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Abstract
The modern problem of aesthetic irresponsibility is a problem of rupture and alterity.  If we recuperate the territory beneath the subject-object divide as Merleau-Ponty has done in the Flesh, we find that the same urge that calls us to beauty also calls us to kinship with the larger earth.  Drawing from Merleau-Ponty and other philosophers, this essay examines the architectural implications of an ontology that replaces subject, object, and aesthetics with perceiver, perceived, and the cooperative act of phenomenal unfolding.  In the Flesh, the shared materiality and spatiality of perceiver and perceived form the common ground for perceptual unfolding, the foundation for deep kinship (a principal facet of which is an ethic of care), a fascination with the sensuous world’s wild being, and a compulsion to express our intertwinement with it.  Architecture that celebrates our immersion within the sensuous and spatial world redraws the boundaries of alterity and embodies ethical beauty.  
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The ethics of alterity
The modern problem of aesthetic irresponsibility is a problem of rupture and alterity.  The modern ontological framework that bifurcates subject and object, mind and matter, places our creative acts within an isolated context that masks our embodied entwinement with the larger world.  Designing in a framework that construes the larger world as Other, our creations are isolate, self-referential, and irresponsible—stemming from an aesthetics of alienation.  Various recent philosophers and architects have questioned these modern divisions, and one of the most compelling issues in twentieth- and twenty-first-century thinking is that of alienation, a modern/postmodern condition stemming from an inability to reconcile the problems of alterity.  
Failure to deal ethically with alterity has consistently bedeviled our cultural constructions, including modern aesthetics.  This ethical failure takes two principal forms, the most explicit of which is devalorization and exclusion of the Other.  History is filled with examples of this sort of unethical treatment:  Jews wearing yellow stars, women in burqas, war captives in hoods all allow more powerful groups to view them—and thus treat them—as less than human.  Where we draw the line between self and other largely mandates what we treat with care and what we despoil and discard.  
Devalorization of the Other also permeates our relationship with and treatment of the larger earth.  Martin Heidegger advances this idea in “The Age of the World Picture” and “The Question Concerning Technology,” where he describes the modern appropriation of the natural world as a function of subjectivity and alterity.  He contrasts our ancient mode of relationship to the larger world, in which the subject of experience is a world actively revealing itself to receptive human beings, to the modern mode, where the subject of experience is the human being at the center—and in control, and the world is objectified and given peripheral status.  This devaluing allows us to “lay hold of” the earth through ever-advancing technology and to turn it into a “standing reserve,” a set of objects and objectified processes to exploit in service of a human agenda.
  With the larger world, as with other human beings, where we draw the line between self and other mandates what we nurture and what we despoil.  

Elizabeth Grosz, Vigdis Songe-Moller, and other feminist philosophers contend that western philosophy from its outset has excluded the feminine both ontologically (denying women significance and power in the culture and the cosmos) and epistemologically (denying the significance of women’s knowledge).
  This exclusion parallels the ontological and epistemological exclusion of the material world in feminist as well as patriarchal philosophy, and our ethical irresponsibility has now brought us to the edge of survival.  To back away from the edge, our aesthetics must draw the line between self and other, or kinship and alterity, differently.  

The Flesh, alterity, and kinship
French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty redraws the lines by proposing an ontology based in the dynamics of perceptual experience.  Instead of bifurcating existence into categories of subject and object, mind and matter, Merleau-Ponty structures existence as a fundamentally intertwined process of ongoing perceptual unfolding within an overarching milieu he calls the Flesh.  This phenomenology of perception recasts Cartesian opposites as co-participants in a dynamic and cooperative phenomenal unfolding.  In doing so, it offers us a means for experiencing and designing architecture that draws from our shared embodiment—our mutual materiality and spatiality—with the larger earth.  In reconfiguring our relationship so that kinship encompasses alterity, this phenomenology provides an ethical basis for design.  

In the instant between our perception of a thing and our conceptualization of it, we can catch a glimpse of the carnal continuity that underlies the Cartesian split.  Martin Dillon contends that the most fundamental mode of existence is this state of wordless perceptual experience.
  Subject-object boundaries and polar distinctions blur in Merleau-Ponty’s description of the body as “a set of colors and surfaces inhabited by a touch, a vision.”
  Our bodies, simultaneously sensitive and sensuous, manifest the intertwined character of the Flesh as we perceive the world around us and recognize that it is made of the same stuff as ourselves—that we are fundamentally akin to it through our shared carnality.  

