ideas of Roy Rappaport, see for
instance, Ritual and Religion, Chapter 9 'The idea of the sacred', 277-312; Chapter 10, 'Sanctification',
313-343



- 269 -

convincing, and we wonder why Chauvet needs to maintain it, especially since the

reflections in this section of the book on corporality are particularly original. It is to what

the "staging of human corporality" pertains that we will first direct our attention, before

returning to set out, by a different route, why the retention of the 'sacred' is such a

problem.

Vl.2b Rituality and The Staging of Human Corporality'

Religious ritual expression seems to us to be marked by a twofold characteristic: a) The
Staging of Corporality as Such... not only the condition but the very place of the liturgy...
[which is] the expression of the human being as a living body, a singular body... where the
threefold body — cosmic, social, and ancestral — is collected (relegere) and interconnected
(religare) arch-symbolically, a body where the liturgy becomes word.500

Without doubt the most original aspect of Chauvet's sacramental theology is his

work on human corporality. The notion of the 'staging of corporality' is bound up with a

series of ways in which the individual body is, through liturgy, interconnected with the

social and historical body, with sacramental mediation, and with Christ as incarnate, risen

and glorified. In order to articulate this, Chauvet makes use of the traditional formulation

of the corpus triforme, the threefold body of Christ.501 The formulation of the corpus

triforme is a way in which the medieval Western Church systematized the relationships

between the various forms of Christ's 'body': the historical body and glorified body are

the actual body of Jesus as incarnate man and as risen and glorified Lord; the ecclesial

body is the Church as that corporate body in which Christ is remembered as historical

incarnate man and worshipped as risen and glorified Lord; the eucharistic body is Christ's

body in the sacrament. The relationships between these three forms of Christ's body are

complex and interwoven with one another. The relationship between the ecclesial body

500. ibid., 369-70

501. ibid., 278



- 270 -

and the eucharistic body is particularly complex, as testified to by the influential study of

Henri de Lubac.502 What is interesting about Chauvet's schema is that it attempts to place

the traditional corpus triforme model into a contemporary framework. It focuses

specifically on the notion of a ritual body. Moreover, this ritual body is a social body, that

which forms the Church. The significance of this is that Chauvet's understanding of

corporeality is linked to the Church's sacramental practice from the outset:

...to find the Spirit, one must first grasp the Letter. The anthropological is the place of every
possible theological... the sacramental... [is]... the arch-symbolic space for this economy...
the sacraments as expressions of the 'corporality' of the faith... constitute the major
symbolic expression of faith... each person's body is the place of the symbolic
convergence, through gestures, postures, words... and silences... of the triple body which
makes us into believers.503

Chauvet describes this 'convergence' of a triple body as having three aspects: a

social body, which is the Church as a "symbolic network of values" structuring an

"original interpretation of history, life and the universe"; a traditional body, which "dwells

in the Church and supports the whole of ritual"; and a cosmic body, "a universe which is

received as the gracious gift of the Creator and from which symbolic elements are

recognized as 'sacramental' mediations of the inscription of God by the Spirit."504

It is through the notion of 'symbolic exchange' that Chauvet sets out the way in

which the relation between humanity and God is articulated. This articulation involves

three movements which provide the various interconnections between the various bodies

involved in the corporality of the faith: as gift, reception and return gift. In this scheme,

the gift is Christ's 'historical and glorious body", the reception is Christ's 'sacramental

body', and the return-gift is Christ's 'ecclesial body' in which a network of movement and

502.Henri de Lubac, Corpus Mysticum (Paris: Aubier, 1949). For excellent commentary on the issues
involved here see Paul McPartlan, The Eucharist Makes the Church: Henri de Lubac and John Zizioulas in
dialogue (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993), 56-74. Graham Ward also plays with a similar kind of figure in his
essay 'Bodies: The displaced body of Jesus Christ', in Radical Orthodoxy, 163-181

503. ibid., 152

504. ibid., 152



exchange is established between God and man in Christ. So Chauvet sets up a

convergence of the triple body in each person's body in the sacramental liturgy, but this

convergence also intersects with the corpus triforme of Christ. There are two different

ways in which 'body' is involved in sacramental liturgy. It would be very difficult to

understand what relations cohere between these two different triple bodies in terms of any

linguistic structure we could possibly imagine: this is not a structure on the basis of any

dyadic signifier-signified relationship, and it does not fit into an analysis which works

simply triadically either. We suggest, therefore, that the best way that we can understand

this particular and very Christian structure is in terms of topological nesting, in which

different histories, places, persons and various groupings of persons and histories

converge in a liturgical nexus which is beyond any simple schema. One can roughly

sketch out the way in which either of these two triple-bodies might be modelled, but one

cannot put the two together in an 'objective' three dimensional way.505 This is because

together they constitute an experiential manifold whose 'centre' is involvement: "...It is

impossible to really comprehend anything without recognizing oneself as always-already

involved in what one is trying to comprehend/'506 The character of this always-already

involved is a feature of the primary character of mesoscopic experience, neither its

content nor form but that which precedes their distinction. Finding ways to relate such

content and form to that which precedes them is clarified by further exploration of

resources in which rituality is made a focus: within the tradition of liturgical theology, a

tradition which privileges experience in an entirely different way from that which has

often been characterized as 'religious' experience.

505.Such an approach learns from the difficulties in articulating the complex mathematical relationship
between multi-dimensional spaces with many different kinds of variables: the notion of a 'topological nest' in
our formulation hints at this sort of complexity and dimensionality.

506. ibid., 2
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VI.3 Leitourgia and Liturgy: Fundamental and Derivative Modes of Theology

Nostra autem consonans est sententia Eucharistiae, et Eucharistia rursus confirmat
sententiam nostram.507

...liturgy deals with content, leitourgia deals with what is presupposed by the content,
rather than contained by it.508

What is the relationship of ritualization to rites themselves? What is a r/'te? Yves

Congar notes that there is a general lack of agreement over the origin of the word itself,

and he gives a host of quite different definitions ranging from "a way of doing", "the way

peoples, the church, behave" to "the norm of liturgical action fixed by authority, which

has its public and specific expression in the liturgy."509 Congar notes that "the rite is then

taken as the multiple and coherent expression of the faith which a church has and

continues to experience. It includes above all the liturgy, steeped in dogmatic truth, the

images, the style of monastic life, the disposition of the churches, the presiding genius in

the ordering of church life." This attempt to reclaim the fundamental contours and

importance of rite for the Church as a source of theology is the major feature of the

tradition of liturgical theology.510

Baby Varghese sets out two ways in which the Eastern tradition has done liturgical

theology. Whilst the main principle of liturgical theology is a concern with "bringing out

507.St Irenaeus, Adv. haer. iv. 18,5 "Our opinion is in accordance with the Eucharist, and the Eucharist in
turn establishes our opinion."

