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Abstract

My research sets out to enrich current philosophical debate around pregnancy within the
context of contemporary continental philosophy. In response to this theoretical urgency,
this thesis offers a robust phenomenological inquiry into the eidetic structures of
gestational lived experience. In particular, it shows how the Husserlian eidetic approach
can account for the irreducibility of marginalized experiences, and can do so with the
same theoretical toolkit serving accounts of so-called “normal” gestational experience.

Part 1 (Phenomenological accounts) outlines the original development of
phenomenology of pregnancy. Moving from the writings of Edmund Husserl, Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, Simone de Beauvoir, and Iris Marion Young, it explores the
phenomenological understanding of intra-uterine life, the role played by the pregnant
embodiment, the notion of pregnancy as a process and not merely a condition. The main
upshot of this part concerns the importance of the paradigmatic shift in considering the
pregnant woman, not simply as a patient, but instead as an embodied self.

Part 2 (Space and Time of pregnancy) is an exercise in the epoché, critiquing common
depictions of the pregnant body and pregnant temporalities. By analyzing the
paradigmatic “hospitality model” and “container model” respectively, I show why
pregnant embodiment might be more profitably explored in terms of Leib. Furthermore,
| advocate a re-thinking of gestational temporalities, by complementing the rhetoric of
“stages” (of the fetal development) with an analysis of the gestating self's temporalities
(that T define as “scattered temporalities”). This analysis of time takes issue with the
homogenizing accounts of pregnancy as a transitory phase concluding with the
childbirth.

In Part 3 (The who of pregnancy), I explore the “emergence” of the fetal-other. | begin by
giving an overview of the conceptualization of alterity in chapter six, particularly
focussing on the process of personalization of the fetus and its consequences for the
gestational process. In chapter seven, | argue for the pregnant process in terms of radical
intercorporeality, by analysing the role of the touch in defining the gestational polarity
and the specific kind of agency the gestating self and the fetal-other have in their mutual
and asymmetrical co-constitution.

By shifting the focus from the pregnant condition to the (inter)subjective character of the
gestational process, my thesis makes a genuinely original contribution to the field. It
offers new phenomenological insight into the structures of gestational experience, and it
expands and deepens understanding of the gestating self — both as an object of
philosophical investigation and as a subject of knowledge and cognition.
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Introduction — Do we really need a phenomenology of pregnancy?

La phénoménologie peut ici débrouiller ce qui est embrouillé,
lever des malentendus qui tiennent justement a ce que nous passons
naturellement et a notre insu d’une attitude a I’autre®

As the title suggests, this dissertation deals with the phenomenology of pregnancy.
However, before getting into details, | would like to start with few words about how this
dissertation came to light.
I originally set out for my PhD project to develop a phenomenological comprehension of
sexual differences, making sense of our being-in-the-world as subjects carrying certain
biological, as well as cultural, personal, individual, and psychological characteristics.
While collecting texts, reading volumes, and producing my own arguments, | became
aware of the absolute centrality of the reproductive potential of female bodies in
structuring sexual difference — as well as its epistemic, ethical, and political pertinence.
At that point, | noticed that, within the extensive literature available on this issue, | found
surprisingly few contributions reflecting on pregnancy as lived experience. | then started
wondering why there was such a lack of phenomenological accounts of pregnancy. At
that point, | began speaking with many generous scholars about this lacuna, and | was
lucky enough to receive encouraging feedback and precious bibliographical,
methodological, and theoretical advice for my project.?

My interest in pregnancy as a topic for philosophical investigations is not
autobiographical, and neither does it derive from first-hand life-changing experiences of
pregnancy. This thesis is an incarnation of my interest in a certain notion of subjectivity

—which I here call the gestating self — that has, until now, occupied a peripheral space as

1 M. Merleau-Ponty (1953). Le Philosophe et son ombre, In Eloge de la philosophie, Gallimard, p. 230.

2 The first person | had a confrontation about the topic of pregnancy in phenomenological field has been Sara
Heindmaa, during the break of a conference she gave a talk as the main speaker. After that fortunate exchange, | had
long sessions with my tutors Chiara Cappelletto and Francesca de Vecchi, who approved my topic of research and
gave me carte blanche in my study. A couple of months after the beginning of my PhD, | have been accepted to give a
talk at the UK SWIP conference in Southampton, where | had the unique opportunity to present my (at that time still in
fieri) account and receiving priceless comments by Marjolein Oele (who eventually became my co-tutor), Sara Cohen
Shabot, Sara LaChance Adams, and Stella Villarmea. During my research stays in the US and in the UK, Gail Weiss,
Luna Dolezal, and Elselijin Kingma tremendously helped me in sharpening my arguments.



a philosophical topic. Thus, my research explores the heuristic potential of pregnancy as
an object for philosophical — and specifically phenomenological — investigation.

Let me say few words about the methodology that underlies my work in this thesis.
On a bibliographical level, | have mainly employed phenomenological sources — both
traditional phenomenological accounts and contemporary developments. | put into
dialogue the writings of Edmund Husserl, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Simone de
Beauvoir with the projects of feminist phenomenology — specifically Iris Marion Young
— including secondary commentary written from the Eighties up until the present day.
Along with this corpus of texts, | also employ many sources from other disciplines —
history, epigenetics, critical theory, medical humanities, and sociology — to expand the
material from which | have carried out my phenomenological research. | owe to feminism
the critical audacity to bring into the remit of philosophy some topics which have long
been neglected, ignored, or at best labelled as secondary. My thesis stands as an exercise
in producing a phenomenology of something and not merely on something. In this thesis,
I do not only take into account the available accounts of pregnancy as presented by
phenomenologists, but I also try to further push the investigation by questioning what it
means to investigate the experience of pregnancy phenomenologically and by trying to
offer some alternative theoretical responses to questions such as “what is it like to be
pregnant?”.

As far as | know, a few theoretically grounded books with similar aims to this
thesis have been published in the last decade. In the English-speaking world — but from
three different parts of the globe — I am aware of The Phenomenology of Gravidity, by
Jane Lymer (2016), and the two collected volumes Coming to Life: Philosophies of
Pregnancy, Childbirth and Mothering, edited by Sarah Lachance Adams and Caroline
Lundquist (2012) and Phenomenology of pregnancy, edited by Jonna Bornemark and
Nicholas Smith (2016). All three of these volumes offer ground-breaking insights for
expanding and deepening the exploration of the pregnant process. Along with these, other
fundamental contributions can be found in the guise of single papers and chapters in
edited volumes — mainly in feminist philosophical (only sometimes in contemporary
continental philosophy) journals — by scholars who have expertise in phenomenology
and/or medical humanities. However, given the present state of the art, | truly believe we

are just at the beginning.



Before addressing the overall argument and contribution of this thesis to the
ongoing debate, | would like to first discuss an important initial objection one might level
against a phenomenology of pregnancy. During an informal conversation, a professor
once told me that there is no philosophical value in analysing the pregnant process and
that, as opposed to birth, pregnancy is a mere sub-personal process which is the proper
terrain “hard science”. The professor who raised this objection wanted to highlight that
pregnancy is only a biological process — something that happens in the body. As such, the
professor understood other disciplinary perspectives to be more appropriate for the study
of pregnancy: medicine, obstetrics, biology, and physiology. He added, pregnancy may
have some effects on a woman’s psyche, and then pregnancy could be properly
investigated also in its psychological dimensions — but not through philosophy.

I thought carefully about this professor’s objections, trying to figure it out how to
be absolutely incisive in writing my thesis and justifying my phenomenological
engagement with the topic of pregnancy. It seems to me that he implicitly subscribed to
the idea that birth is the origin of every (inter)subjectivity and that nothing of
philosophical relevance can happen during the pregnant process. According to this
reading, pregnancy should be the object of empirical investigation and of psychological
inquiry, but it does not have any philosophical value. Reading Jonna Bornemark confirms

my intuition:

In [the] phenomenon [of pregnancy], we encounter both a grown-up subject,
the mother to be, and a pre-subjectivity, the foetus. Very little has been written
on this topic, for several reasons. The subject involved is not a subject that
historically has been active in philosophy: not only is the subject a woman,
but a woman involved in procreation. Women have rarely had the chance to
be heard within philosophy, and once they have been given that chance they
often have had to refrain from having children (and this is still often the case).
The focus on birth as the starting point for intellectual life also expelled
pregnancy and the life of the foetus to a purely biological sphere without

philosophical interest.?

3 Bornemark, J. (2016). Life beyond individuality: A-subjective experience in pregnancy. In J. Bornemark & N. Smith
(Eds.) Phenomenology of Pregnancy (pp. 251-278). Elanders, p. 253.



Bornemark grasps the central point that the gestating subject has traditionally been absent
within history of Western philosophy; taking up this insight, in chapter one | explicate
that this absence is related to how women are more broadly belittled as subjects, and that
this is counterbalanced by compelling research devoted to the study of pregnancy as a
biological process, and also as a metaphorical tool. This chapter sketches out the terrain
for the development of the whole thesis, the underlying aim of which is to reveal the
philosophical potential of the experience of pregnancy by analyzing the experiential
structures which constitute the gestational process for the subject. | then explain why |
decided to employ the methodological instruments of the phenomenological tradition,
presenting an overview of the relationship between feminist philosophies and
phenomenology and situating my research within the framework of Husserlian Eidetics.
All in all, chapter one shows which paths | have followed into my research, and why |
think that they may offer a solid ground for investigating the pregnant process as a lived
experience. In this chapter, | take also disentangle some theoretical knots which are very
often taken for granted by authors engaged with the topic of pregnancy from a
phenomenological perspective. Of particular importance is the distinction between the
bodily experience of pregnancy and the assumption of the identity of the mother. I suggest
that a clear terminological distinction between the processes (pregnancy and
motherhood), and the actors there implied (fetus and baby, gestating subject and mother),
could shed some light on the phenomenological structures of the gestational process. Not
only does this approach stress the complexity of these phenomena and the urgency of
rethinking this conceptual terrain, this move acknowledges the existential validity of
different experiences across the eidetic structure of pregnancy. While maternal
experience is not the topic of this thesis, it is necessary to justify why the pregnant process
should not be analysed in close reference to motherhood. Throughout my arguments, |
show that the correlation between pregnancy and motherhood is not an essential
constraint, and that being a maternal subject and being a pregnant self are not two

essential moments of the same phenomenon.



After preparing the ground for the rest of my thesis in chapter one, in the next six
chapters (divided into three parts) | critically engage with the following separate but
strictly related shared presuppositions:

(1) Pregnant experience is a condition in which the gestating self finds herself
(2) The gestating self is a mere container for a sub-personal phenomenon

(3) The gestational process is a teleologically-oriented process towards childbirth

Part one (Phenomenological account) is my response to the idea that pregnancy
is, for the gestating self, a condition (1). | object to the idea that pregnancy is a
phenomenon in which there is no subject, by arguing that the gestating self is a subject
with peculiar bodily potentials and corporeal experiences. This subject does not only offer
a potentially interesting example to phenomenology, but it has in fact already been
thematized in traditional phenomenology. Chapters two and three aim to delineate a
critical genealogy of pregnancy as a philosophical problem. Authors in the continental
tradition have offered a theoretical basis for further development in this growing field,
and have reflected on pregnancy as a corporeal — and not only physical — experience.
Phenomenological analyses especially show that pregnancy has multiple and intertwined
experiential layers, the dynamic correlation of which should not be over-reduced to sub-
personal phenomena.

Let me now get into more details as regards chapters two and three. Chapter two
shows that there is a philosophical interest in locating where Edmund Husserl and
Maurice Merleau-Ponty have addressed the topic of pregnancy in their work. While
experiences like menstruation, childbirth, and pregnancy have hardly been the central
topics in mainstream philosophical projects, they nonetheless appear in ways that enrich
the philosophical perspectives of these authors. My goal throughout this chapter is thus
to provide a summary of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty’s respective theoretical toolkits, the
development of which is useful for defining the epistemic boundaries of a philosophical
phenomenology of pregnancy. From the sparse notes of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, the
urgency of a phenomenology of pregnancy emerges that, in these authors, remains firmly
anchored in the investigation of a generic subject that has once been gestated. | highlight
the relevance of the toolkit presented by Husserl for questioning the nature of the

relationship between the fetal-other and the gestating subject, as well as in pointing out



the need for an eidetics of birth. As for Merleau-Ponty's analyses, he emphasizes the
temporal dimension intrinsic to pregnant experience, the leading role played by
contingency, a specific form of opacity from the pregnant body, and the gestating self’s
unique form of agency. All in all, in this chapter I show that both Husserl and Merleau-
Ponty open up a space for recognizing the gestational process as meaningful as the
coming into the world of the self. Even if they did not fully develop the philosophical
implications derived from the gendered dimension of pregnancy, the reference to
pregnant embodiment allows them to engage critically with the intersubjective (and
specifically intercorporeal) dimensions of the self.

In chapter three, | then specifically discuss pregnant experience as a situation. |
consider the accounts proposed by Simone de Beauvoir and Iris Marion Young. From a
historical point of view, they are the first authors to explore the experience of pregnancy
through the lens of feminist phenomenology. In particular, they both offer a
phenomenology of female pregnant embodiment by explicitly linking it more broadly
with the situations of women; in a peculiar way, there is a common “feminist” call in both
philosophical projects. Moreover, | explicate how their respective accounts may enrich
the ongoing debate on the phenomenology of pregnancy, by providing an analysis of the
main topics they cover in their reflections. While Husserl and Merleau-Ponty offer
premises for understanding gestational experience, Simone de Beauvoir links the problem
explicitly to the gendered aspect of experience. I take into account Beauvoir’s arguments
as deployed in Le Deuxiéme Sexe through the following schema: first of all, I tackle the
correlation between the philosophical dualism of immanence/transcendence, and | show
how Beauvoir uses it to examine pregnant experience. | then analyze some influential
passages of Le Deuxieme Séxe through a phenomenological understanding of the text.
The first result of my inquiry is that, to fully understand Beauvoir’s account of pregnancy,
it is fundamental to recognize her work as phenomenological in a technical sense.

Within Beauvoir’s framework, the passivity of the gestating self is a part of a
wider picture; if the body is always a situation, then the pregnant body also expresses the
dialectic between immanence and transcendence, activity and passivity, freedom and
subjection. Of course, | state that, within the 1949 text, the focus on the passive side of
pregnant experience far surpasses its active, creative, and empowering side. That said,

the analyses that | find most interesting are those in which Beauvoir addresses the



experience of pregnancy as bodily, taking into account “the thing itself” of the pregnancy
— namely, the physical and psychical experiences of the gestating self i.e. the what it is
like to be pregnant.

I then address Iris Marion Young’s reading of the immanence/transcendence
divide (when applied to the pregnant experience), and her concepts of split subjectivity
and alienation. I show that Young works through her analysis of the pregnant experience
by means of a renegotiation of the conceptual dualism of immanence/transcendence, and
develops an original account of the bodily experiences of the gestating self. On this
matter, | take into account her analysis of the bodily occurrences which are entailed by
pregnancy for the gestating self, expanding it through contemporary understanding of the
opacity of pregnant embodiment. | conclude my inquiry by showing that the notion of
split subjectivity illustrates the tensions which structure lived pregnant experience. In
Young’s analysis, one may see an initial sketch of the phenomenological understanding
of pregnancy as an embodied, embedded, affective, emotional, contingent, and potentially
(but not necessarily) empowering experience. The main upshot of this part of the thesis
is an understanding of paradigmatic shift involved in considering the pregnant woman

not simply as a patient, but instead as an embodied self.

Part two of my thesis (Space and Time of pregnancy) deals with the idea that the
gestating self is a mere container of a sub-personal phenomenon (2) and that the
gestational process is a teleologically-oriented process towards childbirth (3).

In chapter four, | address the presupposition (2) that the gestating self is a fetal
container. My analysis of pregnant embodiment is intended to be substantively different
to every possible medical account, for a crucial reason; it prioritises the
phenomenological understanding of the body as both an object and as a lived reality. This
chapter presupposes that the phenomenological account of the body may provide a
valuable alternative to dominant biomedical discourse about the gestating body. My
primary goal in this chapter is to show the potential and flaws of the container and
hospitality models, and then to propose a conception of the gestating body in terms of a
threshold, stressing permeability and impressionability as characteristics of the pregnant
embodiment — instead of spatial relations (container) or ontological meaning (hospitality).