The perceived thing possesses immediacy, always moving and changing in relationship to ourselves, presenting itself from new spatial and temporal perspectives, beckoning us and inciting us to construe meaning and effect task.  In sensing, we turn towards and carnally adhere to the sensible world of which we are part.  The Flesh is this relationship, the anonymous, wild being that exists prior to subject-object differentiation.
  Merleau-Ponty writes that the Flesh is “indivision of this sensible Being that I am and all the rest that feels itself in me.”
  The world acts, and we respond in kind.  
The Flesh entwines alterity and kinship.  As Dillon explains, “no longer need I be imprisoned in the forlorn subjective self that defines itself as not being the worldly thing…; now I can be flesh that perceives itself by perceiving its world, that touches itself in touching others, that sees itself in the mirror.”
  Yet alterity remains:  while the perceived thing unfolds, points, pivots, reveals, and obscures, the perceiver witnesses, follows, makes connections, and puzzles over ambiguities.  In examining how perceived things are both communicative and recalcitrant, Merleau-Ponty acknowledges the alterity that exists alongside our kinship with them and so maintains that there is transcendence in immanence.  Whatever we share the perceptual field with is part of the same Flesh and yet exceeds our grasp.  Michael Yeo writes, “This ‘something more’ escapes or resists assimilation, remains wild with respect to our attempt to capture and encompass it in our horizon.  The phenomenon … has the capacity to talk back as it were, to surprise us, to explode our horizons.  [a] paradox of immanence and transcendence.”
  Merleau-Pontian perception is “an ‘alienation’ [that] becomes an opening for … kinship or affinity.”
  
The experience of architecture embodies this paradox.  Through the reciprocity of the Flesh, we both complement and echo the qualities of architecture.  On the one hand, the materiality and spatiality of architecture echo our own materiality and spatiality.  Like architecture, we are visible, tactile, and sensuous—made of the same stuff.  We feel this kinship as our subjectivity is decentered through our sensuous immersion in its space and matter.  We exist in our fingertips as they touch architectural surfaces.  We exist in our skin as it responds to temperature changes.  We exist in our ears, sensing solidity, hollowness, vastness, and closeness through sound reflection.  We exist in our kinaesthetic bodies, moving from one space to the next as space plays out dynamically in response.  We exist in our eyes as they take in the visual qualities of the space.  In all these ways the mind goes out to wander among and intertwine with the perceived.  In experiencing architecture, the Flesh’s spatiality and temporality exist out in the world and simultaneously in the very depths of our corporeality.
  

On the other hand, we complement the qualities of architecture and the larger world as our vision, touch, and motility find their completion in its visibility, tactility, and spatiality.  A circuitous path may invite us to wander; a road may invite us to run; the wide-open sky may invite us imaginatively to soar alongside its avian inhabitants.  A cellular space invites us to linger, and an enframed view beckons us to look beyond.  The body’s capabilities (to move, sense, and think) give us the means to organize and understand perceptual experience in concert with the opportunities the world presents. 
  When we become aware of ourselves as a “thing among things,” when we open ourselves up to active, reciprocal engagement with them and thus expose ourselves to the solicitations of the world, we become aware of a potent intercorporeity that forms the basis of an ethics of engagement and care.  
Relational design
This intercorporeity can form the basis of ethical design.  Duane Davis describes the relational character of creativity within the Flesh, writing, “The other leads me toward an utterance….  My expression is never mine alone.”
  Thus Merleau-Ponty’s perceptual ontology restructures architectural design into an intercorporeal act—an expression of deep carnal kinship in which our engaged sensory experience of the world gives rise to an expressive carnal echo of the experience.   “Things have an internal equivalent in me; they arouse in me a carnal formula of their presence,” writes Merleau-Ponty.  “Why shouldn’t these correspondences in turn give rise to some tracing rendered visible again?”
  