508.David W. Fagerberg, What is Liturgical Theology: A Study in Methodology (Collegeville MN: Liturgical
Press, 1992), 184

509.Yves Congar, Diversity and Communion (London: SCM, 1984), 78-82

510.An important factor of the tradition is that it is one that straddles denominational divisions. Whilst having
a strong base in the Eastern Church, with such theologians as Alexander Schmemann and Baby Varghese, it
has also found strong proponents not only in Roman Catholicism, such as Aidan Kavanagh and Joyce
Zimmerman, but also in Lutheranism, with David Fagerberg.
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the relationship between the liturgy, the Church and eschatology"511, Varghese

emphasizes that liturgy is the "ritualization of Christology" in which "rites and symbols

are interpreted in relation to the person and work of Christ."512 According to Varghese, in

this approach in the Eastern tradition, Christ is the "leitourgos par excellence" the "raison

d'etre, model and goal" of liturgy.513

From a Western perspective, Joyce Zimmerman has expanded the scope of a

liturgical theology by giving it a different focus in what she calls a "liturgical

spirituality."514 Zimmerman sets out the way in which liturgy is involved in the wider life

of the Church by trying to describe the "deep structures" which underlie both rites and

everyday experience. For her, "liturgy, an objectification of the Paschal Mystery, has a

depth structure parallel to the depth meaning of Christian living... liturgy invites

appropriation of new possibilities for living the Paschal Mystery. Our pre-understanding of

self is challenged by liturgy in such a way that new self-understanding is embraced."515

Zimmerman's method employs some philosophical resources from the work of Paul

Ricouer and invokes what she calls the "ritual experience of the dialectic." This involves a

dynamic movement of the Paschal Mystery with our own life experience in which "ritual

keeps intact both the 'not yet' and the 'already' aspects of our human existence... Ritual

summons an awareness of the radical sameness beween the poles of the dialectic."516

Zimmerman's use of phenomenological hermeneutics and dialectical thought to elucidate

liturgical theology is a good example of why such philosophical resources are useful in

511. Baby Varghese, West Syrian Liturgical Theology (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 169

512. ibid., 73

513. ibid., 61

514. Joyce Ann Zimmerman C.PP.S., Liturgy as Living Faith: A Liturgical Spirituality (Scranton, PA: University
of Scranton Press, 1 993)

515. ibid., 43

516. ibid., 130-1
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theological work. Her focus on the eschatological dimensions of liturgy, carefully situated

within a hermeneutical framework which helps to articulate its strange character, is a

common feature of work done in the field. What we can safely say with regard to the

character of liturgical theology is that there appear to be a variety of ways of doing such

work. The various approaches, rather than being mutually exclusive, are broadly very

complementary to one another.517

David Fagerberg's methodological study on the theme of liturgical theology

confronts us with fundamental questions about the nature of theology, what it means to

do theology, what its structure and language are about, and ultimately about its source.

Building predominantly upon the work of two major thinkers in the field, Alexander

Schmemann and Aidan Kavanagh, Fagerberg tries to show what is particularly distinctive

about what liturgical theology sets out to do. This is necessary because the nature of such

work has been misunderstood and misinterpreted more often than its basic thrust has

been grasped.

Fagerberg shows why this has tended to be the case by opening his book with an

extended exploration of various models by which theology's relationship with liturgy has

been set out. The thrust of Fagerberg's analysis opens up many questions about the nature

of ritual, rituality, ritualization and the relationship of such activities to theology as

discourse and doctrine, to worship, and to the wider life and work of the ecclesial

community. Fagerberg puts forward four models of what this relationship might be

conceived to be.

The account goes something as follows: in attempting to understand the

relationship between the two terms in the traditional ecclesial formulation lex orandi, lex

credendi (the law of prayer, the law of belief), many theologians influenced by the large

51 7.For contrasting and detailed examples see James Empereur, Models of Liturgical Theology (Nottingham:
Alcuin Club, 1987)



scale 'liturgical movement' of the late 19th and early 20th centuries518 recast the

relationship between doctrine, the theological discourse which reflects upon doctrine,

and liturgy, the activity of the Church engaged in prayer, worship and rite. A prevalent

view was that the Church's activity of rite was putting into practice the Church's doctrine

and beliefs. The aim of liturgical theology has been to challenge such an understanding as

a corruption of the life of the Church in which doctrine, theology, belief, rite, liturgy and

worship are placed in their proper constitutive relationship with one another.

For example, it is commonly accepted that what people do in Church, in liturgy, is

primarily a matter of their acting on what they believe, that these beliefs are shaped by a

theological discourse articulated in sharply defined doctrines, and that acting on these

beliefs and doctrines means primarily worship. This implies that lex credendi determines

lex orandi. Theology (conceived as dogmatics and doctrine) is a completely separate

activity from worship (which can be liturgical or not, an issue which itself often depends

on doctrinal determinations.) This model of the relationship is so prevalent that Fagerberg

alludes to it throughout his analysis in a critical mode. The early chapters of his book are

primarily an attempt to show how various other models have been proposed. These

models are what he calls a "theology of worship", a "theology from worship", leitourgia,

and liturgical theology.519 FHe presents these models through an exploration of several

practitioners who work (implicitly) with such models, and seeks to show how the

relationship between liturgy and theology is shaped in each case. The reason why the

view that doctrine and belief shape liturgy has become prevalent can only be understood,

thinks Fagerberg, by understanding what is wrong with the first two models, that is the

518.For extensive historical detail on this movement and the changes brought about see J.FH. Strawley, The
Liturgical Movement: its origin and growth (London: Alcuin Club, 1954); also Alexander Schmemann,
'Theology and Liturgical Tradition', in Liturgy and Tradition, edited Thomas Fisch (Crestwood NY: St
Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1990), 14-15; Osbourne, Christian Sacraments, 10-14

519. Fagerberg, Chapters 1, 2, 3
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models of "theology of worship" and a "theology from worship."520

The "theology of worship", according to Fagerberg, tends to conceive liturgy as

"expression of dogma": "liturgy... is the dogma of the Church as taken into the prayer life

of the worshipping congregation. Liturgy is... the dogma of the Church viewed in a special

dimension - the dimension of prayer."521 It is principally, therefore, a way of trying to

reconnect dogmatic theology with liturgy by making liturgy the expression of doctrine.