By means of an analysis of the maternal imagination and the presence of microplastics in



placenta, | argue that the idea of the threshold preserves the multiple layers of the
experience, and moreover has the positive effect of recognizing the dual aspects of
pregnancy — as a process wherein the gestating self is both active and passive in respect
to her own milieu. With respect to the whole thesis, this chapter gives further arguments
in favor of conceiving the pregnancy as a process entailing multiple layers of experience,
and conceiving the gestating self as an embodied subject having peculiar interactions with

the fetal-other. In this way, | respond to Stella Villarmea’s concern, when she writes that,

In my opinion, both philosophy and feminist thinking must still walk a long
path to achieve a conception of the pregnant subject that is truly a human
subject (not just a human body). To start with, they must question the concept
of pregnancy, labor, and birth as a non-rational process that is more
comfortably placed in the field of nature than in the field of subjectivity and
humanity. Furthermore, they can warn us against the use of the metaphor of
a container and its (sic) ‘content’ to describe the relation between the pregnant

woman and her baby.*

In Chapter five, | discuss the third assumption mentioned above (3). | advocate for
a re-thinking of gestational temporalities, by complementing the rhetoric of “stages” (of
the fetal development) with an analysis of the gestating self's temporalities (that | define
as scattered temporalities). This chapter is composed of two sections. § Against Chronos
is the pars destruens that critiques the rhetoric of waiting, as well as the teleological
understanding of the pregnancy as a time frame leading to childbirth.

| argue that the idea of pregnancy as a preparatory phase to childbirth is an
undervaluation of the experiential richness of the process, and an idealization of one
possible outcome of the pregnant process (specifically motherhood). | here further
substantiate my claim in chapter one that it is phenomenologically inaccurate to
equivocate between pregnancy and motherhood. | discuss the idea that pregnancy is
essentially a phase of waiting, arguing that it implies a radical passivity on the part of the

gestating subject and fails to recognize the role played by the gestating self. The pars

4 Villarmea Requejo, S. (2009). Rethinking the origin: birth and human value. In J. Yan, & D. E. Schrader
(Eds.), Creating a Global Dialogue on Value Inquiry: Papers From the Xxii Congress of Philosophy (Rethinking
Philosophy Today). Edwin Mellen Press, pp. 311-329, p. 312.
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construens of the chapter consists in an exploration of what | define as scattered
temporalities of gestation. In order to grasp the inherent complexity of gestational
temporality, | propose to zoom in on three phenomenological timeframes of pregnant
temporality: (1) pre-pregnant temporalities, (2) phenomenology of getting-pregnant, and
(3) what it is like to discover one’s own pregnancy. The main outcome from this chapter
is an appreciation of the complexity of the temporal experience of the gestating self; my
focus on role of technology in gestational temporalities, as well as the relevance of the
emergence of alterity, offers a rethinking of the temporalities of the pregnant self as

intrinsically complex.

Part 3 (The who of pregnancy) begins with an overview of the conceptualization of
alterity in chapter six, where | focus how the fetus is often conceived as a person and the
consequences of this for the gestational process. A preliminary mapping of who
this other is helps to reveal many conceptual presuppositions in understanding what |
define as the fetal-other. In this chapter, | make a deliberate theoretical choice regarding
the status afforded to the fetal-other: in the framework | am defending, the fetal alterity
represents (1) a subject of experience, who calls into question and acts in response to the
gestating subject, and (2) a rhetorical formation. My position is that the relationship
between the gestating subject and the fetal-other is one of interdependence; it is
phenomenologically impossible to conceive of a gestating subject without a fetal-other
and, conversely, there is no fetal-other without gestation by a gestating subject. The
corollary of this thesis is not only that the gestating self “makes” the fetal-other, but also
that the fetal-other “makes” the gestating self.

Having clarified the nature of the gestational alterity in chapter six, in chapter seven
I aim to grasp the eidetic structures of lived relationship between the gestating subject
and the fetal-other. In doing so, I maintain the gestating subject’s perspective as primary,
and I ask what layers of experience the gestational process entails. The investigation then
is developed around the following question: how is the fetal-maternal encounter shaped
and mediated within the experience of the gestating subject, as an embodied and
embedded self? | argue that the fetal-other enters the world well before their biological
birth, since they are already in a mutual and asymmetrical relationship with the gestating

self. My thesis is that the fetal-other and the gestating subject effectively have some kind



of intersubjective exchange, which | characterize as radical intercorporeality. |
conceptualize the pregnant process in terms of radical intercorporeality, by analysing the
role of touch in defining the gestational polarity and the specific kind of agency the
gestating self and the fetal-other have in their mutual and asymmetrical co-constitution.
I then build my argument as follows: first, | frame my analysis within in the context
of canonical phenomenological investigations on intersubjectivity, specifying that the
gestational process entails a form of radical intercorporeality. This leads me to focus on
the role of touch in establishing the maternal-fetal encounter. The experiential richness
of touch complicates the activity-passivity balance within the fetal-maternal couple and
necessitates a more nuanced comprehension of gestational agencies. In the pages that
follow, | substantiate my starting thesis that intra-uterine life is not a period of syncretism
between the gestating self and the fetal-other, but instead it is a process of separation
between two entities. The gestating subject and the fetal-other share something more than
a mere “encounter”’; they are constitutively involved in the process of making and being
made, by sharing multi-layered interactions. The gestating subject does not pre-exist the
making and being-made of the fetal-other; equally, the fetal-other is only an abstraction
if considered apart from its emergence through the maternal body. This is a strong
argument against the depiction of the fetus as an independent and discrete subject,
complementing various other critical biopolitical positions. | also show that the
boundaries of the gestating self are changing/changed along the gestational process, and
that pregnant embodiment involves a temporally-established self-other continuum and

distinction.

Revisiting the professor’s objection I mentioned earlier in this introduction, we can
ask again “do we really need a phenomenology of pregnancy?”. | believe that along my
thesis | explain why we do need phenomenological investigations into experiences that
have been systematically overlooked within philosophical spaces. Furthermore, the
heuristic potential that emerges from the investigation of the pregnancy goes beyond this
political need, in that it provides arguments in favor of conceiving the human self as
inherently and constitutively intersubjective.

My response to the original objection occupies two levels. First, the fact that human

beings participate in intercorporeal forms of mutual exchange already in utero suggests
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that intersubjectivity is not entered into (only) from the abstract egos of adult human
beings, and this fact foregrounds the liminal states of the human being. | caution here that
this does not mean that every form of intersubjective encounter is causally dependent on
how one develops in utero. The category of causality is not even considered in this
account. What | am suggesting is a methodological note; let us consider pregnancy as a
process wherein something effectively happens. Let us recognize it explicitly — as a
philosophical point, not only as an affective or emotional one — that everyone has been
involved as a fetal-other in this process. Put simply, the heuristic potential of gestational
experience is at stake: What does pregnancy tell us about the nature of the human self?°

My second response to the original objection, as | argue in chapter one, concerns
the fact that it is simply untrue that pregnancy has never been a philosophical topic. On
the contrary, historical accounts clearly show that the interest in human reproduction can
be traced back to the (quite literally) origins of the Western philosophy. What is new is
rather the explicit, thematic, and engaged acknowledgement that pregnancy is performed
by a subject. Nonetheless — and this is a crucial and challenging point — pregnancy, as
Merleau-Ponty argues, is not an act that the gestating self undertakes like other acts she
may perform with her body. The gestating self finds herself in an anonymous process,
and deals with a unique intimacy with another human being inside her own body.® We do
need a phenomenology that takes seriously this phenomenon which calls into question
our conceptions of ourselves as human subjects and that, in doing so, appreciates that
pregnant experience is something more than the mere reproduction of the species. In this
regard, the phenomenological gaze may elucidate the feminist point that our original

being-in-the-world does not originate from nowhere, but rather from a maternal subject.

1. The problem defined

The goals of this chapter are twofold: | briefly clarify the epistemic motivation for
my research, and | present the main methodological considerations arising from a
phenomenology of pregnancy. With regard to the first goal, | explore the ancient Greek

understanding of pregnancy, focussing on the absence of the gestating self as a subject in

5| partially address this point in Miglio, N. (2019). Affective Schemas, Gestational Incorporation, and Fetal-Maternal
Touch: A Husserlian Inquiry. HUMANA. MENTE Journal of Philosophical Studies, 12(36), 67-99.

6| take into account these aspect in chapter two. My indirect reference is to Melreau- Merleau-Ponty, M. (2001).
Psychologie et pédagogie de l’enfant: Notes de cours 1949-1952. Verdier.
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this account. This section neither aims at nor claims to completeness, but rather it is
intended as a historical introduction to the topic of pregnancy within Western philosophy.
The later methodological section aims at expanding this awareness by adopting a more
contemporary phenomenological toolkit to inquire into the gestating process. | discuss
the main positions within feminist phenomenology, and | present some key premises of
my research — such as the sharp distinction between the phenomenon of pregnancy and
that of motherhood. Furthermore, | provide an analysis of Husserlian Eidetics, and
suggest that this approach may solve some of the issues raised by feminist

phenomenology with regard to pregnant experience.

1.1. On human generation

In what sense is pregnancy a philosophical topic? This question informs my
research hypothesis, even if it remains in the background. In fact, this thesis is not
intended to trace an history of the cultural conception of pregnancy within Western
horizon, as has already been undertaken in other scholarly works. Some of these
researchers have focussed their work on the experience of pregnancy within a particular
epoch,” while others have taken into account some peculiar pregnant experiences, like
assisted reproductive techniques from their very origin.® Instead, my research focuses on
the philosophical potential of the experience of pregnancy, and more specifically on the
experiential structures underlying the gestational process. Before addressing the
methodological aspects of my investigation, let me briefly discuss one of the reasons for
my interest in a philosophy of pregnancy — namely the little attention granted to its study
by traditional Western philosophy. Although a historical reconstruction is beyond the
scope of this thesis, it is nonetheless important to situate the topic of my research within
the history of Western philosophy. For the purposes of this thesis, | start with a brief
analysis of the Greek conception of human reproduction, which allows me to discuss the
general absence the subject of pregnancy as a philosophical persona, and to address some

theoretical attitudes towards this topic that remain at work to this day.

7 See e.g., Hanson, C. (2004). A Cultural History of Pregnancy: pregnancy, medicine and culture, 1750-2000. Springer.
Filippini, N. (2020). Pregnancy, Delivery, Childbirth: A Gender and Cultural History from Antiquity to the Test Tube
in Europe. Routledge.

8 See Betta, E. (2012). L’ altra genesi: storia della fecondazione artificiale. Carocci; and Baiocchi, M. (2018). In utero:
La scienza e i nuovi modi di diventare madre. Sonzogno.
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The How of human reproduction, and the Where from which everyone comes,

were central points of interest for Ancient philosophy: the research around the aition —
which has been investigated primarily under metaphysical and cosmological angles —
partially results from interest in embryology. Together, Greek mythology, philosophy,
and medicine define some paradigmatic approaches to the enduring issue of gestation
within Western Thought.® As Nadia Filippini outlines, the conception of human
reproduction (how it works, the role played by the woman, to the possibility of predicting
pregnancy’s outcomes etc.) are subject to cultural representation and inscribed in social,
institutional, and cultural histories: “It was the very idea of generation and birth that
changed over time, as did of the foetus, forcing a reassessment of its relationship with its
mother’s body”.1% Conversely, Filippini makes clear that some theoretical constructions
underlying the human reproduction tend to be invariant: an example of these “cultural
constructs” — that, | add, inform also the philosophical comprehension of the pregnant
process — “has consistently played down its value in a variety of ways [...] by overstating
men’s contribution to generation, or by contrasting it with other abilities and generative
powers in a subtle game of hierarchies and supremacy, which ended up causing a
‘philosophical removal’ of birth”. 1!
Since philosophical traditions are substantially ingrained within particular cultural
contexts and systems of thought, a brief excursus will help to better situate why a
philosophy of pregnancy is much needed and how it could be fruitful to pursue this line
of research. Even if I do not extensively take this aspect into account, it nonetheless
represents a central theme; a philosophical investigation of pregnant subjects cannot
ignore the social, cultural, political, and historical dimensions of lived experience.

Within Ancient Greek context, mythology gives us indirect information about
how the pregnant body has been conceived, while philosophical writings tend to follow
two distinct lines: on one hand, we are privy to the ancient metaphysical and biological
understandings of what makes human reproduction possible; on the other hand, there is a
focus on the political discipline, control, and legitimation of reproductive bodies. In this

scenario, Plato’s attention to pregnancy represents a key point of investigation. In his two

% From now on, | will not specify each occurrence that | am engaged with the Western horizon, but this point is
nonetheless central.

10 Filippini (2020), p. 2.

1 Filippini (2020), p. 9.
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main political texts, The Republic and The Laws, Plato addresses, more than pregnancy,
the very institution of motherhood (to employ a central term in Adrienne Rich’s
account)*? that needs to be regulated to permit the flourishing of the polis and the
wellbeing of the citizens. The reproductive power of the female body is disciplined by
and essentially functional to the achievement of social goals. Women are not conceived
as subjects so much as mere reproductive bodies. Of course, it is always important to
attend to the complex hermeneutic issues around the reading and interpretation of Plato’s
texts, and, in fact, the whole world imagined in The Republic could be read as an “ironic”
exercise. Furthermore, the need to control and discipline the sexualized body applies both
to women and men’s sexual behaviour, primarily moved by moral reasons.*® Instead, the
experience of pregnancy is commonly recognised among scholars as philosophical tool
within Plato’s arguments, which works, to borrow an apt expression from Francesca
Rigotti, as a declension of the “Arianna’s Paradox” (Il paradosso di Arianna),
substantiated in the “male appropriation of female reproduction”.** In Rigotti’s insightful
Partorire con il corpo e la mente, the author explains that some activities, while typically
performed by women, are insignificant and minor (artes minores). Things change if the
same activities have been transfigured within a process of “metaphorical purification”
(purificazione metaforica), through which they eventually become worthy of men.°

The locus classicus of this “appropriation by metaphoric transfer”® may be found in
Plato’s Symposium. Throughout the development of the arguments, we witness a
doubling of what it means to be pregnant: while women may experience physical
pregnancy, men who are wise to the Beauty are depicted as having access to a more
perfect and complete form of spiritual gestation. “I will tell you,” Diotima says, “The
function is that of procreation in what is beautiful, and such procreation can be either
physical or spiritual.”!” At first glance, Socrates seems confused and asks for a plain

explanation. The priestess of Mantinea then explains that,

2 Rich, A. (1995). Of woman born: Motherhood as experience and institution. WW Norton & Company.

13 | thank Marjolein Oele for this clarification.

1 Rigotti, F. (2010). Partorire con il corpo e con la mente: creativita, filosofia, maternita. Bollari Boringhieri, p. 25.
My translation.

15 Rigotti (2010), p. 22. My translation. Rigotti considers the acts of spinning and cooking as exemplificative of this
attitude, by highlighting that these activities are at least potential performed equally be men and women. The “male
appropriation” became even more problematic for the experiences related to the sphere of the maternal (pregnancy,
breastfeeding, labouring). A good example is Socrates maieutic.

16 [ employ here Filippini’s translation of Rigotti (2010), p. 24-25, in Filippini (2020), p. 19.

17 Plato, Symposium, 206.
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All men, Socrates, are in a state of pregnancy, both spiritual and physical, and
when they come to maturity, they feel a natural desire to bring forth, but they
can do so only in beauty and never in ugliness. There is something divine
about the whole matter; in pregnancy and bringing to birth the mortal creature
is endowed with a touch of immortality. But the process cannot take place in
disharmony, and ugliness is out of harmony with everything divine, whereas

beauty is in harmony with it.18

Procreation is “the nearest thing to perpetuity and immortality that a mortal being can
attain”,*® but physical reproduction is still too ephemeral and imperfect. In that regard,
Diotima makes clear that spiritual pregnancy is axiologically superior, being “the only
one that can guarantee a person’s immortality, while the female body shows its
limitations.?® This male appropriation of gestation is also detectable within the mythos:
within the rich mythological canon that addresses pregnancy, reproduction, and fertility,
the case of Zeus deserves a special mention since it typifies the theoretical attitude of the
male appropriation.?! Zeus carried both Athena and Dionysus, and these pregnancies are
two vivid examples of the ambiguous and problematic disposition of Greeks towards the
reproductive female body.

In analyzing the behaviour of this king of gods, Cantarella argues that Zeus “expropriates
his lovers from their maternal role”.?? This is further illustrated by the fact that these

gestations take place in his head (Athena) and his thigh (Dionysus) — bodily parts usually

18 Plato, Symposium, 206.

19 Plato, Symposium, 207.

20 Filippini (2020), p. 9.

21 The case of Zeus is also particularly suggestive since it opens up the issue of male pregnancy, which is a steady topos
in Western folklore. For more on that issue, see e.g.: Varvounis, M. “The couvade in ancient Cyprus: a folk ritual
performance”, Butlleti de la Reial Académia de Bones Lletres de Barcelona 54 (2012-2013), p. 11-27; Bertocchi, A.
“Il rito della couvade nel suo rapporto ricorsivo col mito.” Studi etno-antropologici e sociologici 23 (1995): 3-31;
Trethowan, W. (1972) The couvade syndrome. Modern perspectives in psycho-obstetrics: 68-93; Weigle, M. (1989).
Creation and Procreation: Feminist Reflections on Mythologies of Cosmogony and Parturition. University of
Pennsylvania Press; Leitao, D. (2012). The pregnant male as myth and metaphor in classical Greek literature.
Cambridge University Press; Doja, A. (2005). “Social Thought & Commentary: Rethinking the Couvade.”
Anthropological Quarterly 78.4: 917-950.