The perceptual awareness engendered by the Flesh gives a particular character to design, allowing it to be an interrogation “from the very texture of the life-world.”
  It engages multi-sensory spatial experience, recognizes the dynamic relationship between body and space, and sensitizes a designer to the sensuous beckoning of the world and to the transformative interdependence between perceiver and perceived.  Instead of dealing primarily with intellectual constructs, narrative, historical precedents, or geometric and formal manipulation, operating in what Merleau-Ponty describes as a “rule-governed [and] projective” manner, architectural design can deliberately set out to be receptive to and transformed by the sensuous content and wild being of the larger world, generating form and space from an awareness of our shared corporeity.  It can manifest an aggressive materiality and spatiality that confound language and decenter our subjectivity as it beckon us into its carnal depths.  
As carnal echo, architectural design creates in accordance with the way space plays out in relationship to the origin point of our bodies.  The architect wonders:  How can I be pulled along this path?  What will make me want to linger in this place?  Where will my hands rest?  My eyes?  In experiencing depth relationally as the distance between a perceived thing and ourselves, the distance between us is charged, and the space between us possesses a thickness born of relationship and characterized by beckoning, interrogation, and fascination.  In this relational structuring of space, concept and narrative are subsumed in a primary, enveloping spatial relationship that encloses and relates perceiver and perceived.
  

Gary Brent Madison writes that a painter expresses the “internal and underground commerce” between self and world.  The defining aspect of a painter, to Madison, is her “astonishment in the face of” this commerce and the compulsion to express the relationship rather than experiencing it unreflectively.
  The architect’s creative refiguring of spatial experience expresses her astonishment in the face of the world’s phenomenal unfolding and her fascination at her own carnal entwinement with it.   

Irreducible alterity and wonder
Acknowledging the combined kinship and alterity of the Flesh allows us to avoid another, less explicit, form of unethical treatment of alterity, subsumption: absorbing the Other into what Luce Irigaray terms “the selfsame” for purposes of domination and manipulation.  This dynamic often operates below the level of public perception, in, for example, questioning why poor communities fail to successfully embody the same educational values as the upperclass without acknowledging the societal and economic inequalities that account for this failure, or in judging a battered wife who kills her sleeping husband under a penal code that assumes two equally powerful male subjects.  

Emmanuel Levinas writes of the irreducible alterity of the Other as prerequisite for ethical relationship,
 and Irigaray maintains that all human relationships should be ethically grounded in the irreducible alterity that gender provides.
  Both philosophers address the ethical breaches that occur when one person subsumes the other into his or her own reality, assuming that one person can speak for the other without regarding the offset in desires and needs stemming from disparate subjectivity.  In discussing Irigaray’s ideas, Elizabeth Grosz identifies such an ethical breach in the development of western philosophy, contending that it has developed on the unacknowledged foundation of the feminine in subsuming all degrees of gender under the selfsame category of man.
  

Ethics to Irigaray centers around negotiation between two human subjects,
 a negotiation in which mutual nourishing takes place despite a fundamental separation, and Grosz articulates Irigaray’s fundamental questions about an ethics based on alterity.  “If each sex is recognized as autonomous,” she asks, “what reorganizations of space, time, ontology, transcendence, ethics, are needed to accommodate them?  What kinds of encounter are possible?”  These encounters must always include an acknowledgement of irreducible alterity, “an acceptance of the externality and indeed priority of the other for the subject.”  In order to accommodate this irreducible alterity, Irigaray appropriates Descartes’s idea of “wonder.”
  When two subjects approach each other in wonder, each experiences the delight an other can give when approached with no sense of opposition or instrumentality.  Approaching with a sense of wonder renders one unable to possess, consume, or objectify the other; rather, each subject appreciates the value of the insurmountable difference presented by the other.  As Grosz puts it, “Only then can each give to and take what the other has to offer,”
 and she contrasts this delight to the “hostility and contempt for women’s alterity in a patriarchal culture.”
  Yet Irigaray and Grosz relegate the sensuous world to the same status patriarchal philosophy accords to women, subsuming it into the selfsame as a mute foundation for human interaction.  

Grosz mentions our wonder at looking at the starry sky or a great work of art, and writes, “What would happen if the two sexes experienced this wonder … in the recognition of the sexual difference of the other?”
  But we may also ask what would happen if we were to experience the wonder Merleau-Ponty describes in encountering the sensuous world, unable to consume or objectify it, caught up in its wild being.  
David Abram transforms his wonder at the sensuous world into an ecophilosophy based in attentiveness to a voiced earth.
  And Stephen Ross calls for us to accord the same respect to other species, even inanimate species, as we accord to the other gender, pointing out the unacknowledged non-human base on which human society is constructed:  

If ‘the [male or heterosexual] society we know … is based on the exchange of women,’ then without a doubt, far more pervasively, the (human) society we know is based upon the exchange and circulation of animals.  Heterosexual society would [cease] to have a future if women no longer participated in reproductive exchange.  But human society would collapse on the spot, dissipate into dust, if all products made from nonhuman animals were abolished.
  