The "theology from worship" model, by contrast, is well illustrated by Geoffrey

Wainwright's attempt to formulate a "systematic theology written from a liturgical

perspective... a liturgical way of doing theology. Christian doctrine is the coherent

intellectual expression of the Christian vision, and worship is the place in which that

vision comes to a sharp focus..."522 In this case, the "lex orandi provides the subject

matter for the lex credendi."523 This is a concern for the articulation of theology as it can

be done when it sets its attention on worship. Worship is, in this case, a doctrinal locus.524

Thus in a "theology of worship" and a "theology from worship", liturgy is

understood to be a "ritualized expression of the faith." Liturgy is the structure of the event

of worship. Fagerberg's intention is not really to critique such approaches, but to show

how they compare with that of liturgical theology. The aim is a constructive one: to set

out as clearly as possible what advantages and possibilities emerge from a proper

understanding of liturgical theology. This means carefully distinguishing between liturgy,

rite and leitourgia. Fagerberg goes some way to clarifying these relationships when he says

520.These two models are represented by Regin Prenter and Vilmos Vatja (theology of worship) and Peter
Brunner and Geoffrey Wainwright (theology from worship). Fagerberg, 23-41; 42-65; 76-101; 101-131

521 .Fagerberg, 72, quoting Vatja.

522.See Geoffrey Wainwright, Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine and Life. A Systematic
Theology (London: Epworth Press, 1980)

523. Fagerberg, 132-133

524. ibid., 136-140
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that it is "rite which creates a theologizing community."525

We think that the relationship of leitourgia to liturgical theology helps to

illuminate some aspects of the issues that we have been trying to raise and critically

appropriate. It offers a particularly strong defence of the notion that theology's source is in

a practical, engaged encounter with Cod in one's lived experience. It also offers a robust

challenge to the categories of the sacred and profane and suggests a radical new way of

understanding the relationship between Church and 'world'. In the end it offers us one

possible option as to what is particular about Christianity, a specificity which does not

depend on an absolutism or a relativism. Particularity is of the utmost importance, and

this is a particularity worked out concretely through real people's lives and experience.

We think that we should extend further Fagerberg's reflections on leitourgia, rites

and liturgical theology by thinking of leitourgia in a much wider sense: leitourgia is the

whole of the lived experience of Christians who bring the whole of their lives to some sort

of liturgical focus through rites. This wider experience both informs their liturgical

participation and is transformed through that particular kind of ritualization which is

performed in Christian rites. First order reflection on the relation between wider

experience and the ritualized focus of this experience in the liturgy is a form of theology

which is based upon and yet transforms ordinary experience. It is always situated,

mesoscopic experience.526

Liturgical theology attempts to describe as adequately as possible what happens

525.ibid., 142. In order to contrast the two "worship" based styles with what leitourgia and liturgical theology
are about, Fagerberg uses a very precise and helpful metaphor. He compares the relationship of theology and
liturgy to how we speak about our embodiment. Thus one way of understanding what a "theology of worship"
is, is to compare it with the notion that "I have a body"; and the way to understand what a "theology from
worship" is, is to compare it with the notion that "I am a body". The shift from these ways of thinking to that
which is set out within a liturgical theology, is to compare these notions of embodiment with that of "I am
bodilyin other words "there is not a pre-existent 'I' which then has a body or is a body." ibid., 133

526.We refer the reader back to those section of Chapter Two and Five where the problems of talking of
'experience' are tackled in detail.
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and what is done in leitourgia. One of the ways in which it does this is by analysis of the

structure of rites themselves, how they work and what their various aspects are, as they

are involved in the transformation of the ordinary everyday life of those Christians who

perform rites. In this, leitourgia is fundamental theology, in the sense that the basis for all

theology is a situated life experience which is brought to a focus, transformed, and

returned 'to the world' by those ritualized practices which are rites. Liturgical theology is

derivative of this fundamental theology: like a practice of thematization it is dependent on

the situation specific character of a wider experience which is leitourgia.527

In order to understand what is claimed by liturgical theologians, one must clearly

grasp the distinction between liturgy and leitourgia. Our own formulation differs in its

essential broadness in comparison with many of the existing liturgical theologies and so

some clarification via comparison is in order. For instance, according to Kavanagh, it is

necessary to begin with the rite. This means to place all else, so to speak, under the

parameters set up by the rite. It is Kavanagh who most clearly sets out what this means:

...'theology' is not the very first result of an assembly's... liturgical experience... Rather, it
seems that what results from such an experience is deep change in the very lives of those
who participate in the liturgical act... deep change will affect their next liturgical act... to
detect that change in the subsequent liturgical act will be to discover where theology has
passed... this is how liturgies grow. Their growth is a function of adjustment to the deep
changes caused in the assembly by its being brought regularly to the brink of chaos in the
presence of the living God. It is the adjustment which is theological in all this... it is
theology being born... theologia prima.528

Kavanagh's reflections here place two things together: the encounter with God in

527.A main point of contention is, then, that dogmatic theology, or the explicit articulation of doctrinal
content, is a secondary activity, a theologia secunda. This does not mean that it is not important, or that there
must be an inevitable retreat into subjective 'religious' experience here. That is to misunderstand what
theologia prima, leitourgia, is about. Merely that dogmatics does not determine the content of theology: the
content and shape of theology is given in leitourgia. The notions of theologia prima and theologia secunda are
ones formulated by Kavanagh, On Liturgical Theology, 89-90.

528.Kavanagh, On Liturgical TheoloRy, 73-4. Kavanagh's italics. It is clear that Kavanagh subscribes to an
almost Turnerian notion of liminality, which he indicates by referring to the liturgical experience bringing us
'to the brink of chaos', perhaps a sort of 'anti-structure'.
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the rite, which is liturgical experience; and the adjustment in a person's life which must

be made subsequent to such an encounter. Theology is generated by the need for

adjustment. Theologia prima is not a set of doctrines about God, about God's nature or

attributes, but an experience of transformation which results from encounter with God.