22 “Sono miti celebri, quelli che riguardano gli amori di Zeus sui quali ci soffermeremo. Pur nella loro diversita, hanno
in comune un aspetto sul quale non sempre ci si sofferma adeguatamente. Ed é il fatto che, quando lo ritiene opportuno
e Se ne presenta l'occasione, Zeus riesce a espropriare le sue amanti dal loro ruolo materno, appropriandosi del feto
frutto del suo seme che sta crescendo nel loro corpo e trasferendolo nel proprio: riuscendo cosi, al termine della
gestazione, a dare lui stesso alla luce il figlio.” Cantarella, E. (2019). Gli inganni di Pandora. L’origine delle
discriminazioni di genere nella Grecia antica. Feltrinelli, Milano, p. 24.
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not able to gestate other beings. From this “paternal surrogacy”? Cantarella hypothesizes
a connection between a kind of “masculine envy” for female reproductive capacity and
contemporaneous efforts to discipline female bodies.?* This brief example from Greek
mythology illustrates a primary issue pertaining to the genealogy of pregnancy as a
philosophical problem —namely the control and surveillance of pregnant bodies.
Following from the “masculine appropriation” of the model of pregnancy, the knowledge
and the specificities of the pregnant subject are dismissed. If we consider the
philosophical topics of pregnancy and childbirth within the history of philosophy, there
are very few references to the lived experience of the female subject, or to the existential
and philosophical of another human coming into being. This dispossession of the
gestational process through masculine appropriation has key consequences: first, in the
philosophical field, it contributes to the effacement of and abstraction from the material
process of pregnancy; and second, in lived experience, it reinforces a masculinist
approach to pregnancy and childbirth, which is expressed in the hospitalization of
reproductive affairs and in the historical passage from midwifery to obstetrics. In this
regard, the work of historians and anthropologists have hugely advanced the study of
pregnancy as a social and cultural phenomenon, subject to change in time, space, and
society. On this former point, the philosophical effacement of the female role within the
pregnant process concerns also the dichotomy between production and reproduction. As
Stella Villarmea argues that “the woman’s capacity to create is identified with the fact of
being able to give birth” throughout the history of philosophy, ideas, and culture. %
Feminine reproductive ability is thus regarded as inferior and contrasted, in
platonic fashion, with masculine creative and mental production. Along with this idea
(“woman creates by giving birth”), Villarmea notes that another preconception is at work
— namely “the idea according to which the process of giving birth does not need to be
reflected upon.” 26 Pregnancy is thus considered to be a sub-personal process, the
development of which does not need “her will, her ability to decide, or her freedom of

expression.”?” As will emerge through my thesis, | argue that pregnancy is instead a

23 Cantarella (2019), p. 26.
24 Cantarella (2019), p. 27.
% Villarmea (2009). pp. 320-1.

% Villarmea (2009), pp. 320-1.
27 Villarmea (2009), pp. 320-1.
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situation — a bodily experience relating to peculiar existential states. Phenomenological
analyses will especially show that pregnancy has multiple and intertwined experiential
layers, the dynamic correlation of which should not be over-reduced to sub-personal
phenomena.

Following this genealogical inquiry, it emerges that the very material experience
of pregnancy is effaced through the filter of metaphor,?® wherein the gestational process
is abstracted from its own materiality and identified with “spiritual pregnancy”.?°
Metaphorization and politicization of pregnancy thus turn out to be the two most long-
standing and influential paradigms within Western philosophy, for many centuries after

Plato.® With regard to the metaphorization of lived experience, Tyler argues that,

Philosophy has thrived upon using metaphors of gestation for the renewal of
masculine models of being and creativity, while simultaneously and
repeatedly disavowing maternal origin in its theories and models of

subjectivity.”3!

Tyler further discusses the correlation between the metaphorization of the gestational
process, male appropriation, and identification between reproduction and passivity. As |
showed above, in Western philosophy the gestating subject is still in statu nascendi. That
said, metaphorization and politicization are two notable and long-standing approaches to
describing pregnancy, but they are not the only ones. For instance, in Aristotle’s work,
the issue of human origins is explicitly related to the female human body, mostly
considered as the material support of a process univocally determined by the man, who

informs the bare and passive feminine matrix. In this context, Aristotle assumes an

8 “I am not metaphor, but real alien becoming, perpetually modified.” in Tyler, 1. (2000). Reframing pregnant
embodiment. In S. Ahmed, J. Kilby, C. Lury, M McNeill & B Skeggs (Eds.). Transformations: thinking through
feminism. Routledge, pp. 288-301, p. 290.

29 See especially in details 204d - 209e, which corresponds to Diotima’s speech. This theme has received much
attention. See e.g., in chronological orders: Burnyeat, M. F. (1977). “Socratic Midwifery, Platonic Inspiration”,
Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies 24, 7-16; Plass, P. C. (1978) 'Plato's "Pregnant" Lover', Symbolae
Osloenses 53: 47-55; Tomin, J. (1987) “Socratic Midwifery”, Classical Quarterly 37 (1987), 97-102; Pender, E. E.
(1992). “Spiritual Pregnancy in Plato's Symposium.” The Classical Quarterly, vol. 42, no. 1, pp. 72-86; Rawson, G.
(2006). Platonic Recollection and Mental Pregnancy. Journal of the History of Philosophy 44(2), 137-155.

%0 See also: Rigotti, F. 1l potere e le sue metafore, Milano, Feltrinelli, 1992; S. Chignola, S. (1997). Storia dei concetti
e storiografia del discorso politico, in «Filosofia politica», 1, 99-122.

31 Tyler (2000), p. 91.
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assertive-conservative position, in arguing that the female body is totally passive in the
gestational process.®?

Biological, theological, and philosophical considerations of pregnancy have a
long history. The topic of human reproduction is at the heart of many philosophical
conceptions of the human being, especially where distinctions based on sex/gender
underlie such conceptions. Studies of human reproduction throughout history can reveal
much about the hierarchy of knowledges within each determinate historical context.
Moreover, the material care afforded to pregnant women during these periods can indicate
more broadly about the role of women in a given society. The Virginity of Mary, the
foetuses drawn by Leonardo da Vinci, the invention of the forceps, the diagnosis of
hysteria, Preformationism, Antoni Van Leeuwenhoek’s animalcula, and the theory of
maternal impressions are all examples derived from a long-standing intellectual interest
in human generation. In that sense, it is fair to understand human pregnancy as an
enduring area of interest within Western philosophy. My thesis is that, despite this interest
in human reproduction, the gestating subject emerges as a philosophical object only in
more recent phenomenological theory and feminist thought; 3 indeed, it has been only in
the last century that pregnancy has been philosophically thematized as a corporeal
experience that affects, in a unique way, the female and fetal selves, as well as the
gestating self’s milieu, and her relational and emotional context. More specifically, 1
argue that the emergence of this theoretical discontinuity®* results in an analysis of the
gestational experience as a situation, namely as a bodily experience marked by
transcendence and immanence, that is constitutively intersubjective, relational, and
affective.

In other words, while pregnancy has been at the centre of philosophical inquiry

from the discipline’s inception, the gestating subject has been a most notable absence in

32 See e.g., Aristotle, De generatione animalium, 728 a, 17 ss. Aristotle, Politics, 1254 b, 1-14. Politics, I, 13, 1260 a.

Concurrently, the issue of pregnancy has been investigated as well in medicine: the most relevant evidence of this
attention is undoubtedly given by the Corpus Hippocraticum, which contains ten treatises on obstetrics. For further
literature, see: Bonnard, J.-B. (2014). “Male and female bodies according to Ancient Greek physicians.” Clio. Women,
Gender, History 37.

Of course, this is only one possible reading of Aristotle’s writings, since his metaphysical has been also read in feminist
terms. See, for instance, the recent book by Trott, A. M. (2019). Aristotle on the Matter of Form: A Feminist Metaphysics
of Generation. Edinburgh University Press.

33 4s Iris Marion Young poignantly points out, “We should not be surprised to learn that discourse on pregnancy omits
subjectivity, for the specific experience of women has been absent from most of our culture's discourse about human
experience and history” Young, I. M. (2005). “Pregnant Embodiment: Subjectivity and Alienation”, in Throwing like
a girl and other essays, Oxford University Press, p. 46.

34 Foucault, M. (1969) L’Archéologie du savoir. Gallimard.
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the tradition. In this sense, feminist reflections have paved the way for a phenomenology
of pregnancy — especially the historical and genealogical work of scholars who have
raised questions concerning the why and the how of this problematic removal of maternal
point of view. The legacy of misogyny within philosophy has resulted in the dismissal of
the first-person perspective of the gestating subject.®® The question at stake concerns,
then, the participation of women both as object and as subject of philosophy. As I briefly
pointed out, it would be incorrect to affirm that “pregnancy” as a theme has been absent
from philosophical attention lato sensu. On the contrary, matters related to human
generation have classically been of interest for philosophical reflection.®® From this
perspective, my research aims to take seriously the pregnant process as an experience
typically performed by women, but whose meaning should be recognized as relevant for
the philosophical understanding of the self.

Indirectly, a problem emerges here that needs to be made explicit — namely the
fact (both empirical and theoretical) that gestational experience is unequivocally sex-
related and, for a very long time, it has been also regarded as unambiguously gender-
related.3” This is precisely one of the historical reasons why gestating subjects have been
excluded from the philosophical field. In recognition of this history, in this thesis, | use
of pronoun “she” when referring to the gestating subject. Cisgender women are by no
means the only people who can experience pregnancy firsthand: non-binary people, trans
men, and intersex individuals who experience pregnancy ought also to be included under

the term “gestating subject”. Nonetheless, statistics acknowledge that the majority (albeit

% For a reconstruction of the female absence in the philosophical field, see e.g.: Cavarero, A. (1990). Nonostante
Platone: figure femminili nella filosofia antica, Editori riuniti; Le Doeuff, M. (1998). Le séxe du savoir. Aubier; Lloyd,
G. (1993). The man of reason: “male” and “female” in western philosophy, Routledge; Vassallo, N., & Garavaso, P.
(2007). La filosofia delle donne, Laterza; Tommasi, W. (2004). | filosofi e le donne: la differenza sessuale nella storia
della filosofia, Tre Lune Edizioni.

3% Indeed, historians and philosophers are increasingly investigating the participation of women as subjects and
scholars of philosophy in many epochs. The most studied and acknowledged examples include authors like Diotima of
Mantinea, Hypatia, Hildegard of Bingen, Elisabeth of Bohemia, Emilie du Chéatelet, or Mary Wollstonecraft, who are
already part of a Canon (that of ‘women doing philosophy’), but also to the Canon (that of ‘Human beings doing
philosophy’), since their intellectual work is also demonstrated to be crucial in a deeper and broader understanding
of philosophical issues and methods from a historical angle.

37 The sex/gender distinction entailed an enduring debate in philosophy (for a good historical and theoretical
reconstruction, see  Mikkola, M.  (2008).  Feminist  perspectives on sex and  gender.
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/feminism-gender/ ). In the phenomenological field, there are some
contributions that may help to disentangle this thick controversial question: a remarkable essay by Heindmaa, where
the author distinguishes two ideas of gender (substantial and criterial definitions) and proposes a historical and
conceptual clarification, suggesting to employ the rich account of corporeality put forth by classical phenomenology
(Heindmaa, S. (2012). Sex, gender, and embodiment. In D. Zahavi (Ed.) The Oxford handbook of contemporary
phenomenology, (pp. 216-43). A similar theoretical strategy is advanced by Young (2002), and Lindemann, G. (1997).
The body of gender difference. European Journal of Women s Studies 3(4):341-361.
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not the totality) of people undergoing the gestational process are cisgender women. This
does not imply that transgender and intersex people do not deserve attention and visibility
in contemporary analysis, but rather accounts for the ways that major issues related to
pregnancy (especially from a historical angle) tend to be influenced by the fact that
gestating subjects are mostly (cisgender) women. Most part of the literature with which |
am engaged tends to uncritically identify all the gestating subjects as cisgender women.
For the purpose of my thesis, | make the (imperfect) compromise by adopting she/her
pronouns for the gestating subject, and predominantly address the perspective of
cisgender women.

As seen from the Greek philosophical tradition that | have briefly sketched above,
ancient Greek ideas about pregnancy have shaped future notions of sex and gender, as
they emerged more concretely as concepts in the XX century, such that gestational
experience is predominantly understood as a problem both for females and for women. |
caution that the same implicit correlation is still at work in the literature I discuss in the
following chapter — namely, by Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. For work
by Simone de Beauvoir, the issue is so straightforwardly problematic, but nevertheless
she does not distinguish clearly between the social construction of gender and the
biologically given sex on the issue of pregnancy, as her identification between pregnancy
and motherhood further shows. This is the case of most contemporary literature, which
tends to maintain that pregnancy is a sex/gender-related experience.

This problem is linked with the fact that the gestating subject is by no means the
main focus of all philosophical reflections about pregnancy: on the contrary,
contemporary lines of research also discuss the ethics of abortion; metaphysical accounts
of selves, organisms, and persons; or the existential meaning of birth. By omitting the
gestating subject from these considerations, these works also run the risk of replicating
the same degree of abstraction as ancient accounts. The theoretical lacuna that I try to
ammend with my dissertation concerns precisely the lived experience of the gestational
subject. My distinctive approach consists in unveiling the eidetic structures of a process
that is at the very origin of the coming-into-being of the self. Recognizing pregnancy as
a philosophical theme necessitates new ways to consider the gestating subject as a subject,
and not merely as a patient. Moreover, it directly challenges the Western idea that the

Subject is self-discrete, autonomous, and completely independent. As | argue in the next
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section, phenomenology provides a unique toolkit for inquiring into the lived experience
of the self, as an alternative to the biomedical approach.

Reframing the parameters of the inquiry is key; addressing the question of from
whom we came — whom and no longer from where. Cavarero explains this distinction, in
relation to the epistemic fracture between philosophy and narration. In Relating

Narratives, she argues that,

Indeed, the absence of the mother is immediately perceptible in the question
that is inevitable but is destined to remain unanswered: ‘who gave birth to
this creature?’ With this question, the language of the existent reveals its
symptomatic opposition to the language of philosophers. The latter, looking
for the existent in general, asks ‘from where’ the newborn came, and is
therefore required to confine its explanation to the alternative, as solemn as it
is empty, between being and nothingness.®® But the question that is addressed
to the unique, newborn being is precisely that which asks ‘from whom’ the

newborn came.3°

Cavarero’s thesis could be pushed further — and more radically — by addressing the
gestational experience that takes place and is performed by the gestating subject. I argue
that this shift directly challenges two complementary and very persistent ideas related to
human generation: first, that birth is the authentic “coming into being” of the self; and,
second, that pregnancy is “a mere transit phase, waiting for delivery.”*° | challenge both
these assumptions throughout my thesis by showing that pregnant experience involves a
specific form of intercorporeality, and that the gestating self and the fetal-other co-emerge

within the process itself.*

38 This is exactly the starting point of my analysis. While Cavarero articulates the shift from the abstract generality of
the dialectic being-nothingness to the concrete coming into being of one individual from the maternal flesh, | am trying
to push further the argument, in including the gestational experience as philosophical relevant for the self. I am
currently working on this topic in the following paper: Miglio, Argird. Unveiling the Relational Origin of the Self:
Hannah Arendt’s Notion of Natality in Dialogue with Feminist Phenomenology. In Journal of the British Society for
Phenomenology (under preparation).

39 Cavarero, A. (2014). Relating narratives: Storytelling and selfhood. Routledge, 2014, p. 1.

40 Smith, N. (2016). “Phenomenology of pregnancy: a cure for philosophy?” in J. Bornemark, & N. Smith (Eds.).
Phenomenology of pregnancy, Elders 2016.

41 According to the good practices that suggest a neutral language for avoiding gender bias and implicit gender
assumptions in academic writings (see for instance APA guidelines), | employ the singular they as a pronoun when |
am referring to a subject whose gender identity is unspecified or irrelevant for my argument (e.g.: human being, fetal-
other).
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Along these lines, Iris Marion Young opens her classic essay ‘“Pregnant
Embodiment: Subjectivity and Alienation” (1984) with a short overview of how

pregnancy is conventionally understood:

The library card catalog contains dozens of entries under the heading
“pregnancy”: clinical treatises detailing signs of morbidity; volumes
cataloging studies of fetal development, with elaborate drawings; or popular
manuals in which physicians and others give advice on diet and exercise for

the pregnant woman.*?

Pregnancy, she writes, “does not belong to the woman herself” — rather, it is seen as a
state of development of the fetus (with the woman as a container), a biological process,
or again as a condition in which the woman should “take care of herself”.** Thirty-five
years after Young's essay, the epistemic object “pregnancy” is gradually considering the
pregnant subject herself, since it has been acknowledged that her experience cannot be
reduced exclusively to her health condition. Despite this, the main dictionaries in English,
French, and Italian tend to persist in depicting the pregnancy as a condition or state,** —
which is symptomatic of how pregnancy is commonly thought within Western tradition.
Phenomenological reflections and feminist praxis instead look towards understanding
what gestation is for the gestating subject and of how the gestating subject could shed

light on the concepts of body, subject, intersubjectivity, and many other themes.