Merleau-Ponty’s radical restructuring of subjectivity gives us an ethical base for inclusion of the more-than-human world
 in our creative decisions.  Appropriating one of Irigaray’s questions, we may ask about the world’s unfolding phenomena, “What reorganizations of space, time, ontology, transcendence, ethics, are needed to accommodate them?  What kinds of encounter are possible?”  

Irigaray wants subjectivity where one can “protect one’s own process of becoming and yet … share with others.”
  Acknowledging our envelopment in the Flesh allows us to approach the Other with wonder at its difference from ourselves augmented by a deep appreciation of its similarity.  Ross urges us to cherish “what we cannot and never will understand or experience,” to exist in a state in which “we may also speak of awe.”
  The sensuous, natural world is the ultimate irreducible Other, to which we must accord the autonomy and priority Irigaray urges us to accord the differently sexed Other.  In being in awe of all life forms, Ross contends, “we know that unlimited knowledges and truths rest, in the earth.”
  The world is engaged in a perpetual becoming, and our challenge is to approach it openly and responsively and to create in ways that take its wellbeing into account.  
Summary and conclusion
With his perceptually based ontology, Merleau-Ponty redraws the dualistic boundaries of the modern worldview to “re-establish the roots of the mind in its body and in its world,”
 both establishing kinship and encouraging astonishment in the face of its irreducible alterity.  Studying and understanding perception itself allows us to recall the carnal basis of ideation, to grasp the “constantly experienced moment” that lies beneath the Cartesian mind-matter split, and thus to gather “nature and culture, [perceiver and perceived] into a single whole.”  Such a foundation allows a fundamental restructuring of subjectivity and an authentic and original re-evaluation of cultural and philosophical approaches to alterity.  As Merleau-Ponty expresses it, “to establish this wonder would be metaphysics itself and would at the same time give us the principle of an ethics.”
  Indeed, an architectural attitude in which we remember embodied experience emphasizes our communality with the perceived world and suggests an ethic of care towards a world in which we see more self than other.  

Merleau-Ponty’s structuring of being around intercorporeal experience radically refigures architectural experience as we participate in the phenomenal unfolding of architecture while simultaneously transforming as perceivers.  It allows us to approach architectural experience beneath the level of second-order conceptual constructs, in the realm of the world’s inexpressible wild being, and it grounds the experience on shared carnal ground, bridging the dualistic gap between transcendent object and immanent cognition.  Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology configures architectural space as an arena of dynamic interaction that springs up around the moving body and thus reconfigures architectural design as a process primarily drawing from the embodied imagination, with the architect’s body as the hinge between the wild being of architectural experience and the carnal echo of architectural design.  
There are many compelling reasons for corporeal reengagement.  Among them are systemic modern (and now postmodern) alienation from others and from the earth, the dissatisfying and passive consumerism of the information age, and widespread despoilment of the material environment due to our wish for mastery over it.  Reengagement will require living and thinking in the body and allowing corporeal experience to become a source of both knowledge and ethics as the perceptually entwined self draws its boundary lines wide enough to embrace the alterity of the larger earth.  An architecture that celebrates multi-sensory involvement and stresses corporeal engagement recognizes the primacy of our connections with the material world and thus affirms the primacy of the “other” of the larger earth, replacing an urge toward object manipulation with a capacity for wonder in the face of significant encounter.  
� Martin Heidegger, “The Age of the World Picture,” in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans. William Lovitt, New York, 1977, 128-32, 149.  Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” in Basic Essays, ed. David Farrell Krell, New York, 1977, 293-4.  This paragraph summarizes a longer treatment of the issue in Rachel McCann, “Receptivity to the Sensuous: Architecture as ‘Wild Being,’” in Architecture and Civilization, ed. Michael H. Mitias, Amsterdam, 1999, 123-41.  


� See Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual Subversions, St Leonards, New South Wales, 1989 and Vigdis Songe-Moller, Philosophy without Women: The Birth of Sexism in Western Thought, London, 2002.


� Martin C. Dillon, Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, Evanston, Ill., 1997, 55, 110.  Dillon writes, “The lived body is not a transcendental subject; it is a phenomenon situated among other phenomena within the world horizon” (147).  He also maintains that “this web-matrix, the whole cloth, the flesh, of the world is an interweaving, an elementary knotting, which is always prior to its unraveling in language and thought.  The world is primordially phenomenon, primordially woven and weaving: an autochthonous organization” (155).  