For a liturgical theology, it is the rite which is at the centre of such an encounter. Given

our own preference for an extended sense of leitourgia, we think it perhaps better to keep

rites in the proper relationship with their situational character, both within the wider

situatedness of all ritualized practices, of which rites are a particular and highly specific

kind, as well as the broader situatedness of all mesoscopic experience. Such situatedness

is highly complex involving histories, traditions, interpretations, a whole host of variable

shifts and developments. A rite is not a privileged sacred event of any kind. Its character is

due entirely to the fact that it is a ritualized set of activities, yet such ritualization is done

in quite specific ways. It is also very important to notice that one cannot suppose that

theologia prima is occurring all at one time or place, since it is the transformation in a

person's life and the adjustments made in subsequent rites where theology is generated.

The broader character of situatedness includes the various sedimentations of

historical praxis and, of course, liturgies are heavily embedded within the traditions in

which they have arisen, their historical interpretations, and the shifts and developments

which have emerged historically. In other words, we do not have here a punctual,

localized 'presence' or encounter with God in the rite, singular: we have liturgical

experience in which the encounter with God is a kind of primordial transformational

impetus, however, and in whatever form, such an encounter might take. Theology is, and

always has been, a form of response adjusting to such encounters and transformations in

all their diversity. Such transformations have always been going on, and traditions and

historical developments are a part of such shifts and responses. The rite, then, is not a

singular event, but the dynamic and changing result of a whole series of adjustments and
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transformations. This process of adjusting and transforming in response to deep change in

one's life, is a form of ritualization. Rites are not simply prescribed actions and words, but

include a whole host of involvements that are brought into focus by such actions and

words. A rite includes all those diverse responses, adjustments and foci of experience

which are an essential part of a situational practice.

This practice is a complex nexus of overlapping actions and activities whose

source is Cod's action in the rite. But it is of the utmost importance that this action is not

construed as causal, in the vulgar sense: it must be understood as the action which

manifests in human activity of ritualization and transformation. Ritualization and

transformation are closely connected together.

Leitourgia has the character of the wider life experience of the Christian

performers of the rite, as well as the primary 'place' where such adjustment and

transformation to the action of the rite will be discerned. Whereas Kavanagh tends to

portray the effects of rites as radical and 'chaotic', it may also, even most commonly, be

the case that the effects are subtle. Since the transforming effects of ritualized practices are

something which take place over time, with the adjustments to a person's experience

being interwoven in the various and multifarious ways that such adjustments might occur,

then such changes may be highly nuanced, particular and personal. Liturgical theology

could then be cast as a kind of description of the morphology of such adjustments to and

transformations of one's wider experience, a somewhat generalized description of

leitourgia in all its manifestations which finds a focal point in the performance of a rite.

Liturgical theology is thus a derivative, descriptive project which takes as its object the

theologia prima of leitourgia, whatever form that theologia might take in a person's life.529

Two other major concerns of liturgical theology are related to this last point: the

529.Fagerberg, 195
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first is the way in which leitourgia and worship are placed into their proper relationship;

the second is the calling into question of the status of the 'sacred-profane' distinction,

radically altering the way in which the character of the Church-world relationship is

conceived.

The reformulation of the relationship between leitourgia and worship has already

been highlighted by Fagerberg's analysis of "theology of worship/from worship".

Kavanagh's analysis suggests that historically one can discern a move away from rite, to

liturgy, to worship. These three terms are, in his analysis, not to be simply equated.

Alexander Schmemann makes a similar case, presenting the patterns of relationship

between theology and liturgy in terms of patristic, scholastic and reformation types. For

Schmemann:

...the Fathers do not 'reflect' on liturgy...it is not an object for theological inquiry and
definition, but rather the living source and the ultimate criterion of all Christian thought...
by 'scholastic' we mean... a theological structure in which all 'organic' connection with
worship is severed...from a source it becomes an object... the Reformers... actually
replaced... medieval doctrine by another theology of worship... leitourgia remained a
function of its theological conception and interpretation.530

Fagerberg points out what this change in historical understandings might mean for

us today: it is now very difficult to place liturgy and worship in their proper relationship

with one another:

Usually worship is thought of as the larger, general category, and liturgy as a smaller
category within it... one of the many ways of worshipping is in liturgical format... this may
be true if liturgy is merely a form of worshipping, but as we are defining rite, the categories
are reversed. Leitourgia is the larger category and worship is only one of many other
activities that takes place within it... One does more than merely worship in leitourgia.
One does the world as it was meant to be done... it is eschatological and cosmological.531

This means that the relationship between leitourgia, liturgy and worship is also

530.Alexander Schmemann, Liturgy and Tradition, 13-14

531 .Fagerberg, 189. Our emphasis.
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bound up with the second concern of liturgical theologians: the status of the 'sacred-

profane' distinction and of the relationship between Church and world. In remarking that

leitourgia is a doing "of the world as it is meant to be done", Fagerberg means that

leitourgia is both cosmological (concerned with the world) and eschatological (concerned

with the world as it is meant to be and moreover, will be), as well as having a strongly

historical shape. This latter formulation of leitourgia as eschatological is at the core of

Schmemann's theology and is an aspect of it that has often been misunderstood.532

Bearing in mind our own preference for thinking of leitourgia in the widest sense, then

bringing in the cosmological and eschatological dimensions not simply of liturgy and

rites, but of the way such ritual ization practices are bound up with life experience more

broadly, has some interesting ramifications, which we will return to.

This sort of thinking has been a central concern in Schmemann's work in

attempting to undermine both the distinction between sacred and profane, and of Church

and world, by stressing the need to overturn the cultic category of worship. Fagerberg

makes it even more explicit:

...people do not assemble... to worship because Cod is confined to a sacred place... or
time... they do not assemble to do Church, they assemble to do redeemed world. The
arena of the life of faith is not some kind of sacred precinct, it is the world... what is the
purpose of assembling...? Not because God is here and not there, but so that the assembly,
in their individual mundane vocations, can transform what is there by what was ritualized
here.533

In addition to the very valuable task of attempting to re-ground theology in the

532.For good critical material on these issues see Bruce T. Morrill, Anamnesis as Dangerous Memory:
political and liturgical theology in dialogue (CollegeviIle MN: Liturgical Press, 2000), Chapter 3. Morrill is
particularly critical of Schmemann's "overly realized eschatology". Whether Schmemann's thought on this
can be understood outside of the tension between the cosmological and the eschatological remains a question
which might best be understood through a consideration of the rite itself as a focal point of leitourgia. Morrill
seems to be doing a 'secondary theology' detached from the very basis of Schmemann's liturgical theology,
which is a description of the morphology of leitourgia and not dogmatics. See particularly 134-136

533.Fagerberg, 190. Our italics.
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lives of those who are the Church, it also requires that we rethink the relationship

between life, faith, theology and other disciplines that help us to articulate life, faith and

theology. It makes us realize that we must have some sort of broadly philosophical

competence to reflect on leitourgia if we are to adequately describe what happens there.