42 Young (2005), p. 46.

43 Young (2005), p. 46.

4 Let me give a few examples: Cambridge Dictionary defines pregnancy “the state of being pregnant”
(https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/pregnancy); Collins maintains that pregnancy is a condition, but
defines that also in temporal terms, as a time frame: ‘Pregnancy is the condition of being pregnant or the period of
time during which a female is pregnant.” (https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/pregnancy);
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, pregnancy is “The condition of a female of being pregnant or with child;
an instance of this” (https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/150080?rskey=0yxMNw&result=1#eid).

In French, Dictionnaire Larousse provide a double definition of pregnancy, both as condition that concerns woman
from the insemination to the labour ( “Etat de la femme entre la fécondation et l'accouchement”), or, as alternative,
as a set of event during when the embryo - and then the fetus - grows within the maternal womb (“Ensemble des
phénomenes se déroulant entre la fécondation et l'accouchement, durant lesquels I'embryon, puis le feetus, se développe
dans l'utérus maternel. ) https://www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/grossesse/38395?q=grossesse#38332.
Similar definitions are available in Italian: according to Treccani, “La condizione (detta anche gestazione) della
donna, e in genere delle femmine dei mammiferi, nel periodo che va dall 'inizio del concepimento al parto (o comunque
all’espulsione del feto), e la durata stessa di tale periodo” (http://www.treccani.it/vocabolario/gravidanza/); for
Hoepli: “Condizione della femmina dei Mammiferi nei mesi che precedono il parto, durante i quali si sviluppa il feto
che essa porta” (https://dizionari.repubblica.it/ltaliano/G/gravidanza.html); Nuovo De Mauro: “condizione in cui si
trova la donna o la femmina di un mammifero dal momento della fecondazione sino al parto”
(https://dizionario.internazionale.it/parola/gravidanza),; Sabatini Coletti: “momento del concepimento al parto; la
durata di tale periodo” (https://dizionari.corriere.it/dizionario_italiano/G/gravidanza.shtml).
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Existential phenomenology and eidetic-transcendental phenomenology respectively have
paved the way for the development of Feminist and Critical Phenomenologies in the XXI
century,* alongside the call to give voice and visibility to a range of human experiences.

With that in mind, the next chapter aims to sketch a critical genealogy of
pregnancy as a philosophical problem, starting from themes discussed by authors of
continental tradition who have both posed the theoretical basis for further development
in this growing field, and reflected on pregnancy as a corporeal — and not only physical —
experience. The epistemic object pregnancy is much richer than we are used to believing,
in that it involves a complex system of different meanings. “Pregnancy” refers to a
biological process that starts with fertilization and finishes with childbirth. Indeed, this
process entails a specific personal experience, in that every gestating self discovers
herself to be pregnant in a web of emotional, familiar, and affective relations. This
involves a certain existential situatedness, which includes her corporeal potential,
ethnicity, religious inclination, and sexual orientation.*® Intersectional feminism (as both
theory and practice) has taught us that the performance of one’s gender identity — and, |
add, the way in which one may imagine, fear, desire, or shun being pregnant — is shaped
(read: silenced, misunderstood, rejected) by and within a nonlinear combination of
different factors.*” To paraphrase Orwell, “all pregnancies are equal, but some
pregnancies are more equal than others”: a plethora of sociological, anthropological, and
economic literature confirms this. Reports from world health agencies offer impressive
series of data about how different it is to be pregnant in different political and
geographical contexts: access to healthcare and the overall quality of the medical system

are key elements.*® Events of accidental death and serious injury to some pregnant (or

45 See the volume G. Weiss, S. Gayle, and A. V. Murphy (Eds.), (2019). 50 Concepts for a Critical Phenomenology.
Northwestern University Press, as well as the Journal Puncta (http://journals.oregondigital.org/index.php/pjcp).

4 [ employ the expression “found out to be pregnant” precisely for enhancing the contingency and the on-principle
unpredictability of the process.

47 Yuval-Davis, N. (2006). “Intersectionality and feminist politics.” European journal of women's studies 13.3, 193-
209; Carastathis, A. (2014) The concept of intersectionality in feminist theory. Philosophy Compass. 304-314; Cho, S.
C., Crenshaw, K. W., & McCall, L. (2013). Toward a field of intersectionality studies: Theory, applications, and praxis.
Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 38.4, 785-810; In Collins, P. H. (2015) Intersectionality’s definitional
dilemmas. Annual review of sociology 41, 1-20, Collins defines intersectionality in the following terms: “The term
intersectionality references the critical insight that race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age
operate not as unitary, mutually exclusive entities, but as reciprocally constructing phenomena that in turn shape
complex social inequalities.” (p. 1). Duane Davis remarks that some aspects of Husserlian phenomenology go in the
direction of a critical phenomenology in a similar way to Collins’ view on intersectionality; see: Davis, D. “The
phenomenological Method”, in G. Weiss, S. Gayle, and A. V. Murphy (Eds.), (2019). 50 Concepts for a Critical
Phenomenology. (pp. 3-11). Northwestern University Press.

8 See e.g.: https://www.unfpa.org/
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labouring) women are not independent from one’s situation. Thus, it is essential not to
forget how much factors such as class, race, and existential position modify the chance
of having a pleasant or safe gestational experience.*

While the social sciences address pregnant experience by questioning the
particular experiences (qualitative approach) and by analysing empirical data and
statistics (quantitative approach), phenomenology may offer a fresh eye. In particular, the
phenomenological toolkit has the advantage of recognizing the many tiers of experience,
and addressing lived experience by reconnecting the universality of “The Experience of
Pregnancy” and the individuality of “my experience”. The methodological questions that
motivate my research are then the following: How might phenomenology make sense of

gestational experience, and disentangle the experiential levels implied in the process?

1.2. Phenomenology and feminist philosophy

As briefly outlined above, addressing the issue of gestational experience allows
us to question and challenge the ways in which concepts such as self, body, and subject
are traditionally intended within philosophy as a field. Contemporary phenomenological
literature focuses on the ways in which phenomenologies of pregnancy revise or reject
theories of the subject. After a brief introduction concerning the historical reception of
Feminist Phenomenology, Talia Welsh claims that one of the main contributions of
phenomenology of pregnancy has been to problematise long-standing theories of the
subject, confronting the fact that our uterine life is not autonomous or discrete; as she puts
it, “any account of the human subject would have to reconsider its designation of human
life as independent monad”.>® The exploration of pregnancy calls to be worked through
from the subject’s lived experience, which reveals the problem of accounting for the
subject as an exclusively “autonomous, rational, genderless, unified and discrete” agent.>!

According to her analysis, the phenomenology of pregnancy and the philosophies of body

share the common goal of affirming that mind and body are not separate metaphysical

49 1t may be sufficient to take a look to Western news: pregnant women who lose their babies-to-be because of violent
acts of racial rage; or again, the access to healthcare is still very much limited for some women depending on their
race, or their voice risk falling on deaf ears (https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2019/01/giving-birth-in-
united-states-suprisingly-deadly/).

0 Welsh, T. (2013). “The Order of Life: How phenomenologies of pregnancy revise and reject theories of the subject.”
In S. LaChance Adams & C. R. Lundquist (Eds.), Coming to Life: Philosophies of Pregnancy, Childbirth and
Mothering. (pp. 283-299). Fordham University Press, p. 289.

51 Welsh (2013), p. 291.
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entities, suggesting that embodiment is prior to all other subjective characteristics. In
overcoming the dualistic Cartesian distinction between a mechanical body regulated by a
mind-consciousness, the experience of pregnancy provides a bodily phenomenology that
is neither universalistic nor generalizable. Rather, it is essential for the coming into life of
every human being. As Welsh remarks, pregnancy reminds us our original
interconnection as human beings, as well as the “primacy of embodiment over a self-
enclosed mental experience”.%> While the author suggests pregnancy may disclose the
self as embodied and relational, she does not forward alternative theoretical frameworks
to better achieve this goal, which would open up a much-needed field of exploration.
Similarly, Carol Bigwood points out that phenomenological analysis of pregnant
experiences helps in challenging the privileged positions from which male philosophers
have extrapolated their male-experience as universal.® The theoretical upshot of my
analysis therefore exceeds simple acknowledgement of the epistemic potential for
pregnancy to re-frame operative concepts, but also highlights the heuristic potential of
gestational experience in all its critical flow.

Phenomenology of pregnancy reveals the absurd inconsistency of claims that
subjectivity can come from nowhere, and demonstrate instead that we did born from
another human being (which happens to be biologically female). This notion parallels
other critical reflections on the origin of human subjectivity, which can be traced at least
to feminist readings of Hannah Arendt’s theses in The Human Condition. Moving beyond
Heidegger’s attention to the ontological (and not merely ontic) structures of human
existence, Arendt proposes natality as an authentic existential possibility, and not a
merely contingent fact. As Schiies notes, the Arendtian category of natality “means that
human beings are born from someone in the world” and “it points to the idea that the fact
of being born stands for our relationality in the world and leads to the capacity of begin”.>
Many notable works discuss Arendt’s proposal through a feminist lens, examining the
role of women in giving life, highlighting the materiality of the pregnant process, and
refusing the metaphorization of the birthing experience (which can also be found within

Arendt’s work). Of special interest, Adriana Cavarero’s work is a re-reading of the

52 Welsh (2013), p. 296.

53 Bigwood, C. (1991). Renaturalizing the body (with the help of Merleau-Ponty). Hypatia, 6(3), 54-73, p. 56.

54 Schiies, C. (2017). Natality. Philosophical rudiments concerning a generative phenomenology. Thaumazein| Rivista
di Filosofia, 4, 9-35, p. 10.
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Arendtian category of natality, and a call to include the gestating subject’s perspective in
discourse around birth. % Shifting the perspective from my birth to my mother’s labour
necessitates the inclusion of the labouring subject’s view in the philosophical discourse
on self’s origin, and also discloses the relational dimension that marks the beginning of
life. While it is commonly accepted that everyone comes from a gestating subject who
carries and interacts with the gestated self, Cavarero’s account of “coming into the world”
and other relational accounts of natality have not always permeated the mainstream.

This line of research focuses on the meaning of birth for the gestating self,
subverting the Western notion of the subject as a self-contained, isolated, and
autogenerated ego. In some texts, we find general references to the maternal subject, who
encompasses the pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding.®® In this regard, | maintain the
importance of distinguishing between the bodily experience of pregnancy and the
assumption of the identity of the mother. Refusing biological essentialism, | premise my
research on the following phenomenological distinction: pregnancy is not the same
phenomenon as motherhood. | suggest that a clear terminological distinction between the
processes (pregnancy and motherhood), and the actors there implied (fetus and baby,
gestating subject and mother) could shed some light within the phenomenological
structures of the gestational process. While the notion of the fetus as a baby has already
been problematized within the literature, there is a surprising lack of direct engagement
from phenomenologists with the status of the gestating subject, who is sometimes simply
presented as “mother-to-be”.

This categorical distinction responds to the many experiential levels operating
within gestational and maternal situations. Not only does this approach stress the
complexity of these phenomena and the urgency of rethinking this conceptual terrain, this
move acknowledges the existential validity of different experiences across the eidetic
structure of pregnancy. Motherhood has been accounted for as a twofold phenomenon —
as both Institution and Experience — in notable work by Adrienne Rich.>” Many other

authors have created and developed new concepts, such as the powerful renegotiation of

5 Cavarero, A. (1990). “Dire la nascita”, in Diotima, Mettere al mondo il mondo. La T artaruga; Cavarero, A. (1990).
Nonostante Platone: figure femminili nella filosofia antica, Editori riuniti; Cavarero, A. (2019). Democrazia sorgiva.
Note sul pensiero politico di Hannah Arendt. Raffaello Cortina.

% See e.g., Bornemark (2016).

57 Rich, A. (1995). Of woman born: Motherhood as experience and institution. WW Norton & Company.
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mothering as displayed in Andrea O’Reilly account.® While maternal experience is not
the topic of this thesis, it is necessary to justify why I state that the pregnant process
should not be analysed in close reference to motherhood. My thesis is that there is no
eidetic necessity to link pregnancy and motherhood.

A gestating self may experience her pregnancy as a preparatory phase before
motherhood — as a transitory stage leading into the acquisition of a new identity mother
—and as the material experience of having a child. Nevertheless, the correlation between
pregnancy and motherhood is not an essential constraint. Being a maternal subject and
being a pregnant self are not two essential moments of the same phenomenon. One could
experience pregnancy and not motherhood: indeed, pregnancy may end with a childbirth,
or may finish with an abortion or an early loss. Conversely, being mother does not
presuppose as a precondition having carried a baby, as the case of adoption well shows.
If we want to seriously engage with the eidetic structures of pregnant experience, it is
necessary in advance that we dismiss religious beliefs, social norms, and cultural
convictions. In phenomenological terms, we need to bracket of our beliefs and personal
experiences through the epoché.

Indeed, this move liberates the analysis from psychologistic assumptions about
the supposedly welcoming female body and the desire of every woman by nature to
become a mother sooner or later in her life. This opens a space for rethinking pregnant
embodiment outside various positions of biological essentialism, as well as against the
theoretical fundaments of an ethic of care. That pregnancy is a joyful rite of passage
towards motherhood is nothing but a contingent norm, which is continuously disavowed
by the morphological variety of concrete gestational experiences.

The following preliminary theoretical issues of a phenomenology of pregnancy

emerge: the first issue, concerning any phenomenology engaged with the concreteness of

8 O’Reilly, A. (2006). Rocking the cradle: Thoughts on motherhood, feminism and the possibility of empowered
mothering. Toronto: Demeter Press; O’ Reilly, A. (Ed.). (2008). Feminist mothering. SUNY Press; O’ Reilly, A. (2007).
Maternal Theory Essential Readings. Demeter Press;, O’ Reilly, A. (2017). Matricentric feminism: Theory, activism.
Practice. Demeter Press. For phenomenological-informed works on the topic, see La Chance Adams, S. (2014). Mad
mothers, bad mothers, and what a “good” mother would do: The ethics of ambivalence. Columbia University Press.
Adams, S. L., Cassidy, T., & Hogan, S. (2020). The Maternal Tug: Ambivalence, Identity, and Agency. Demeter Press.
59 Moreover, this position may be fruitfully explored for the theoretical outcomes it eventually leads. For instance, this
distinction may sustain a position open to surrogacy. Some legal choices are precisely founded in the
pregnancy/motherhood divide: see e.g., Baiocchi takes into account a 2016 decision by Italian Corte Suprema di
Cassazione, according to which “il divieto di gravidanza surrogata ‘non esprime un valore costituzionale superiore e
inderogabile’; inoltre, il principio per cui la madre é colei che partorisce ‘non puo essere assunto a principio
inderogabile di ordine pubblico’”. Baiocchi (2018), p. 119.
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the lived body, is the challenge of accounting philosophically for the uniqueness of the
body, in terms of race, gender, physical, and psychical abilities, while maintaining also
the “generalizing” gaze of philosophy; the second issue is specific to the phenomenology
of pregnancy, since it is yet to be demonstrated under what circumstances and theoretical
criteria it is possible, fruitful, or profitable to analyze an experience (that of pregnancy)
which only some people can experience as maternal subjects. Put another way, it is
precisely the heuristic potential of gestational experience that is at stake: what does
pregnancy tell us about the nature of the human self?

Feminist philosophy has struggled for decades in reconciling the singularity of
one’s experience and the so-called universalizing gaze of philosophy (individuated as
male). The challenge is to find a theoretical strategy of universalizing experience without
generalizing it. The issue has been further discussed in the flourishing field of Feminist
Phenomenology: for example, Fisher has stressed the relevance of this issue for any
philosophical project whose aim is to connect “my experience of x” with “The experience
of x”. She discusses the possible encounters between phenomenology and feminism,
highlighting contradictions, potentialities, and ways to substantiate their mutual
enhancement. In particular, she emphasises that feminist theories and phenomenology
share the same task of reconciling one’s personal experience and a generalization. She

argues in particular that,

Feminist thought has always had to contend, though not always doing so
explicitly, with such tensions: the emphasis on specificity and the personal on
the one hand-the uniqueness of women's experience that serves as the
impetus, as we have seen, for so many feminist critiques and contributions-
while at the same time endeavoring to articulate a ‘women's situation’, the
shared and generalized situation or structure of women's place, role, and

oppression in society and culture.5°

Phenomenology, she states, reveals a dialectical tension akin to the feminist predicament,

but the complexity of subjective experience is not necessarily problematic. The pillar

8 Fisher, L. (2000). “Phenomenology and feminism: Perspectives on their relation.” In L. Fisher, & L. Embee (Eds.)
(2000). Feminist phenomenology (pp.17-38), Springer, pp. 28-29. For more on feminist phenomenology, see A. Garry,
S. J. Khader, & A. Stone (Eds.). (2017). The Routledge companion to feminist philosophy. Routledge.
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goals are then: “to articulate a generalized account of the structures of subjectivity from
the perspective of individual subjectivity and ownness; investigating the essence of
subjectivity while also elaborating the immediacy, particularity, and intensity of my
experience as a subject.”® Far from being generic — or generalist — the self analyzed
through phenomenological lens is “understandable rather as the thread of invariance; not
one model fits all, but structural invariance within variance, that which gives shape and
coherence to the variance.”%?