� Adapted from Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, ed. Claude Lefort, trans. Alphonso Lingis, Evanston, Ill., 1968, 35/178-9, in Martin C. Dillon, “Merleau-Ponty and the Reversibility Thesis,” in Merleau-Ponty: Critical Essays, ed. Henry Pietersma, Washington, D.C., 1989, 85.  


� Dillon, “Reversibility,” 86.  


� Merleau-Ponty, Visible and Invisible, 255/309, in Dillon, “Reversibility,” 86.


� Dillon, Ontology, 110.  In this formulation, the capacity to think parallels and extends the body’s capacity to move and perceive, and thought is “an extension of the body’s perceptual powers” that grows out of the Flesh’s continual intertwining or folding over on itself.  


� Michael Yeo, “Perceiving/Reading the Other: Ethical Dimensions,” in Merleau-Ponty, Hermeneutics, and Postmodernism, ed. Thomas W. Busch and Shaun Gallagher, Albany, 1992, 40.


� David Michael Levin, “Visions of Narcissism: Intersubjectivity and the Reversals of Reflection,” in Pietersma, 54, 62, 70.


� These ideas, along with those in the concluding paragraph of this essay, are also taken up in Rachel McCann, “’On the Hither Side of Depth’: A Pedagogy of Engagement,” in Writings in Architectural Education: EAAE Prize 2003-2005, ed. Ebbe Harder, Copenhagen, 2005.


� Dillon writes, “I move in response to the demand of things to be seen as they are, as they need to be seen to respond to the reflexive questions that arise between us.” (Ontology, 146-7).  The human body is a quest for connection.  We interact with and question the world as given, drawn into interaction with its infathomable depths, its ”wild being.”  


� Duane H. Davis, “Reversible Subjectivity: The Problem of Transcendence and Language,” in Pietersma, 35.


� Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and Painting, ed. Galen A. Johnson, 1993, 124, 126, 128-9, 136.  Merleau-Ponty describes this as a process of transubstantiation where the painter lends her body to the world and changes the world into paintings.  Johnson calls painting “a disclosure of the world in the form of a heavier, less transparent, less ductile body than language” (“Ontology and Painting,” in Aesthetics Reader, 39).  


� Davis, “Reversible Subjectivity,” 32.


� Rich depths of meaning—narrative, metaphoric, personal, and cultural—inevitably spring up from intercorporeal experience, but Merleau-Ponty maintains that the most fundamental meaning of any intercorporeal encounter is that we have encountered.  


� Gary Brent Madison, The Phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, Athens, Ohio, 321 (fn. 28).


� See particularly Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis, The Hague, 1981, and “The Trace of the Other,” trans. Alphonso Lingis, in Deconstruction in Context, ed. M. Taylor, Chicago, 1986.  


� See particularly An Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans. Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill, Ithaca, 1993, and This Sex Which Is Not One, trans. Catherine Porter with Carolyn Burke, Ithaca, 1985.


� Elizabeth Grosz, “Woman, Chora, Dwelling,” in Gender Space Architecture: An Interdisciplinary Introduction, ed. Jane Rendell, Barbara Penner, and Iain Borden, London, 1999.  


� Grosz, Sexual Subversions, 141.  


� René Descartes, The Passions of the Soul, article 53, in Irigaray, Ethics of Sexual Difference, 13.  


� Grosz, Sexual Subversions, 177.  


� Grosz, Sexual Subversions, 177.  


� Grosz, Sexual Subversions, 176-7.  


� See The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-than-Human World, New York, 1996, and “Merleau-Ponty and the Voice of the Earth,” in Minding Nature: The Philosophers of Ecology, ed. David Macauley, New York, 1996.  


� Stephen David Ross, Plenishment in the Earth: An Ethic of Inclusion, Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995, 129, including a quotation of Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One, 170.  


� Abram coins this term in Spell of the Sensuous.


� Lorraine, Irigaray and Deleuze: Experiments in Visceral Philosophy, Ithaca, 1999, 87.  


� Ross, Plenishment, 154.  


� Ross, Plenishment, 155.  


� Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “An Unpublished Text  by Maurice Merleau-Ponty: A Prospectus of His Work,” trans. Arleen B. Dallery, in Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, ed. James M. Edie, Evanston, Ill., Northwestern University Press, 1964, 3.  


� Merleau-Ponty, “Unpublished Text,” 11.  