Leitourgia is theologia prima: when that primary theology in life experience is reflected

upon, we do not just immediately start articulating what this experience is about in terms

of doctrinal statements or other such formulations. This theologia prima will often emerge

in a variety of articulatory media. Though one of the first is likely to be a reflection on

such experience partly in words and language, finding language to express this theologia

prima is not simply a theological task. As we have emphasized, one of philosophy's main

jobs is in sifting and sharpening the way in which we use and consider our language and

terminology, and about the development of certain skills and competencies for such a

task. Likewise, artistic articulation requires the inculcation of skills and techniques

adequate to such a role. A more difficult relationship is that with anthropological

reflection on theologia prima, an analysis of the modes of human activity in which such

experiential contours are moulded and reshaped according to such an experiential

theologia prima.
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VI.4 Ritualization, Leitourgia and the relation of Theology to 'Religion'

and Church to World

Rite involves creeds and prayers and worship, but it is not any one of these things. Rite can
be called a whole style of Christian living... Rite in this Christian sense is generated and
sustained in this regular meeting of faithful people in whose presence and through whose
deeds the vertiginous Source of the cosmos itself is pleased to settle down freely and abide
among us as friends. A liturgy of Christians is thus nothing less than the way a redeemed
world is... done.534

...the whole man is now made the temple of God, and his whole life is from now
on a liturgy. It is here... that the pseudo-Christian opposition between the 'spiritual' and
'material', the 'sacred' and the 'profane', the 'religious' and the 'secular' is denounced,
abolished, revealed as a monstrous lie about God and man and the world. The only true
temple of God is man and through him the world.535

We now need to consider the relationship between ritualization practices and the

extended sense of leitourgia that we wish to develop. This extended sense of leitourgia

includes the mesoscopic experience of those persons performing ritualization practices,

the gradual transformations of such experience that are the result of the performance of

rites, and the long history of such experiences and transformations sedimented in

'traditions'. It is important to note that ritualization practices, rites and liturgies, are always

themselves situated as only one aspect of a person's mesoscopic experience: any

subsequent transformations of that experience resulting from performance of rites are also

similarly situated viz-a-vis that experience. A shift or transformation of that experience

can only make sense against and within such a situated experience. Such situatedness

includes the wider experience of those persons and transformation of such experience,

but any transformation always presupposes the original situatedness and experiential

topos and can only occur because it is so situated. Transformation of this kind indicates

534. Kavanagh, On Liturgical Theology, 100

535.Alexander Schmemann, The World as Sacrament (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1966), 92-3
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both the always-already character of our situatedness as human persons, and the not-yet

which transformation indicates as a possibility. We now need to consider how such a

possibility might be elucidated.

In the work of Alexander Schmemann we see what possibilities there might be for

such an elucidation. Schmemann's work from the outset is polemically oriented to

correcting what he sees as massive errors in the way that the Church has understood itself,

a polemic directed principally towards theologians. This self-understanding of the Church

we can liken to the notion, set out in Chapter One, of 'Christian self-description."

Schmemann's thesis, which is consistently presented throughout his oeuvre, is that

theologians have warped the sense of the Church. In the development of doctrine, the

more separate theological work has become from the liturgical practices of the Church,

the more skewed this understanding has also become.

One focus of Schmemann's corrective work is on elucidating the relationship

between the rites of the Church and the Church itself. What is most radical about

Schmemann's claims is that if this relationship is misconceived then everything else that is

Christian will also be misconceived. At the core of this misconception are the sets of

oppositions that have become associated principally with Christianity, although they are

also found in other 'religions': spirit-matter; sacred-profane; religious-secular.536

Sets of oppositions of this kind figure prominently in the way that most Christians,

and many others besides, think. Such an oppositional framework helps to build up what

we have been calling, pejoratively, a (Christian) worldview. Schmemann compares this

development to the way in which liturgy has become separated off from both theology,

536. To this list we should probably also add 'grace-nature' and 'supernatural-natural' which although not
featuring in Schmemann's critical terms seem to depend upon some related misconceptions. Particularly
important is the way in which these oppositions are related to the development of the category of 'secular'.
See Fergus Kerr, 'French Theology: Yves Congar and Henri de Lubac', in Ford, ed., The Modern Theologians,
105-117; especially 112-115.
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on the one hand, and piety on the other. This means that the understanding of doctrine

and the way in which Christians understand their faith are alienated from what the

Church does as a part of a wider experiential leitourgia. One can see why Kavanagh and

Fagerberg have subsequently developed Schmemann's ideas further, since by positing the

notion of a theologia prima brought to a focus in rites (interwoven as a part of leitourgia)

both theology and piety are reconnected with one another and re-rooted in that leitourgia.

Bearing in mind our preference for an extended and wider sense of leitourgia, some

interesting ramifications result from Schmemann's emphases and critique.

Schmemann explains precisely what is wrong with the prevalent self-

understanding of the Church from two perspectives. Both are centred on the relation of

rites to the Church. We will approach this relationship as one of ritualization practices to

the people who perform them, and the place of rite as a focal practice within a

community's leitourgia. The problem, for Schmemann, is that it is a consistent feature of a

particular pietistic understanding of Christianity that these relationships are often

misunderstood:

The liturgical crisis consists... in the mistaken concept of the function and place of worship
in the Church... We are speaking... about the whole approach to worship and its
experience... A discrepancy has appeared between the basic purpose of worship and the
way it is understood... worship has ceased to be understood as a function of the Church.
On the contrary, the Church herself has come to be understood as a function of worship.
Christian worship, by its nature, structure and content, is the revelation and realization by
the Church of her own real nature... this nature is the new life in Christ... In this sense the
Church cannot be equated with 'cult'... it is not the Church which exists for the 'cult', but
the 'cult' which exists for the Church... Christ did not establish a society for the observance
of 'worship', a 'cultic society', but rather the Church as the way of salvation, as the new
life of re-created mankind. This does not mean that worship is secondary to the Church.
On the contrary, it is inseparable from the Church and without it there is no Church. But
this is because its purpose is to express, form, or realize the Church... the Church...
embodies in worship her participation in Cod's Kingdom.537