In discussing the classical texts of phenomenology — especially Merleau-Ponty
and Husserl’s philosophical projects — scholars of feminist phenomenology problematize
the neutrality of the phenomenological bodily subject, that, according to their criticism,
fails to account for the specific characteristics and distinctiveness of each human body,
and which effaces sexual difference, corporeal particularities, and ethnicity. This problem
has accompanied phenomenology as a method and a scholarship from the very beginning.
Focus on lived experience was a central point in the first few decades of
phenomenological scholarship. The case of Frantz Fanon is especially notable: in 1952,
only seven years after Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie de la Perception, he published
the book Peau Noir, Masques Blancs, wherein he uncovered this mechanism of
surreptitious generalization, showing how Sartre’s phenomenology and ontology of the
Look completely overlooked experiences of otherness among people of colour.%
Between Merleau-Ponty and Fanon’s books, Beauvoir published Le Deuxieme Séxe
(1949), in which recent readers have seen not only a political manifesto but also a detailed
phenomenological analysis that bring women’s embodiment into phenomenological
debates. Many contemporary philosophers still use Beauvoir’s text by way of
introduction into theoretical problems and possible paths for accounting for the lived
experience of women, in the same way that Fanon‘s reflections are still renegotiated and

employed by phenomenologists in critical race studies. These two examples show that

61 Fisher (2000), pp. 28-29.

62 Fisher (2000), pp. 29. For further critical contributions on the relationship between feminism and phenomenology,
see also: Stawarska, B. (2018). “Subject and Structure in Feminist Phenomenology: Re-reading Beauvoir with Butler”,
in Shabot, S. C., & Landry, C. (Eds.). Rethinking feminist phenomenology: theoretical and applied perspectives (pp.
13-33). Rowman & Littlefield.

63 On the topic of racialized embodiment, see the notions of schéma historico-raciale (Fanon, F. (1952). Peau noire,
masques blancs. Seuil), as well as contemporary developments, among others: Yancy, G. (2019). Confiscated bodies.
In Weiss, G., Salamon, G. & Murphy, A (Eds). 50 concepts for a critical phenomenology (pp. 69-75). Northwestern
University Press. Petherbridge, D. (2017). Racializing Perception and the Phenomenology of Invisibility. In L. Dolezal,
& D. Petherbridge, (Eds.). Body/self/other: The phenomenology of social encounters (pp. 103-133). SUNY Press. Ngo,
H. (2017). The habits of racism: A phenomenology of racism and racialized embodiment. Lexington Books.
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phenomenology has, in its theoretical premises, a strong call to account for the specificity
of individual lived experiences. In this context, the notion itself of experience acquires its
philosophical relevance and makes possible the investigation of specific human
situations.

To return to feminist phenomenology, Heindmaa sums up and expresses the major
points of feminist investigation, as well as rejecting a wide and generalist idea of
phenomenology as an inquiry into human experience. In a special issue co-edited with
Rodemeyer and dedicated to feminist phenomenology, we read that further developments
and mutual connections between phenomenology and fields like psychoanalysis,
pragmatism, and social theory have “neglected or abandoned the distinction between
transcendental or ontological inquiries and empirical investigations.”® This non-
technical sense of phenomenology, they say, has “lost contact with the transcendental
aspirations that originally had motivated the undertaking.”% Heindmaa argues in another
text that phenomenology should be understood as “A transcendental-philosophical
investigation into the correlation between subjectivity and objectivity, or consciousness
and being, characteristic of all experience”.%® The challenge to individuate a continuity
between subjectivity and objectivity is probably one of the most long-standing and
compelling problems in the whole Western philosophy, and it is a further reason why a
phenomenology of pregnancy is much needed today. Not only, as Johanna Oksala has
argued, as “a study concerned with regional sub-themes in phenomenology more
generally”,®” but also as a way to revitalize and re-signify the phenomenological method
itself. 68

The relationship between subjectivity and objectivity, and between personal and
philosophical perspective, according to Sandford, becomes even more crucial for feminist
phenomenology, due to its interest in gendered bodily experiences. The question is how
to build a philosophical phenomenology able to grasp the constitutive and eidetic features

of lived experience. The debate involves many different voices, among which we find

64 Heindmaa, S., & Rodemeyer, L. (2010). Introduction. Special lIssue: Feminist Phenomenologies. Continental
Philosophy Review, 43(1), 1-11, p. 4.

8 Heinamaa, & Rodemeyer, (2010), p. 4.

% Heinamaa, S. (2011). A phenomenology of sexual difference: Types, styles and persons. In C. Witt (Ed.). (2010).
Feminist metaphysics: explorations in the ontology of sex, gender and the self (pp. 131-155). Springer.

67 Oksala, J. (2004). What is feminist phenomenology? Radical Philosophy, 126(July/Aug), 16-22, p. 17.

8 As | argue in the next section, this is what I intend to do in this thesis by means of the eidetic phenomenology.
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Oksala’s perspective.®® She argues that philosophical phenomenology, when inquiring
issues related to gender, has to be understood “as an investigation of the constitution of
gendered experience”, presenting itself as an alternative to the various conceptual
analyses of language or biomedical investigations of the body. In her view, the main goal
is to understand how phenomenology, as a philosophical method of investigation, could
account for the issue of gender. Against Fisher,’® who argues that the classical
phenomenological eidetic or essential analysis is completely adequate in order to account

for feminist themes and issues, Oksala states that:

It is not enough just to give up the phenomenological reduction to
transcendental consciousness and the totalizing understanding of the epoché,
however. We also have to give up the first-person perspective as the
indispensable starting point of our analysis. In striving to understand the
constitution of gendered experience it is more helpful to start by reading
anthropological and sociological investigations, medical reports on
intersexed children, or psychological studies of children’s gender beliefs than

by analyzing one’s own normatively limited experiences.’*

Oksala proposes a widening of the scholar’s gaze — by including first-hand reports issued
from sociological or anthropological investigation — and a renouncement of the first-
person perspective of the phenomenologist “as the indispensable starting point of our
analysis”. The traditional objection to this kind of argument is that empathy (Einfuhlung)
and imagination allow the phenomenologist to grasp the structure of an experience, even
if it is not lived through in the first person. What is not correctly addressed here is that
the concept of experience and that of empirical experience are not superimposable. In
Oksala words, the gaze of the phenomenologist and data from empirical science seem to
be mutually exclusive, but I do not believe this is the case. There is a third possibility: as
a phenomenologist, | can trace the experiential structures of a phenomenon also (but not
only) by reading first-hand diaries and medical reports. | can learn something about the

variety of experiences, and I can see how the concepts are constructed and then applied

69 Oksala, J. A phenomenology of gender. Continental Philosophy Review, 2006, 39(3), 229-244.
70 Fisher (2000).
1 Oksala, (2006), pp. 229-244.
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to singular experiences. As a phenomenologist, my gaze is situated specifically at the
crossroads between the conceptual and the empirical.

This methodological problem is key when studying the experience of pregnancy,
since it is typically analyzed in medical terms or as a private idiosyncratic experience.
Aiming to sketch a genealogy of pregnancy as a philosophical issue, | start by simply
asking how it is methodologically possible to connect the personal and universal, without
either losing the irreducibility of individual lived experience or falling in coarse
approximations. In the above-mentioned debate, Sandford disagrees with Oksala’s view,
and emphasises the philosophical value of a transcendental enquiry aimed at grasping the

“shared structure” of gendered bodily experiences:

What is discovered in such a study is only philosophically interesting, and
can only have transcendental significance, if it is more than subjectively valid,
if the structures revealed are shared structures: that is, only if the reflecting

subject is understood in its universal aspect as a transcendental subject.’?

I personally disagree with Oksala’s call for an anti-eidetic phenomenology. | argue
instead that the solution to this perpetual riddle can be found in one particular
philosopher’s work which has not received enough attention in Feminist Phenomenology:
I am referring to the Eidetik in Husserl’s works, especially in Ideas I. Contra Lundquist’s
claim that phenomenology of pregnancy must remain at descriptive level, | suggest that
the eidetic approach allows us to preserve the irreducibility of marginalized
experiences.” | forward my thesis in defense of a renewed conception of essence which
can address and mitigate the hierarchical connotations of the notion of “normality”. An
analysis of essence may account for both levels of individual subjective experience
(namely individual, singular and, private), and also the features of experience without
which it ceases to be one type of experience and becomes something else.

Within this framework, how best to engage with intrauterine existence? What is
the eidetic structure of the lived experience of pregnancy, that is to say a Wesen shared

between every singular gestational experience? In the next section, | show how eidetic

2 Sanford, S. (2016) “Feminist Phenomenology, Pregnancy and Transcendental Subjectivity”. In J. Bornemark, N.
Smith (Eds.), Phenomenology of Pregnancy. Elanders (pp. 51-71), p. 54.
8 Lundquist, C. (2008). “Being torn: Toward a phenomenology of unwanted pregnancy.” Hypatia 23.3: 136-155.
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phenomenology can define the self as a thread of invariance — that is to say, a whole with
some structural invariances within a set of possible variances. But first of all, let me
clarify in what sense I use the terminological notions of “norm” and “normativity”. As
Heindmaa has argued, the notion (and the term) “norm” does not stand for a general
concept having different meanings, but rather for “a peculiar type of ambiguity”.”* When
we think about the experience of pregnancy, the primary sense of “normativity” is the
one of a pervasive system of thoughts, actions, and social customs that are not as
prescriptive as rules, but function as imperative “should/shouldn’t” attitudes that may
inform individual choices and attitudes. This Foucauldian sense of norm indicates a set
of rules that can change over time, and that is reinforced by dominant narratives in given
(historical, geographical, cultural) circumstances. This layer of normativity pertains
equally to folklorist traditions, biomedical discourses, and cultural convictions.” A norm
is “what is expected” from you by the society you live in. This sense is rooted in a
Foucauldian understanding of normativity, as intertwined with biopower (“Une société
normalisatrice est I'effet historique d'une technologie de pouvoir centrée sur la vie”’®).””
It is hardly surprising that this sense of normativity is the widespread among reflections
on pregnancy. Based on the terminological clarification presented by Heindmaa, all these
cases fall under the category of Customs or Social Habits; these norms are variable in
time and space,’® not punishable by law,” and relevant for individuals seeking to establish
the proper and characteristic ways of living in a given society. In this sense of the term,
it could be considered abnormal to opt for an abortion in certain societies, or to offer a
birthed child up for adoption. These two cases should not be considered intrinsically as
deviations from the norm of the pregnancy, as | have shown above that there is no eidetic

necessity that pregnancy ends with the childbirth of a baby of whom the gestating self

"4 Heinéimaa, S. (2019). Constitutive, Prescriptive, Technical or Ideal? On the Ambiguity of the Term “Norm”. In

M. Burch, J. Marsh, & I, McMullin (Eds.). Normativity, Meaning, and the Promise of Phenomenology. Routledge, pp.
9-20, p. 14.

5 For some good examples of this use of the notion of normativity, see e.g.: Layne, L. L. (2003). Unhappy endings: a
feminist reappraisal of the women's health movement from the vantage of pregnancy loss. Social science & medicine,
56(9), 1881-1891; Kofod, E. H., & Brinkmann, S. (2017). Grief as a normative phenomenon: The diffuse and
ambivalent normativity of infant loss and parental grieving in contemporary Western culture. Culture & Psychology,
23(4), 519-533.

6 Foucault, M. (1976) L historie de la sexualité, volume I. La volonté de savoir. Gallimard.

7 For some helpful explications of the concept of norm in Foucault philosophy, see: Legrand, S. (2007). Les normes
chez Foucault. PUF,; Kelly, M. (2019). What's In a Norm? Foucault’s Conceptualisation and Genealogy of the Norm.
Foucault Studies, 1(27), 1-22; Taylor, D. (2009). Normativity and normalization. Foucault studies, 45-63.

8 Heinamaa (2019), p. 19.

9 Heindmaa (2019), p. 19.

80 Heinamaa (2019), p. 20.
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automatically becomes the mother. Of course, one may well invoke moral or ethical
arguments against this position, but these cannot undermine the eidetic core of the
pregnant experience.

From a certain perspective, pregnant experience itself represents a deviance from

the “normal embodiment”. As Tanja Stéhler points out,

As for the pregnancy, it has been argued that it is in itself an experience of
“abnormal embodiment”, in that the self partially loses her accustomed bodily
habits. Pregnancy means a profound transformation of our normal
embodiment. Yet some of these changes can be described as establishing a
new normality that is extra-ordinary and even optimal, such a being touched
from the inside which is not usually an option for us, and which makes our
perceptual landscape richer. [...] those changes to my normal embodiment
which probably nobody would describe as optimal, yet which reveal features
of normal embodiment that | usually take for granted, like my habit body and

my habitual access to the world around me. 8

As | take into account in chapter seven, there are eidetics of pregnant embodiment that
concern the lucidity of individual embodiment, the sense of being touched from inside,
and the dislocation of weight. In this sense, pregnant experience is abnormal because it

involves certain experiential structures that a non-pregnant self does not have:

On an individual level, the experience of one’s own lived body can only be
temporarily or partially experienced as abnormal, for example, in contrast
with or as interruption to the normal (habitual, familiar) course of subjective
experience. From a first-person perspective, the subject experiences any
abnormality as a modification of normality, as something that is different
from what was expected and that is recognized in reference to an overall

frame of normal experience.®?

8L Stahler, T. (2017). Exploring pregnant embodiment with phenomenology and Butoh dance. Yearbook for Eastern
and Western Philosophy (pp. 35-55), De Gruyter, p. 38.

82 Jansen, J., & Wehrle, M. (2018). The normal body: Female bodies in changing contexts of normalization and
optimization. In C. Fischer, & L. Dolezal (Eds.). New feminist perspectives on embodiment (pp. 37-55). Palgrave
Macmillan, p. 40.
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That the experience of pregnancy represents a break in the normal embodiment of a
person has been widely debated. What | would like to stress here is that within the
gestational experience there is an eidetic norm — namely, the limits of the invariance of

the experiential structures lived by the self.

1.3. Eidos and morphé

Through an expanded understanding of Husserlian eidetics in this section, |
provide an inclusive phenomenological basis for analysing all pregnant experiences.
Husserl devoted the first part of the first volume of “Ideas pertaining a pure
phenomenology and to a phenomenological philosophy” to the discussion of essences.
There he states that individual existence is contingent. This kind of contingency is also
referred to by Husserl as “factualness”, and it is correlative to “a necessity which does
not signify the mere de facto existence of an obtaining rule of coordination among
spatiotemporal matters of fact but rather has the character of eidetic necessity and with
this a relation to eidetic universality”.83 Every object of the experience could therefore be
grasped not only as an individual (this-particular-phenomenon, happened in a specific
time and space), but also, when considered “in respect of its own essence”, as an object
that could have also been in another time and in another space, with another form and
other variations: “it is thus; in respect of its essence it could be otherwise”. In stating that
every matter of fact could be ‘otherwise’ from what is actual, Husserl argues that every
contigency is necessarily correlated to an eidos: “when we said that any matter of fact,
‘in respect of its own essence’, could be otherwise, we were already saying that it belongs
to the sense of anything contingent to have an essence and therefore an Eidos, which can
be apprehended purely.”8* The kind of contingency here presented is called by Husserl
“factualness”, and it is correlative to “a necessity which does not signify the mere de facto
existence of an obtaining rule of coordination among spatiotemporal matters of fact but
rather has the character of eidetic necessity and with this a relation to eidetic universality™.
If every matter of fact, in respect of its own essence, could also be otherwise, then

anything contingent has an Eidos that could be the focus of phenomenological research

8 Husserl, E. (1982). Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy. First book:
general introduction to a pure phenomenology. Kluwer, 82, p. 7.
8 Husserl (1982), p. 7.
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(i.e., investigating the typical features in any instance of the experienced object). An
individual object is not merely and exclusively this here, as a unique object. On the
contrary, it has its “own specific character, its stock of essential predicables which must
belong to it”.8% The eidos of any given thing is not a separate universal, like an ontological
object abstracted from the factualness of the thing, but instead “it is nothing but a bond
or constraint on possible variations of the thing’s contents, beyond the limits of which
that thing ceases to exist or to be a “good” instance of that eidos.”®® The Eidos comes
under eidetic truths and belongs to different levels of universality; in presenting the
hierarchical organization of essences, Husserl explains that any material object has its
own particular essential species and, at the same time, it is counted under universal
species — that is to say, the highest eidetic universalities. Husserlian analysis of
consciousness, intersubjective levels of constitution, the lived and objective body, and
social and political organization, are premised on the structural framework of Wesen,
thought this has been largely misunderstood in philosophical debate. Eidetic analysis is
not limited to material objects, but pertains to the totality of human experience: an
example is given by Husserlian analysis of intersubjectivity, in which he investigates the
essential features of social encounters.