This paragraph contains the core of Schmemann's theology. His work is a

537. Schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology, 22-23
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consistent re-iteration and elaboration of this basic core. But his theology has often been

misinterpreted. We think that this is the case because the theological interpretations of

such a way of thinking have remained within a paradigm which sees theology as separate

from the Church's liturgical life, as Schmemann himself indicated. Schmemann's

hyberbole and polemic rails against certain kinds of assumptions: from 'the pews'

individual Christians have tended to misunderstand for similar reasons. Firstly, theology to

the 'everyday' Christian is not something which has anything to do with their worship;

secondly, because they think that their doing of Church is oriented principally towards

worship, they think that the Church exists for worship. Worship has, then, become the

end or purpose of going to Church. This is what Schmemann means by the separation of

liturgy from theology and piety. The theologians think that liturgy is of secondary

importance to 'correct' theology, and liturgy is treated as an extra add-on to the

formulation of doctrine and the action which issues from beliefs; the laity think that

worship is the purpose of the Church since this is where 'the Church' is principally

visible. A set of problematic separations has occurred in the very core of what the Church

is about: between the 'academy' (theology) and the 'public' or 'everyday' Christianity. In

the midst of this separation is the Church and liturgy.

What Schmemann is pointing out has been consistently misinterpreted because,

on the one hand, theologians do not generally understand what they do as a practice, and

if they do they tend to treat it as a normative and somehow privileged activity distinct

from worldly practices as such; and on the other, laity do not tend to understand what

they do as theology, rather treating the Church and worship in terms of religion or cult.

This is a difficult problem to unravel. Schmemann is clear about how to handle one

aspect at least: it "requires not only a 'conversion' of theology itself, of its structures and

methods, but, first of all, of the theologian... He has to rediscover the oldest of all



- 288 -

languages of the Church: that of her rites, the rhythm... of her leitourgia."538 In this sense,

Schmemann consistently refers to the notion of a Church 'experience':

...theology's credibility lies not in rational consistency, but in pointing beyond itself
(beyond words, categories, formulations and definitions) to the 'experience', Life and
Reality... which 'authenticates' them... theology's datum is its (liturgical) experience,

One could interpret this in terms of some sort of 'religious experience'. It is also

possible, however, to widen this sense to a more holistic grasp of Christian experience,

one which brings the whole of a person's life into focus through the ritualization practices

of the Church. This is the sense that we suggest is necessary to overcome the Church-

world distinction. This overcoming is achieved by widening the sense of leitourgia to a

broader and more encompassing sense: of the situated mesoscopic experience of the

person who performs ritualization practices, rites and liturgies. Such a person's wider

experience is thus transformed over time by those performances, without the wider

experience and the rites becoming detached from or opposed to one another, as one set

of 'profane' practices separated from or opposed to or against another set of 'sacred'

practices.

Is not one way to proceed, then, to start by focussing on what is common to all the

practices of the people of the Church? There seem to us two clear commonalities. The first

is that of their situatedness, that topological structure of human beings which is both

radically particular and also a kind of generality not dependent on the positing of internal

or innate features of human 'nature'. The second is that which makes Christian practice

distinct: this is the way in which Christian practices are ritualized, the way in which the

538.Schmemann, Liturgy and Tradition, 65. Schmemann's italics.

539.ibid., 63
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Church performs ritualization. This ritualization applies not just to the liturgical rites

themselves, but also to the doing of theology and to the way that theologians and laity

alike live their lives in the everyday world. By contrast to this understanding of the

relationship of individual, Church and worship, Schmemann points out the prevalent and

erroneous view that:

[the individual]... has become an 'object' of worship, it is celebrated for his 'nourishment',
so that he may as an individual satisfy his 'religious needs'... Having been turned into
something 'sacred in itself', worship has... 'profaned' everything else in the Church: her
government becomes juridicial and administrative... the 'material' life is strictly separated
from its spiritual content... the purpose of the cult is thought of precisely as the bestowal of
a spiritual experience, spiritual food... worship has ceased to be the Church's self-
evidencing.540

This same line of critique emerges in other places, where the theme of the

'spiritualization' of Christianity is linked with both the 'profaning' of the Church's

'material structures' and the way in which this 'cultic' understanding of Church as

'religion' leads to an opposition to the 'world':541

It is not Christian worship that has changed, but it is comprehension by the... Christian
community... in the consciousness of the community, the leitourgia became once again a
cult... a system of sacred actions and rites, performed in the Church, for the Church and by
the Church... to 'sanctify' individual members of the Church, to bring them into contact
with Cod. The categories of the sacred and the profane came back and became categories
within the Church itself.542

The way in which Schmemann identifies the problematic re-inforcement of

oppositions which lead to a misunderstanding of the Church's relationship with the world

540. ibid., 24-5. A useful contrast with an influential post-Reformational view is pertinent here, what Jonathan
Edwards calls 'religious affections': "ordinances of worship are means God appointed for nurturing 'religious
affections' which draw us to Christ and transform us into his likeness." See Hughes Oliphant Old, Themes and
Variations for a Christian Doxology (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1992), 5

541. Schmemann, The World as Sacrament, 27-29; 134-138

542. Schmemann, Liturgy and Tradition, 18-19
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is clarified by looking at the way in which he uses the term 'liturgical theology'.543 By this

he does not mean either theological reflection on the liturgy or a theology of liturgy.

However, he has often been interpreted to mean that liturgical theology focuses on liturgy

itself, as the 'object' of study. This is not what he means, either. This latter study is what

Schmemann calls 'liturgies', the study of the various aspects of liturgical worship, such as

rubrics and details of how liturgy is done. What Schmemann means by combining

'liturgy' and 'theology' into 'liturgical theology' is that theology is always liturgical: when

theology is done it is a part of the wider life of the Church which is always a liturgy. The

liturgy identified and studied by 'liturgies' is the focal point of this wider life. In such a

focal point the faith and meaning of the Church come to their clearest expression, and are

shaped and given their proper form, but the focal point is embedded in and is the

focussing of a wider leitourgia, a wider experience of what it means to be 'Church'. So in

combining the terms 'liturgy' and 'theology' into a whole, 'liturgical theology',

Schmemann is indicating a necessary re-orientation of theology as the articulation of the

Church's life which is in all its aspects liturgical. We can see this by what Schmemann

says about his work as a whole:

In the approach which I advocate by every line I ever wrote, the question addressed by
liturgical theology to liturgy and to the entire liturgical tradition is not about liturgy but
about 'theology', i.e. about the faith of the Church as expressed, communicated and
preserved by the liturgy.544

That this starting point for further reflection has its roots in the broader context of

life is important for understanding what Schmemann is saying about the oppositional

543. The oppositions which Schmemann seeks to undermine are in an odd way reflected in the very term
'liturgical theology' itself. This helps to clarify what the essential insight is that he puts forward. Schmemann's
approach is one that is primarily ontological and existential. This is what he means when he says that
'liturgical' means first the ontological condition for theology. As Fagerberg points out, the combination of
'liturgical' and 'theology' is "not connective such that the word 'liturgical' identifies the object of theological
discourse or the source of theological data." Fagerberg, 144

544. Schmemann, 'Liturgical Theology, Theology of Liturgy, and Liturgical Reform', St Vladimir's Quarterly
13, 4 (1969), 128
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structures that we have noted between 'sacred-profane', 'spirit-matter', 'religion-secular'.

It is in this sense that we think there are many advantages in extending the sense of

leitourgia to the wider experience of the Church, by which we mean the wider and

inclusive experience which is lived in the world by the people of the Church. The

Church's life is the life of her people and her liturgy is the focal point: different sets of

transformational ritualization practices extending 'into' the world which share strong

common features with life practices more broadly.545 The transformative core of Christian

ritualization involves the rupture and discontinuity with all conceptions which treat reality

in terms of the distinctions of 'sacred' and 'profane', 'religious' and 'secular'. "Liturgy is

the work of... the Church for the world... the Church does its liturgy for the world."546 The

consequences of such a re-conception of the Church and the liturgical life of its people, a

corporate body, in terms of a liturgical action in and for the world is very significant.

Ecclesia, as the assembly of the Church's people by which and in which they are

incorporated into the Body of Christ, is essentially a liturgical assembly. Such a liturgical

assembly depends upon the ritualization practices which are particular to the Church, that

of rites which continually (re)incorporate the assembly into Christ, an action which also

does something for the world: in time, in history and in ongoing life. It is rooted in the

mesoscopic.

545.It is here that there is an eschatological dimension to be discerned. The emphasis on the eschatological
character of liturgy in Schmemann's work is brought out in Bruce Morrill's analysis of Schmemann's
"eschatological symbolism". Morrill shows how an essential part of Schmemann's method is to eradicate and
undermine false distinctions. What is distinctive about Christian ritualization, the formation of the rite proper
to the Church, a ritualization which permeates the whole of the Church's life and the lives of every person
who has been incorporated into the Church, is that in this ritualization cultic categories are transformed into
non-cultic ones. This means that Christian ritualization is about the abolishment of cult as such and the

overcoming of that whole way of thinking, whether philosophical or anthropological, which formulates
categories of 'sacred' and 'profane', of 'religious' and 'secular'. It also means that the relation of the Church to
the world is recast beyond oppositional terms, and so is the relation of theology - always thought of now as
liturgical theology - with other ways of thinking, such as philosophy and anthropology. As Fagerberg points
out, "Cult is required where something or someone or some action needs to be sanctified or made sacred...
Cult therefore presupposes a radical distinction between the sacred realm and the profane realm... Christian
liturgy is not a cult... because within the ecclesia... the distinction between the sacred and the profane has
been abolished. Yet this seems to be precisely what has been forgotten." Fagerberg, 154

546. ibid., 155
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IN PLACE OF A CONCLUSION

What we have been suggesting throughout this thesis is that we need to return to

that concrete experience which is inherent in our situatedness and to the practices which

articulate such an experience, to a topology of leitourgia, and to the people who perform

and share in the Christian rites. The Church as a body which has incorporated into herself

a diversity of individuals thus becomes something more than a mere collection of

individuals who confess or believe in a common 'object' of faith. This latter reductive

notion of faith, made not less vague in a polemical opposition to 'reason', has for its

outcome a polarization which is a denial of what is proper to Christian particularity. We

have approached this problem from the perspective that Christianity is not to be pictured

as a kind of worldview which has its beliefs and doctrines which are somehow in

competition with alternatives, whether 'secular' or of other 'religions'. What is particular

and constitutes the radical uniqueness of Christian faith is not that its soteriological core is

directed towards a singular 'object' of belief, but that the Church's own situatedness in the

world, and her liturgical mission for the world, is one which has strong topological

commonality with every human person's 'incarnate involvement'. As individual people

are primarily incarnate beings - who are not their bodies, and who do not have bodies,

but are simply bodily - this bodiliness has for its ontological condition both a situational

topos and an inherent relationship with a locality, environment, natural, social, cultural,

historical and traditional factors of much complexity. The Church, as a body of

individuals incorporated into the Body of Christ through a ritualization of their faith, in

practices of both corporeal and intellectual kinds, must not lose sight of its own

situatedness. The Church is also, corporately, incarnate involvement with the world, and

as such takes up and transforms individual situatedness, individual incarnate involvement,

and stakes her faith in a future transformation of the whole world through her involvement

with the world. This is the eschatological dimension of Christianity. But simultaneously,
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the Church's 'incarnate involvement' means that she is herself situated within a locality,

both environmentally and socio-culturally.

The way in which the particular and unique situatedness of individuals is

connected with the general human structures which connect all human beings to each

other, beneath the level of socio-cultural particularity at the level of roots, is in the

ritualization of the Church projected beyond such distinctions, literally 'raised up' to a

universal soteriological reality of the whole world. Theology is the working out of the

series of transformations latent in the life of the Church as lived both corporately and by

her members individually, as they find ways of doing the world as the world was meant to

be done and as the world will, eschatologically, be done. This means that theology is not

just concerned with the articulation of a restricted range of 'revelatory' data. It is

concerned with how the content of the Church's faith, as the eschatological hope of a

redeemed world, can effectively seek to incorporate those aspects of the world which are

to be brought to their ultimate completion in being directed towards God. This is not a

case of the 'profane' in opposition to the 'sacred' but the acknowledgement of an

ontological and topological reality: that it is God whose creative power sustains all human

persons, where they are, in their place and situation.