Husserl argued that eidos is a new object of knowledge, distinct from the
individual entity, grasped in perception.®” Arguing that every matter of fact, in respect of
its own essence, could also be otherwise, means that anything contingent has an essence
that could be apprehended purely through the Wesensschau — namely, the eidetic insight.
The elements of which a particular object consists are discovered through the method of
eidetic variation — varying all the individual, contingent, and accidental features of one
thing, and, in doing so, discovering the invariable features. In other words, this approach
unearths the constraints that resist variation itself and that constitute precisely the
essential structure or the eidos of the object at stake in analysis.

The eidetic approach can respond to Oksala’s proposal of giving up the first
person perspective in phenomenology. Indeed, eidetic variation allows the

phenomenologist to explore the constraints of a given phenomenon by means of free

8 Husserl (1982), p. 7.

8 De Monticelli, R. (2019). Edmund Husserl. In G. Stanghellini et al. (Eds.). The Oxford Handbook of
Phenomenological Psychopathology (pp. 11-20), Oxford University Press, p. 13.

87 Husserl (1982), p. 13.
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variations. As Husserl makes clear, pure essence may be exemplified both in experiential
data, and in data of “mere phantasy”.8 That means that the phenomenologist may grasp
the eidetic structure of any given data by means of free phantasy — that is to say, by
varying the accidental elements of a phenomenon with the aim of grasping what remains
stable and invariable. This method should, of course, be enriched by careful attention to
the Life-World. For example, we might consider Lisa Guether‘s admirable work in
analysing solitary confinement. Guenther has not directly experienced the brokenness of
subjectivity caused by prolonged and coerced solitary confinement of supermax prisons.
Nevertheless, working through the Husserlian method, she offers an analysis of how
subjectivity breaks under this punitive practice. She became aware of the lived experience
of inmates by reading their testimonies. Having cultivated appropriate knowledge of their
personal experience, she argues that solitary confinement deprives human subjects from
essential co-existence between subjects: “What would it be like to be blocked from this
essential structure of pairing? To be denied the pre-reflective experience of ‘a living
mutual awakening’ of self to other and other to self?”® The deprivation of the
intersubjective dimension of the self has been grasped by the author through an effort of
phantasy. It is certainly true that she did not experience solitary confinement first-hand.
At the same time, it is equally right to argue that she carries this analysis from her point
of view, of a Western (precisely American) scholar in the XXI century. By contrast,
Oksala seems to forget that, in the production of knowledge, it is simply impossible to
efface one’s own perspective as the starting point of every phenomenological analysis;
even the most engaged and critically driven investigation is motivated by a certain being-
in-the-world of the phenomenologist.

Eidetics are also criticized for being Platonist. However, the eidetic method does
not reflect a denial of reality but, on the contrary, the possibility of imagining things
otherwise and of discovering modalities of being-in-the-world. As Francesca De Vecchi
has argued, the Husserlian conception of Eidetics is ground-breaking because essences
are not some abstract entities relegated to the hyperuranium, but instead they are in the

things themselves, constituting the essential and invariant structure of every whole.

8 Husserl (1982), p. 13.

89 Guenther, L. (2011). Subjects without a world? An Husserlian analysis of solitary confinement. Human Studies,
34(3), 257-276, p. 270. See also: Guenther, L. (2013). Solitary confinement: Social death and its afterlives. University
of Minnesota Press.
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Essences so understood are the constraints that shape the parts of a certain whole as a
certain Type.?® | am defending is the notion that Husserlian eidetics can best enable a
phenomenology of pregnancy, in that presents everyday experience as the bearer of
meaning — mediated, of course, through the methodological devices of the epochg,
bracketing, and eidetic reduction. Against accusations of Platonism, Husserlian eidetics
strives to repair the fracture between ideal and real, abstraction and experience. To
achieve this goal, Husserl puts forward a new and rich concept of experience, as well as
theoretical (and existential) methods®! — eidetic variation, Wesensshau, and Fiktion —that
are geared towards showing the concreteness of the essences as a necessary complement
to the transcendental structure of Life-World.

Concerning the what of the eidos, Piana puts forward a proposal that may help to
elucidate some of the peculiar characters of the concept.®? | would say — as in the Italian
proverb “traduttore, traditore” — that every translation is the result of precise linguistic
and theoretical decisions. According to Piana, the term Wesen could be translated in a
more appropriate way with the Italian struttura (structure) than with the commonly
employed essenza (essence). ® He states that, in the concept of Wesen, the notion of
structure is operative within the meaning itself, and that this choice has the advantage of
avoiding quarrels over phenomenological Platonism.%* The word structure refers to the
inner constitution of the phenomenon, and thus could denote specifically the goal of
phenomenological research. The brief essay L ‘idea di uno strutturalismo fenomenologico
outlines some useful interpretative expedients for understanding Husserlian eidetics by
freeing it up from the critical debate around the Husserlian Platonism. Piana explains that
the phenomenological method aims to characterize the experiential acts, showing their

inner differences and continuities at structural level. This definition places emphasis on

% De Vecchi, F. (2018). Fenomenologia: la filosofia come eidetica e ontologia qualitativa del concreto. Giornale di
Metafisica XL, 2, 570-582, p. 577.

% Pavie, X. (2009). Exercices spirituels dans la phénoménologie de Husserl. Editions L’Harmattan.

92 See e.g., Piana, G. (2000). | problemi della fenomenologia, Il edizione elettronica a cura di V. Costa, 2000 and
Piana, G. (1996). L’idea di uno strutturalismo fenomenologico, in Phdnomenologie in Italien, R. Cristin (Ed.),
Knigshausen & Neumann. For a recent reappraisal of Piana’s work, see in particular the following special issue: E.
Caminada, & M. Summa (Eds.) (2020) Giovanni Piana. In memoriam. Phenomenological Reviews.

9 Piana (1996), p. 3.

% “In realta, se non cediamo alle abitudini della terminologia filosofica, ci é possibile scorgere nella parola tedesca
Wesen una sfumatura di significato che potremmo esprimere meglio con struttura che con essenza. In questo modo
risulterebbero semplicemente prive di senso le innumerevoli vecchie dispute sul platonismo fenomenologico. La parola
«strutturay rimanda all’idea di uno scheletro, di uno schematismo interno, ad un modo della costituzione interna, in
breve: all’idea di una forma caratteristica che, a mio parere, indica direttamente la meta delle ricerche
fenomenologiche.” G. Piana (1996), p. 3.
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what the author calls “the true sense of phenomenological enquiry about essences”% —
knamely, the disclosing of the form, the structure, or the essence of objectual polarity
within an anti-psychologist attitude. The intentional structure of subject-object
constitution represents the key to understanding Piana’s “structural phenomenology”,%
and to upholding the polemic sense of eidetic enquiry, the deepest calling of which is not
explicable as a mere descriptivism.%’ Instead, phenomenological goal is to “make evident
some meaningful circumstances of structural order”, ®®due to the fact that the experience
— in every singular form of its manifestation — expresses an inner structural/essential
order.

The centrality of the notion of structure is also emphasized in the foreword of
Phénoménologie de la Perception (1945). Merleau-Ponty opens the Avant-Propos by
noting that the question “What is phenomenology?” may sound quite strange after fifty
years of Husserl’s work. And yet — we read — this problem is far from being completely
solved. Merleau-Ponty then argues that phenomenology should be understood primarily
as étude des essences, whose essences are not ontologically separated from the

phenomena themselves:

La phénoménologie, c’est 1’étude des essences, et tous le problémes, selon

elle, reviennent & definer des essences: 1’essence de la perception, 1’essence

de la conscience, par exemple. Mais la phénoménologie, c’est aussi une

philosophie qui replace les essences dans 1’existence et ne pense pas qu’on
b 2 23 b

puisse comprendre I’homme et le monde autrement qu’a partir de leur

‘facticité’ %°

% Piana (1996), p. 3.

% “Se la descrizione fenomenologica cerca realmente di riferirsi alla correlazione intenzionale, essa deve rivolgersi
alla polarita oggettuale nel modo del suo configurarsi in una «forma», «struttura» o «essenza» (termini che qui
vogliamo considerare come equivalenti) in rapporto agli atti strutturanti del soggetto. Potremmo dire in breve che,
nella considerazione intenzionale, [’essenza si presenta come costituita dal soggetto e I’analisi fenomenologica deve
ripercorrere la via di questo processo di costituzione.” Piana (2000), p. 86. See also: Zhok, A. (2012). “The
Ontological Status of Essences in Husserl’s Thought”. New Yearbook for Phenomenology and Phenomenological
Philosophy, vol. X1, 99-130.

% Piana (1996), p. 4.

% Piana (1996), p. 4. My translation.

99 Merleau-Ponty, M. (1945). Phénomenologie de la perception, avant-propos I, Gallimard. Merleau-Ponty himself
recognizes the centrality of Husserlian project of eidetic, by noting the continuity between the notion of eidos and the
one of Gestalt, whose he dedicated his first work La Structure du Comportement (1942). In exploring the synergies
between Merleau-Ponty’s notion of Gestalt and Husserl’s one of Wesen, Romdenh-Romluc points out that, “Merleau-
Ponty’s use of the notion of the Gestalt to illuminate Husserl’s idea of an essence also points to another important
feature of it. The Gestalt form of a momentary perceptual experience is grasped all at once. One cannot grasp a Gestalt
merely through reason—one either sees it or one does not [...]. But reasoning can only ever be a prop to help me see.
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Merleau-Ponty’s words highlight the impossibility of conceiving the self without starting
with concrete experiential structures. The study of essence is therefore the work of
reading a given reality to grasp its inner structures.

Feminist phenomenology has avoided phenomenological essentialism, because of
its general hesitation (if not embarrassment) in defending essentialist positions.'® This
neglect of Husserlian eidetics could be also explained by the most common — biased —
interpretation of the static Husserlian approach as abstract, solipsist, and disembodied,
and moreover from the assumption that there are other concepts more suitable for a
“critical” phenomenology. In particular, the concept of body schema is often deployed,

as Guenther remembers,

For example, the body schema is a useful concept for critical phenomenology
because it plays a constitutive role in the emergence of meaning, and yet it
remains historically contingent and open to reconfiguration in a way that an

eidos or essence is not.101

The idea that seems to emerge is that the essences are universal, a-historical, fixed, and
permanent qualities of a given thing. Indeed, Husserlian eidetics could be, on the contrary,
a means for subverting the improper “fixity” of essences, as authors like Salamon have
shown. In her paper “Gender Essentialism and Eidetic Inquiry”, the author recaps the
long-standing feminist debate on essentialism, proposing the application of Husserlian

eidetics to gender issues within transgender studies. In particular, she conceives “free

More generally, one cannot identify an essence by merely following a series of steps in anything like the way that one
reaches the conclusion of a piece of deductive reasoning [ ...] identifying an essence always requires the use of insight.”
Romdenh-Romluc, K. (2018). Science in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology. In D. Zahavi (ed.). The Oxford handbook
of the history of phenomenology, (pp.340-359). Oxford University Press, p. 352.

100 For the feminist debate on essentialism, see e.g., Fuss, D. (1989). Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and
Difference. Routledge; Malabou, C. (2009). Changer de différence: le féminin et la question philosophique. Galilée;
Schor, N. (1989). This essentialism which is not one. Coming to grips with Irigaray. differences, 1(2), 38-58; Stone, A
(2004). Essentialism and Anti-essentialism in Feminist Philosophy. Journal of Moral Philosophy, 1(2), 135-53; Witt,
C. (1995). Anti-essentialism in feminist theory. Philosophical Topics, 23(2), 321-344. 10.5840/philtopics19952327;
Witt, C. (2011). What is Gender Essentialism? In C. Witt, (Ed.), Feminist metaphysics: explorations in the ontology of
sex, gender and the self (pp. 11-25). Springer.For an eidetic analysis in a Husserlian sense, see Salamon, G. (2018).
Gender Essentialism and Eidetic Inquiry. In S. Cohen Shabot, & C. Landry (Eds.), Rethinking Feminist
Phenomenology. Theoretical and Applied Perspectives (pp. 33-51). Rowman & Littlefield.

101 Guenther, L. (2020). Critical Phenomenology (pp. 11-16) In G. Weiss, S. Salamon, &A. & Murphy (Eds). 50
concepts for a critical phenomenology (pp. 11-16). Northwestern University Press, p. 13.
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eidetic variation” and “eidos” as means for continually reconsidering and approaching

anew matters of fact, following in that Zaner’s statement, who points out that,

Apprehending an ‘essence’ or an eidos requires what Husserl termed a
‘coincidence in conflict’” among many variants. The One, the ‘common’,
stands out from but also by means of the Many. In any case, this characteristic
suggests why it is, as Husserl repeatedly emphasized, that judgments about
kinds must essentially be open to error and, therefore, to continual

criticism.102

Salomon goes further, in arguing that categories of thought are built “not only of our
habitual judgements but also for our continual revisions”.'% This reading of eidos as
permeable to change presents the advantage of thinking through both possible and actual
scenarios which prima facie seem to be excluded from the category. Salamon makes this

point:

And in this way, in encountering difference and letting that difference revise
my sense of what is possible, the uncountably diverse range of beings in the
world that already exist as women is what then guides my insight as to what
the essence of woman is, even if | do not at first understand these women as

belonging to the category.1%*

This accent on the freedom and plasticity of eidetics with regard to factualness represents
a real opportunity to discuss norms of gestational experience, making it possible, at the
same time, to situate the discourse at a constitutive level.

I now briefly compare Goethean morphology and Husserlian eidetics with the aim
of disambiguating the term essence. One of the first and most thoughtful interpreters of
Husserl’s thought was Spiegelberg,%® who subsumes Goethe’s intellectual production

under the category  “Pseudo-Phenomenologies”, or  “Extra-Philosophical

102 Zaner, R. M. (2010). At play in the field of possibles. Journal of Phenomenological Psychology 41.1, 28-84, quot.
in Salamon (2018).

103 Salamon (2018), p. 45.

104 Salamon (2018), pp. 45-46.

105 Spiegelberg, H. (1960). The Phenomenological Movement: A Historical Introduction. Martinus Nijhoff. p. 8.
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Phenomenologies”, and puts forward a correlation between Goethe and Husserl in terms
of anti-scientism and a critical attitude towards Newtonian and Galilean philosophies (and
ontologies) of nature. Many other contributors also address the continuity between
morphology and phenomenology, taking into account the polemic attitude against
scientific thought that pervades both Goethe and Husserl’s respective work. Especially in
the Krisis, Husserl problematizes the contemporary idea of science and the disruptive
force of the “science of facts”, which was building “men of the fact” 10

Nonetheless, | argue that my analysis of pregnancy could benefit from a Goethean-
Husserlian encounter when it comes to two other angles: the inseparability and the
ontological continuity between reality and structure; and the meaning of experience.
Goethe discussed the issue of grasping the object of the experience at length, arguing
against the Kantian distinction between phenomenon and noumenon, as well as showing

that in every individual it is possible to see the totality of forms:

What is the universal?
The single case.

What is the particular?
Millions of cases.’

Hennigfeld compares Husserlian eidetics and Goethian morphology, explaining it as
follows: “The Urphdnomen shapes the absolute limit that essentially and necessarily
belongs to this particular phenomenon”.1% It is the essential pattern or process of a thing:
Ur- deals with primordial, archetypal basic; the ur-phenomenon may be thought of as the
“deep-down phenomenon,” the essential core of a thing that makes it what it is and what
it becomes.”*%° Goethe defines the Urphanomen as the principal expression, the original

and fundamental phenomenon:

106 See e.g.: Simms, E.-M. (2005). Goethe, Husserl, and the crisis of the European sciences. Janus Head 8.1,160-172.
197 Hennigfeld, 1. (2015). Goethe’s Phenomenological Way of Thinking and the Urphanomen. In Goethe Yearbook 22.1
(pp. 143-167), p. 154.

108 Hennigfeld (2015), p. 158.

109 Roszak, T. (1973). Where the wasteland ends: politics and transcendence in postindustrial society. Vol. 903.
Doubleday Books, p. 306: “The Romantic poet Johann von Schiller complained to Goethe that his ‘ur-phenomenon’
was synonymous with the Platonic ideal, but Goethe refused to accept that characterization.”
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We venture, once for all, to call the leading appearance in question, as
generally described in the foregoing pages, a primordial and elementary
phenomenon; and we may here be permitted at once to state what we
understand by the term. The circumstances which come under our notice in
ordinary observation are, for the most part, insulated cases, which, with some
attention, admit of being classed under general leading facts. These again
range themselves under theoretical rubrics which are more comprehensive,
and through which we become better acquainted with certain indispensable
conditions of appearances in detail. From henceforth everything is gradually
arranged under higher rules and laws, which, however, are not to be made
intelligible by words and hypotheses to the understanding merely, but, at the
same time, by real phenomena to the senses. We call these primordial
phenomena, because nothing appreciable by the senses lies beyond them, on
the contrary, they are perfectly fit to be considered as a fixed point to which
we first ascended, step by step, and from which we may, in like manner,
descend to the commonest case of every-day experience. Such an original

phenomenon is that which has lately engaged our attention.*°

Goethean epistemology is then coupled with the anti-metaphysical stance, that the
changeable Forms (Bildung) and the sensibilia are in the same ontological realm.
The distinction between what is given on empirical level and what could be grasped
through philosophical intuition is here refused. According to Goethe’s project, the
investigation of a concrete phenomenon, under the form of an analysis of this particular
individual, has universal meaning precisely because this individual displays some
characteristics which are common (to different degrees) to every individual. In a similar
fashion, phenomenological (Husserlian and Merleau-Pontian) understandings of essence
presuppose that every phenomenon displays in itself the conditions of its manifestation.
Through the observation and analysis of the natural realm, one can grasp the very
secret of reality, namely its inner ldentitat. Therefore, the concepts of Wesen and
Urph&enomen share some important features for my analyses: (1) the idea of limit

(invariable structure that resists, passing through the potentially endless exercise of

110 Goethe, J. W. (2015) Theory of colors, MIT Press, p. 74.
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Fiktion — in Husserl — and Phantasie or Einbildungskraft — in Goethe); and (2) their
ontological concreteness. Both concepts present a coincidence of the individual
phenomenon and its universal, higher unity, which is not ontologically separate but, on
the contrary, is within the phenomenon itself. This leads to (3) the possibility to directly
grasp the objects through an act of intuition, differently understood, and 4) the variability
of the same phenomenon, whose changes are possible within the structure of their
identity.

If experience itself conveys sense and reveals the inner organization of reality,

then corporeal processes and human phenomena could be subjected to a morphological-
phenomenological inquiry. In this theoretical framework, the irreducibility of my
pregnancy and the model of pregnancy as such are not separated from degrees of
objectivity and scientificity. We might consider a horizontal comprehension of the
concrete experiences of pregnancy as an objection to biomedical discourse, which itself
treats the phenomenon of pregnancy in a Platonic way. Biomedical accounts present
pregnancy only as a physiological phenomenon: in this narrative, there is a universalized
notion of pregnancy — more specifically, there is an idealized maternal subject.
On the contrary, | hold that that every experience already unfolds, in itself, all the possible
—actual or potential — other experiences, the differences of whichare contingent, and they
do not essentially modify the Typus of gestating experience. In Goethean discourse,
Bildung is subject to never-ending modifications and to a nonlinear development, that,
far from invalidating the natural rules, confirm them. Natural processes cast off the
texture of reality, in which every individuum typifies the underlying and visible rules of
development.

Pregnancy is thus conceivable as both a personal and universal experience: in
every particular expression, the essential structures emerge as the set of limits and
constraints that define the Identitat of pregnancy itself. All pregnancies require a radical
and mutual co-emergence between a gestating self and a fetal-other. Nonetheless, every
pregnancy presents some peculiarities, either individual or quasi-transcendental.
According to Guenther’s analysis, there are some structures which are not a priori “in the
sense of being absolutely prior to experience and operating in the same way regardless of
context”, but otherwise that they have a key role in the constitution of our experience of

ourselves, others, and the world, and “in shaping the meaning and the manner of our
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experience”. 11! Patriarchy, white supremacy, and heteronormativity, for instance, are
properly “ways of seeing”, that actively inform our natural attitude and shape the quality
of our experiences, becoming ways of “making the world.”*? These structures shape our
bodily experiences, often in insidious ways, but accounting for these structures can reveal
the power relations and socio-political structures at play.'*® Stanier and | discussed the
mediation of these quasi-transcendental structures in the very constitution of many
existential experiences, through a specific analysis of painful experience.'* These
attempts go precisely in the direction of dismantling the idea that, if an experience is
shared, this means that it is experienced exclusively in the same way by everyone, or,
alternatively, only in an idiosyncratic manner. Structural conditions deeply inform our
experiences in the middle of these extremes. To give a spatial dimension to this intuition,
it could be said that the personal-idiosyncratic layer represents the lower level of
experience. The structural (here called ‘“quasi-transcendental”) layer serves as a
permeable threshold, which is located in-between the personal and the eidetic. These three
levels are constantly co-constituted, to the point that | renounce any notion pure
experience, arguing instead that experience is located specifically in the lived situatedness
of the subject. How then to complement this critical-awareness with eidetics? According
to Husserlian analysis, the eidos of something is, in principle, opened up to further
configurations and re-negotiations, since it is issued from the concreteness of a given
phenomenon. The constraints that shape something, without which this particular x ceases
to be as such and becomes something else, should be understood as variable and open to
further configurations.

I defend the idea that, in order to a pregnancy to be performed, some essential
structures and pre-conditions should be fulfilled. | would say, in different terms, that the
lived experience of pregnancy would cease to be such if, for instance, the fetal-other was
not gestated within a human body, but in an artificial womb. The theoretical and

experiential possibility of ectogenesis, in this context, does not invalidate the actual

111 Guenther (2019), p .11.

112 Guenther (2019), p. 12. | propose to include the phenomenon of ableism among the quasi-transcendental structure
in my paper “Per una fenomenologia critica della gravidanza”, forthcoming in Chiasmi International, Issue 23 La
Phénoménologie critique apres Merleau-Ponty.

113 Weiss et al (2019).

114 Stanier J., Miglio N. (2021) Painful Experience and Constitution of the Intersubjective Self: A Critical-
Phenomenological Analysis. In S. Ferrarello (Ed.) Phenomenology of Bioethics: Technoethics and Lived-Experience.
The International Library of Bioethics. Springer.

45



structural and essential structure of human gestation, but admits the possibility that
constraints of the phenomenon may change. Eidetics thus represents a strategy for reading
reality and grasping inner structure, without necessarily implying a normativity on fixed
principles. The case of ectogenesis is a theoretical possibility that opens up to other
potentialities, without effacing the actuality of gestational phenomenon. Another order of
case is the one of a woman suffering from pseudocyesis, who does not “really” gestate,
but she only feels like she is gestating. Is the presence of an actual fetus one of the
constraints of pregnancy? Does gestational experience cease to be such if the fetus is only
imagined, if the gestating subject has bodily indicators typically related to pregnancy, and
if she experiences under and over her skin a fetal presence which, in this context, is
phantomic? For the moment, | remain aware that the normativity of gestational
experience is dependent on many factors that essentially modify its nature, to the point
that | believe every attempt to map pregnancy eidetically has to maintain this caveat and
should have a tentative nature.

As Husserl describes his method along these lines in a manuscript around 1915:

Prior to all theory the world is given. All opinion, warranted or not, popular,
superstitious, and scientific ones — they all refer to the world already given in
advance. How does the world give itself to me, what can | immediately
articulate about it, how can | immediately and generally describe that for what
it gives itself, what it is according to its original sense, as this sense gives
itself as the sense of the world itself in ‘immediate’ perception and

experience? 1°

Husserlian phenomenology is particularly powerful for bracketing the contingent
elements of an experience, and for grasping the inner structures of a given phenomenon.
This does not result in a denial of the variety disclosed by any given experience. On the
contrary, the project of an eidetics of pregnancy has the massive potential to unveil forms
of social and cultural normativity and, in this way, to distinguish between what pertains

to the experience itself and what is the result of contingencies. This form of essentialism

115 Husserl, E. (2006). The basic problems of phenomenology: From the lectures, winter semester, 1910-1911.
Springer, p. 107.
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also allows us to preserve the irreducibility of marginalized experiences, and provide

solid arguments for a critical reappraisal of the pregnant process.

PART 1 - PHENOMENOLOGICAL ACCOUNTS

2. Birth and Pregnancy in Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-

Ponty

In this chapter, 1 explore phenomenological understandings of the gestational
process, as presented in the writings of Edmund Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty.
The aim of my analysis is twofold. First, I argue that there is an uncontroversial
philosophical interest in understanding where and how these authors understand
pregnancy in the context of their work more widely. From a historical perspective, it is
now widely accepted that female embodiment has been severely underplayed by first and
second generations of phenomenologists. While experiences like menstruation,
childbirth, and pregnancy have hardly been the central topics in mainstream philosophical
projects, they nonetheless appear in ways that enrich the philosophical perspectives of
these authors. My second aim in this chapter is to provide a summary of Husserl and
Merleau-Ponty's respective theoretical toolkits, the development of which is useful for

defining the epistemic boundaries of a philosophical phenomenology of pregnancy.

2.1. The birth of the Subject

In The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, Husserl
does not only take into account the various forms of crisis affecting European knowledge
and culture, but he also poses some of the most influential challenges and themes for the
next generation of phenomenologists and continental thinkers — such as the concept of
Life-World and the major problems pertaining to Historicity and Genesis.
He then focuses on issues requiring further investigation through a transcendental lens —
among them, the problems of Generativitat, birth, and death, as well as the sexualized

aspect of the human self:
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Also appearing thereby, in different steps, first in respect to human beings
and then universally, are the problems of genesis [Generativitat], the problem
of transcendental historicity [Geschichtlichkeit], the problem of
transcendental enquiry which starts from the essential forms of human
existence in society, in personalities of higher order, and proceeds back to
their transcendental and thus absolute signification; further, there are the
problems of birth and death and of the transcendental constitution of their

meaning as world occurrences, and there is the problem of the sexes.!'6

Each of the cases in the quote above falls within the remit of “occurrences in the pregiven
world, and they naturally come under the transcendental problem of constitution”.*'” The
order of problems concerning genesis — of the transcendental subject and the world — had
already been taken up by Husserl in the early 1930s. He entitled the Appendix (VI1I1I) of
the manuscripts dedicated to intersubjectivity and the issues of birth and death, “eidetic
events of the constitution of the world”; according to his analysis, birth and death should
be recognized as events that make possible the constitution of the world — namely, as
eidetic (essential) elements of a constituted world.'* Birth and death are then conceived
not just as mere empirical facts, but also as transcendental occurrences, and, as such, their
comprehension necessitates an appropriate analysis. Birth is the original moment of one’s
coming into being, and death is the end of existential experience. As eidetic events that
constitute the limits of human life,'° they are meaning-giving*?° to the extent that it is
one of the tasks of transcendental phenomenology to investigate the relationship between
birth, death, and the pregiven world.

116 Husserl, E. (1970). The crisis of European sciences and transcendental phenomenology: An introduction to
phenomenological philosophy. Northwestern University Press, p. 188.

17 Husserl (1970), p. 188.

U8 Husserl, E. (2011). Sur l'intersubjectivité. Tome I. PUF, p. 317. See also Husserl (2011) p. 188: “b) Naissance,
mort comme événements eidétiques et non comme faits contingents, relation des parents et des enfants (monde
environnant), des vivants et des morts (tradition)”.

119 steinbock, A. J. (2017). Limit-Phenomena and Phenomenology in Husserl. Rowman & Littlefield International, pp.
46-47. See also: Steinbock, A. J. (1995). Home and beyond: Generative phenomenology after Husserl. Northwestern
University Press.

120 “Or, la naissance et la mort entrent pourtant en scéne de fagon nouvelle a ce stade de I'expérience: elles sont
formatrices du sens des hommes et du monde. La certitude de mon étre propre quant au futur, en tant qu’homme parmi
d’autres vivant dans le monde parmi les hommes, et celle de [’étre de tout un chacun admet une limite infranchissable,
et il en va de méme, corrélativement, de la certitude de la remémoration de 1’étre humain passé et des hommes vivant
dans le monde.” Husserl (2011), p. 318. For further inquiries, see Heindmaa (2010).
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To better appreciate the relevance of a phenomenology of birth which includes the
pregnant process as a constitutive moment, I turn to Anthony Steinbock’s analyses of
limit-phenomena. An oscillation of perspectives is at work here: both of the potential
“fetal” perspective, and of the gestating self’s perspective. I posit that it is not possible to
completely grasp the inner structures of the pregnant process without considering both
the gestating self and the fetal-other’s perspectives. The following problematic question
arises: what is the perspective of the fetal-other, and could this subject of experience
rightly be referred to as a self? | propose, as | demonstrate in chapter seven, that the fetal-
other exercises a form of agency over the gestating subject — the fetal-other’s movements
have an effect over the gestating self and her psychological, affective, and corporeal
experience. While eidetic phenomenology may help to demonstrate the qualitative
richness of the gestating self’s experience, generative phenomenology could complement
the analysis by taking intra-uterine experience as part of the whole human experience or,
even better, as the condition of possibility of human experience. According to Nicholas
Smith, contemporary scholars often invoke the necessity of complementing the static

phenomenological tradition with the genetic perspective. He states that,

Every birth must be preceded by something which generates it, namely sexual
intercourse (at least this was so prior to in vitro fertilization), and then

intrauterine life in the pregnant body of the mother. 1%

This move shifts from an ego-logical perspective (the dream of the auto-generative
transcendental ego) to that of an intersubjective horizon, where an individual cannot
understand their own birth by themselves, but they must necessarily consider a maternal
subject, a paternal organism, and a more general milieu from which their origin has its
roots. This emphasis on the originally relational and embodied character of the self does
not fully avoid the question concerning how is it possible to account for an experience
which one cannot reach through recollection. On the one hand, I suggest extending

Steinbock’s proposal of generative phenomenology and his concepts of Limit-

121 Smth (2016), p. 36.
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phenomena; on the other hand, I follow Heindmaa’s thesis that even if some things are
beyond one’s own recollection, that does not mean that they did not take place.'?

In discussing the status of phenomena, Steinbock introduces the notion of “limit-
phenomena” to account for “those matters that are on the edge of accessibility in a
phenomenological approach to experience.”'?3 Steinbock is clear that limit-phenomena
are not arbitrary, “which is to say, not just anything can become a limit-phenomenon” .24

He adds that,

They are nevertheless relative determinations, relative to a particular
methodological approach. Thus, there will be methodological reasons and
justifications for certain phenomena becoming limit-phenomena, and others

not being able to have this status at all.1?

Far from being marginal or secondary issues in phenomenology, these particular kinds of
quasi-phenomena are “relatively necessary”, and marked by a typical form of
liminality.26 While 1 cannot have an experience of my own birth — in the same way |
cannot have an experience of my own death — other people are privy to this experience.
As limits to my own individual experience, they are beyond the reach of my self-

temporalization. Nevertheless, as Steinbock argues,

[...] At least my own birth can be experienced by me another way,
generatively, through what Husserl calls my “home companions” or
“homecomrades” (Heimgenossen), for example, my mother, father, guardian,

siblings, neighbours.?”

122 Heindimaa, S. (2014). “An Equivocal Couple Overwhelmed by Life”: A Phenomenological Analysis of Pregnancy.
Philosophia, 4(1), 31-49.

123 Steinbock, (2017), p. 29.

124 Steinbock, (2017), p. 29.

125 Steinbock, (2017), p. 35.

126 1t is quite interesting to point out that Husserl quotes in passing the problem of pregnancy precisely in the
Manuscripts dedicated to the discussion of “marginal” or “peripheral” problems. This idea of “liminality” seems to
concern both the “act” of birth and the very process of pregnancy.

127 Steinbock (1995), (2017).
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The acquisition of a generative perspective overtakes the limits of an individual sense-
constitution, by recognizing the intersubjective dimension of coming into being. On this

point, again Steinbock makes clear that,

From a generative phenomenological perspective, it no longer “makes sense”
to restrict the responsibility of sense-constitution merely to the individual
(actively or passively). For example, when I have a child, “I” or even “We”
do not merely constitute this child as son or daughter; this child generatively
constitutes me as “father” — a dimension of constitution to which a genetic

phenomenology is essentially blind.'?8

Among other contemporary philosophers who take these topics into account,
Heindmaa interprets these passages in a Husserlian account of the constitution of time in
relation to conceptions of birth and death. In particular, she outlines three pillar
arguments: that birth and death have transcendental significance; that the pure
transcendental self is immortal, since “does not arise or vanish’’;12° and that we cannot
experience our own death as a worldly occurrence.** Questions like “How can my own
death be given to me as a worldly occurrence?” and “How can the birth of the other extend
the temporal horizons of my experience?”*3! pertain to the very temporality of the self.
This stands in stark contrast to philosophies that conceive the subject as universal and a-
temporal — since, | add, the self is often seen as disembodied, and therefore also lacking
lived temporality — and these perspectives therefore do not engage with problems such as
natality and mortality, or attend to the intersubjective significance of birth and death.
Husserlian phenomenology reveals the temporal constitution of the self as a mortal
subject. This birthed and mortal self is not witness to these events, the meaning of which
is constructed in continuous reference to an intersubjective horizon beyond individual
existence.'® It is therefore the intersubjective horizon that gives meaning to the eidetic

limits of the self.

128 Steinbock, A. J. (1995), (2017).

129 Hua 4: 103/109 quot. in Heindmaa, S. (2010). The sexed self and the mortal body. In R. M. Schott (Ed.). Birth,
Death, and Femininity: Philosophies of Embodiment (pp. 73-97). Indiana University Press, p. 88.