We have suggested that it is through a focus on practices that one can discern the

glimmer of a better way for the Church to do the world as it was meant to be done. This

means that we cannot persist in treating the Church as a separate realm which profanes

the world by her self-description as 'sacred' and sees her mission in terms of 'sanctifying'

the world; neither can we persist in thinking Christians themselves sanctify the world, and

thereby those who are not Christians. We must, in a diverse and plural world, find ways

other than the opposition of beliefs which only polarize and reinforce oppositional

structures. But we live between this already and the not yet when we will see the full

transformation. Until that time we move about the world in a state of readiness, practicing
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our faith, a practice which permeates all our actions and our activities. This means that

one way that we can seek to 'do the world liturgically' is by finding ways in which that

ritualization which transforms cultic and pietistic categories into ones which truly reflect

our situation in a pluralistic world can also be discerned in practices in the world. We

must work to integrate these practices into the Church's own doing of the world. This is

both theologia prima and the work that is leitourgia.

For us, then, what is appropriate for the contemporary context is to extend the

reaches of leitourgia into the whole of mesoscopic experience. In Christian rites, the

whole of human experience is brought into the soteriological action of God through

sacraments, prayer, preaching and praise. Christian rites are not separated off from life in

a distinct space of sacrality, but are interwoven with life's very shape and texture.

Christian ritualization is not about demarcating a distinct sphere of sacred 'space' or

about nurturing a specifically Christian worldview. The proper particularity of Christianity

is that such notions have been overcome. Christian ritualization is thus an intensification

and transformation of that which is already going on in our common experience, and one

of the functions of the Church's rites is to (re)focus our attention on that which we are

already doing. In Christian liturgy one does not deny or annul the world, as Lacoste would

have us believe. Far from it: Christian liturgy is an attempt to bring everything in the

created order back to God through a focus of our living. The work of the Church, as a part

of leitourgia, is not to make this a separate enterprise from daily life, but for the two

modes to become interwoven. One of the ways in which this will occur is for our

common practices to be ritualized. This ritualization does not mean that they become

sacralized but that they become the focal points for the ongoing transformation of our

living, focal practices inherent within a situational experiential manifold.

The way in which such an experiential manifold is 'comprehended' is only by

living it. We already live in it, but to actually live it we must transform our involvement



from an implicit one to an explicit one. Cautiously, then, we suggest that this is what

realization accomplishes: it is a transformation from one kind of involvement to another

kind of involvement. Practices of ritualization might appear on the surface to be similar in

character to those of thematization, but they are not simply a making explicit of what is

engaged-with situationally, but a transformation of this situation. Ritualization is

fundamentally rooted in a topology since its aim is to transform the structure of this

situation from the inside. It is 'embedded' in our situation. We do not 'leave' that

situatedness (nor 'symbolically annul' it, as Lacoste would have it): quite the reverse. It is

by engaging more fully in what this situation implies that we transform it. The three

dimensional 'appearance' of things is lived in a 'four-dimensional' way, so to speak. It is

an illusion that we might get to 'see' this four-dimensionality by stepping outside it or

rising above it, in a kind of 'pensee survol.' Rather, we sink deeper into it, engage it more

fully by exploring its depths: in a sense we anchor roots in it. It is this kind of Anteriority'

that is the 'inner life'. It is in the depths of being that this being is transformed. This

transformation does not take leave of its situational character: in some way it is precisely

because our being is localized and situated that the liturgical environment can have the

effect that it does. Our topos is not annulled or bypassed, but is the 'where' in which we

are transformed. It is an attempt to live complex dimensionality itself, which cannot be

done by 'thinking' alone, although 'thought' is involved with the character of this

complex dimensionality. If complex dimensionality can only be lived, then making this

explicit is a case of thinking about the way in which things are done, the way in which

things are said, the way in which things are made, the way in which artefacts are handled,

the way in which we deal with persons, the way in which life is lived. It is a way of

thinking.

We believe that the notion of a concrete site and of a concrete topos elucidates

how this 'way' might be undertaken. In our extended sense of leitourgia, the Church's



liturgical life and each concrete enactment, each celebration, are intimately bound up

with a complex site. It is a strange and complex set of relationships which bind Christians

to the Church and to the Living God who acts. Leitourgia is that common human

experience, bound to a mesoscopic world which is multiform and complex in its

morphology, and to which the transformative action of God is directed. This

transformation does not nullify that experience or mesoscopic reality, but intensifies them

so that they are capable of being the topos of God's saving work and the site of God's

future eschatological consummation of the created order. Such reformulations of the

character of the relationship between life and theology have useful work to do in the

critical re-appropriation of theology in the contemporary context. Dogmatic or systematic

theology is, particularly by those who identify themselves as dogmaticians or

systematicians, often seen as radically different from other branches of theology,

particularly from practical theologies. The repercussions of this are in every way

distrastrous for the Church, and disastrous also for academic theology. In many ways it

radically flattens out what theology is all about and it encourages a specious

specialization (often under the guise of denominational allegiances) within its ranks which

has little to do with the life of the wider Church. Re-connecting dogmatic work with

ecclesial life more generally, and especially with liturgical practices, is therefore a

priority. A variety of options have been tried to correct this problem. Schmemann,

Kavanagh and Fagerberg's work is an attempt to do this in a radical manner. FHowever,

there is also another way to re-root dogmatic work into the fabric of the Church's life, and

that is by focussing on the practices which it involves and in making the re-connection

through the structure of such practices. This is a similar endeavour to the way in which

liturgical theologians have attempted to connect theologia prima to the "deep structure"

of leitourgia, and to which the dogmatic work of theologia secunda is irreducibly tied.

One might posit, for instance, that the primary way in to dogmatic work is the cultivation



of the skills and techniques that one requires to do such work. Though these skills and

techniques are very different from those which one learns and employs in a corporeal

liturgical environment, in the structural patterns of both liturgical practices and

'intellectual' practices there are deep connections. Dogmatic theology is a practice of

thematization. It forgets its situatedness and its roots at its peril. Somewhat ironically, in

the drive to be a 'pure' discipline it suffers from what Chauvet describes as happening to

those attempts to 'de-ritualize', to "banish the demon of ritualism": this demon returns

with several more far worse. In this case, the wrong things become ritualized: 'concepts'

function like 'rites' but operate in an intellectual space which is devoid of any connection

with the life in which they were and are originally generated and have their use; 'method'

shifts from being a careful consideration of ways of doing things, ways of saying things, of

clarity and of specificity, into an illusionary quest for the 'one right way' which brings

certainty rather than the nurturance of faith. There are a plurality of ways of doing

theology. The right way is that there are many ways of doing such things.
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