130 Heinamaa (2010), pp. 87-90.

131 Heinamaa (2010), p. 87.

132 “Birth and death are transcendental problems for the phenomenologists, because the phenomenological method
discloses the transcendental self as thoroughly temporal. The self thus discovered is very different from the universal
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Concerning her second argument, Heindmaa proposes that the immortality of the
pure self should be understood in temporal terms, arguing that this thesis concerns the
unity of inner time: “Every intentional experience directed to whatever object, internal or
external, thingly or non-thingly, real or ideal, bears in itself a reference to other
experiences, preceding and following it in inner time”.1%3
The relevance of the constitutive temporal dimension of the self, as well as the necessity
of an intersubjective horizon to subjectivity, gives sense to birth and death: “Without
reference to other experiencing selves, my death would be given to me merely as the
unattainable limit of inner time”.*3* This idea of “unattainable limit” has been classically
applied also to birth. According to Heindmaa, the phenomenological method of reflecting

on one’s own experience through recollection and memory implies that the meaning of

birth is not graspable from first-person perspective:

This is argued on the basis of the existential fact that we all are born but
cannot recall our own birth or else on the basis of the transcendental fact that
the structure of retention ties each living present to an earlier one and implies

that the transcendental ego cannot be subject to generation.'3

From this view, birth is an unattainable limit, and reflection on experiences of gestation
and pregnancy would be secondary since they concern the “nativity of another human
being and not the nativity of the reflecting self”.** Yet, she argues that the meaning of
birth could not be completely taken into account by the recollection-paradigm.
Furthermore, | believe that the identification of birth as an unattainable limit is too
simplistic for several reasons, the most important of which is that this identification totally
effaces the intersubjective element of the childbirth. Put in other terms, birth is eidetically

the birth of a self from another self. Every human self — at least until ectogenesis becomes

and atemporal subject that Kant presented, and it also differs from all forms of subjectivity that presuppose an all-
encompassing world soul. [...] So the transcendental self, as disclosed by phenomenology, is not a universal structure
or an empty form but is a temporal person intentionally tied to its own living body and, through its body, related to
other intending selves and to material things.” Heindmaa (2010), p. 87.

133 Heinamaa (2010), p. 88.

134 Heinamaa (2010), p. 89.

135 Heinamaa (2014), p. 32.

136 Heinamaa (2014, p. 32). A paralle/ could be drawn to Heidegger’s ideas about death (Heidegger, 1927), in so far
as we cannot have firsthand experience of our own death, but we know what death is because we have indirect
experiences of that (Thanks to Luna Dolezal for this comment).
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the exclusive or primary means of reproduction — is born from another human self.*¥’
This apparently naive specification opens up a hitherto underexplored field of analysis.
On this point, | agree again with Heindmaa that birth necessarily implies a horizon of
plurality; in the process of coming into being, everyone — who has been gestated,
nourished, “carried” — comes from another human being. As she says: “This other human
being who ‘gave’ birth to us or ‘from whose flesh we were born’ provides us with a
unique perspective on our own past, beyond the limits of our own recollection.”*3 Her
unique perspective does not simply provide an “additional third person viewpoint” on our
birth, but she discloses a second person perspective both on our pre- and postnatal life, as
well as the passage between them “all of which is beyond our own recollection”.*3°

Husserl’s conception of the birth still lapses into the “symmetrical model”, since
he accounts for birth as a counterpart to death and therefore lacks any positive account of
birth. Indeed, he does not focus on birth as a phenomenon that has specific features and
which affects the bodily self of the birth-giving subject. Rather, his notion of birth is
confined to identification with the limit, as its complementarity with death would confirm.
Surely this relation of complementarity between birth and death raises some questions
and perplexities; while it may be uncontentious that we cannot have experience of our
own birth and death, there is something profoundly different between these two limit-
phenomena. We may die by ourselves, but we cannot be born alone. If sexual difference
iIs not only a mundane occurrence — as scholars have abundantly and convincingly
demonstrated'4® — then pregnancy must also be understood within the context of a
transcendental phenomenology.

To be sure, phenomenology from a first-hand perspective could not engage with
this issue unless the subject of the inquiry was the birthing (female) self, and this is not
even remotely covered by Husserlian analysis. And yet, I argue that this “second person
perspective”?#! — the gestating-birthing subject — discloses a new and unique field of
experiencing gaze, since her epistemic status cannot be compared with any other.
Despite these issues, Husserlian analysis deserves credit for preparing the ground to

acknowledge the relational and intersubjective features of birth (and pregnancy), through

137 See Cavarero (2014).

138 Heinamaa (2014), p. 32.

139 Heinamaa (2014), p. 32.

140 See especially Heinamaa (2003).
141 Heindmaa (2014), p. 32.
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reference to their eidetic aspects. The intersubjective dimension of our own birth discloses
a temporal frame wherein we do not yet have being-the-world, but, as Schiies suggests,
“an existence oriented towards being-there in the world (Dasein auf der Welt).”42 In this
sense, Husserlian reflections on birth as an eidetic event suggest it is an intrinsically — or,
even better, eidetically — intersubjective occurrence. His main task in the passages quoted
above is to explain how the self and the world are constituted: the answer is that human
selves are born and die. It applies both to the empirical level and to the eidetic one, since
it is simply inconceivable that a human self could have always lived and would continue
to be alive forever. Birth and death are thus conditions of human experience, events that
necessarily structure transcendental subjectivity. Birth, even if not explicitly mentioned,
is always the birth of a self from a self. And if it is an eidetic event, it has to be shared
between each and every human being as a very condition of the transcendental self. While
Husserl argues that it is impossible to conceive of the world and human beings without
birth and death,'*3 | state that it seems to be equally impossible to conceive of the world
and human beings without generation and pregnancy. He does not explicate this point,
but he otherwise acknowledges the meaningfulness of gestational experience for the
constitution of the self.

In a brief footnote in Grenzprobleme der Phanomenologie. Analysen des
Unbewusstseins und der Instinkte. Metaphysik. Spate Ethik. Texte aus dem Nachlass
(1908- 1937), Husserl discusses the issue of pregnancy in passing, posing questions that

raise several lines of inquiry. As we read,

The child inside the womb, with its sensory fields in even transformation. The
child inside the mother. Do we not here have to do with an intermingling of
primordialities, that does not depend on empathy? Does the mother amongst
her own, inner sensory fields [...] also have those of the child, its sensibility
of movement, its kinaesthesia? But if that is not the case, then what kind of

community is it? How does the mother suffer when the child feels unwell?44

142 Schiies (2017), p. 19.

143 Husserl (2001), p. 318.

144 Das Kind in der Mutter. Haben wir (da) nicht ein Ineinander der Primordialitéiten, das nicht auf Einfithlung
beruht? Hat die Mutter unter ihren inneren Sinnesfeldern - die keine objektivierende Ausgestaltung erfahren vermége
ihrer glatten Wandelbarkeit - auch die des Kindes, seine Bewegungsempfindlichkeiten, seine Kin(asthesen)? Wenn
aber nicht, was ist dar fiir eine Gemeinschaft? Wie leidet die Mutter, wenn das Kind sich nicht wohl fithlt?” Husserl
(2014), p. 27. This translation has been provided by Smith (2016), p. 33.
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First, he addresses the essential structural relationship between gestating subject and fetal
pole, implicitly acknowledging that pregnancy entails a plurality of different subjects
(“what kind of community is this?”’). Second, he engages with the boundaries of one’s
“sensibility of movements” by asking whether the gestating subject has the same
kinesthesia as the fetal subject. Gestational experience is described in terms of “being-
within” another human being: “The child inside the womb, with its sensory fields in even
transformation. The child inside the mother”.14> Husserl then acknowledges that pregnant
experience is articulated in topological terms, since it implies a complex articulation
between the “inside” of gestating bodily subjectivity and the fetal-other. Despite a focus
on the kind of bodily experience that pregnancy entails for the gestating subject is still
lacking, Husserl goes in this direction, asking if gestating subject’s corporeal experience
is affected by the fetus: “Does the mother amongst her own, inner sensory fields [...] also
have those of the child, its sensibility of movement, its kinesthesia? [...] How does the
mother suffer when the child feels unwell?”.146

Consistent with Husserlian interest in the constitution of the transcendental
subject, the question concerns what kind of structures are here implied, and not only the
qualitative variations of gestating subject’s experience. He asks if the “dyad” of this
particular “community” made by the fetal and gestating subjects depend on empathy:
would Einfuhlung be the foundation of fetal-gestating encounter — and, then, eventually,
of communication and interaction?'4’ He does not provide an extensive theory of the
fetal-maternal encounter, but he does suggest a theoretical path: “Do we not here have to
do with an intermingling of primordialities, that does not depend on empathy?”.148
Between the gestating self and the fetal-other there is a structural asymmetry: the
gestating self has fetal “inner sensory fields”, but not vice versa. A form of Ineinander

der Primordialitdten emerges in the process of pregnancy — namely, a mutual and

145 Husserl (2014), p. 27 in Smith (2016), p. 33.

146 Husserl (2014), p. 27 Smith (2016), p. 33.

147 Einfuhlung is a key term within phenomenological tradition. For the scope and the purposes of this paper, | accept
the “standard” translation of “empathy”, even if the German word — and thus the philosophical concept — covers a
complexity of meanings that the term “empathy” may fail to account for. A good example of this riddle is given by the
different translations proposed in Italian: Einflihlung has been translated as entropatia (Filippini), immedesimazione
(Melchiorre), Introsentirsi (Paci).

148 Husserl (2014), p. 27.
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reciprocal encounter that forms this unique kind of partial and univocal overlapping
between sensory fields.

All in all, the couple formed by the gestating self and the fetal-other seems to be
understood as a complex and multiple Whole, which is not regulated through empathic
structures. The concept of “empathy” covers multiple experiences and levels of
interactions, but does not fit with the fetal-maternal encounter insofar as pregnancy seems
to pertain to what Merleau-Ponty defines an order of life, as | analyze in the next section.
As we said, Husserl defines the pregnant process as an “intermingling of primordialities”,
asking what kind of community is constituted by the gestating self and the fetal-other. In
Husserlian analyses, the term “Community” may refer to different kinds of plurality,
according to the following criteria described in writings on Intersubjectivity belonging to
years 1921-1928. A community might be grounded in different forms of empathy: an
affective one, as happens in suffering or delighting with another; a sort of “spiritual
influence” when one feels empathy for a person in the past; or again a “deliberate”
empathy, either asymmetric and unilateral (as the case of master and servant suggests).
Moreover, a community is “natural” (love, passion, desire, Christian ethic, family) or
“conventionally instituted” (wedding, association, politics). And still, there are
communities that are temporarily limited (in linguistic, scientific, or artistic terms). As
for the gestational community, the main characters individuated in Husserl’s account do
not share in a relationship grounded in empathy; this implies a radical form of asymmetry
between the gestating subject and the fetal-other that is temporal limited. These three
indications touch at the core of gestating experience, which is eidetically intersubjective,
temporally constituted, and marked by a radical form of asymmetry, given the different
statuses of the selves implied in the process.

A further point that then emerges concerns the nature of the fetal-other. According
to Husserl’s reflections, in our intrauterine life, the self already has some essential
characters of the born self. In particular, the fetal-other in the womb has kinesthetic
movements; it acquires an original form of experience through the maternal body, and it
is already within a specific perceptual horizon. This thesis challenges the idea of a

newborn as a tabula rasa that “comes into being” at the very moment of birth. On the
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contrary, Husserl seems to offer a broader analysis, which Petit describes as a
“phenomenology of fetal experience”. 4

Kinesthesia and constitution are the key concepts in Husserlian inquiry into intentionality,
since they suggest a hierarchical gradation of the many different forms of intentionality.

At this regard, Petit explains that,

Such an intentional regression toward the origin finds its inaccessible limit
in ‘hereditary factors’ characterized by Husserl as an ‘empty horizon’
asymmetrical with that other empty horizon which characterizes the totality
of all the means of action available to humanity. These two horizons delimit
our life-world as a practical field. Their ‘emptiness’ does not imply any lack
of determination but the sedimented foundation of phylogenetic experiences
from which nothing stands out at first, even though this horizon is still needed
as the indispensable background for our acts. For even if the structural
constraints of the species are to be located in it, some activity on the part of
the organism is required to expose these constraints. Husserl even goes so far

as to outline a phenomenology of fetal experience [...].*>°

From this perspective, the fetal-other is conceived as an I, an ego-pole, who “already has
kinesthesia and kinesthetically moves its “things” — already a primordiality at an originary
level developing itself.”*>! Then, at the moment of birth, the newborn “is already an
experiencing | at a higher level, it already has its acquisition of experience from its
existence in the mother’s womb, it already has its perceptions with perceptual
horizons.”*%? In the neonatal phenomenology that Husserl draws, the newborn is an I “of
higher habitualities”, despite the fact that they may lack self-reflection, developed

temporality, and recollection.%3

149 Petit, J.-L. (2003). “On the relation between recent neurobiological data on perception (and action) and the
Husserlian theory of constitution.” Phenomenology and the cognitive sciences 2.4: 281-298.

150 petijt (2003), p. 290.

151 Husserl, Zur Phénomenologie der Intersubjektivitét 111, 604f, transl. and quot. in Smith (2016, p. 34-35).

152 Husserl, 111, 604f, t. in Smith (2016), p. 35.

153 Smith (2016), p. 35. For an analysis of the newborn experience, see: Allen, J. (1976). A Husserlian phenomenology
of the child. Journal of phenomenological psychology, 6(2), 164-179. As for the relationship between the newborn and
the mother, see also the concept of Unipathy in Scheler, M. (1970). The Nature of Sympathy. Yale University Press.
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While Husserl's notes on birth seem to suggest a classical framework (l.e. a
“coming from nothing” explicative model of birth), his focus on pregnancy opens up a
theoretical space to account for pregnancy as a bodily experience. In particular, he states
that there is a continuity between the gestating self and the fetal-other, due to their unique
bodily com-presence. The analysis of pregnancy as a bodily experience opens up a re-
framing of the philosophical reading of birth, that, far from being understandable within
the dominant recollection-paradigm?®®* as an attainable limit, is instead conceptualized as
“a specific type of lived bodily process that is evidenced to us by one single person — our
mother — who serves paradoxically as its location, its witness, and its executor (agent)”.1%

In Husserl’s writings, we find an embryonic analysis of fetal-maternal schemas;
despite the fact that this remains implicit, the philosopher recognizes that the fetal-other
has certain motor styles, whereas the lived experience of the gestating subject remains in
the shadows. As we will see also for Merleau-Ponty, the main focus of Husserlian analysis
is the potential-subject who will eventually be born. From this point of view, the
Husserlian account is interesting because it is primarily moved by the necessity of
investigating what happens before our coming into the world. On the other hand, the
evaluation of birth as an eidetic event, as well as its possible symmetry with the death,
does not preclude analysis of what could be called a “phenomenology of the fetal-
maternal encounter”. In these passages, we find a careful (albeit brief) analysis of the kind
of relationship between the fetal-other and the gestating subject. Again, despite the scant
attention to the gestating self, the focus on intra-uterine life opens up a space of analysis

that challenges the idea of a disembodied, non-temporal, and self-contained subject.

2.2. Coming into Being

In the genealogy that | am drawing, Merleau-Ponty’s work represents a further
stage in the analysis of the human pregnancy as a meaningful experience for the gestating
subject. While | showed that Husserl is interested in the issues of birth and death as the
marginal (here intended as peripheral) events that eidetically co-constitute selves, in
Merleau-Ponty’s arguments one may find a more attentive analysis of how pregnancy is

experienced from the gestating bodily subject’s perspective. An important divergence

154 Heindmaa (2014).
155 Heinamaa (2014), p. 47.
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between the two accounts is given by the emphasis accorded to the body. Whereas
Husserl only mentions this matter in relation to kinaesthesia and sensory fields, Merleau-
Ponty addresses the corporeal experience of pregnancy from gestating subject’s point of
view. The plan for the next few sections is the following. First, | take into consideration
Merleau-Ponty's account of birth, wherein one cannot find reference to the female body.
From there, | focus on how Merleau-Ponty addresses sexual differences and how his
comprehension of the body congruently leads to his account of pregnant process.

In a series of lectures that Merleau-Ponty gave at the Sorbonne in the years 1949-
1952 (later edited under the title Pédagogie et Psychologie de L’Enfant), he discusses the
status of the pregnant woman, within the context of an introductory class on child and
developmental psychology. In these lectures, Merleau-Ponty, in a manner that is
consistent with his style of teaching, offers a rich panorama of child development
theories, including psychoanalytic literature, philosophical, and anthropological
references. Within these lectures, Merleau-Ponty addresses the topics of birth and
pregnancy. Starting with birth, Merleau-Ponty argues that “coming into life” is
problematic for the main actor involved in the gestational process (the gestating subject),
because it implies a passage from it implies a passage from being an organism to being a
subject (en soi, pour s0i);'% the gestating self’s body will shortly bring another
consciousness to the world (mettre au monde une autre conscience).'®” The intrinsically
problematic nature of this passage from organism to subject has been likewise tackled
during the classes Merleau-Ponty taught at Collége de France in the years 1956-1960. In
the first two years, he offers a rich analysis of the concept of nature, articulating a
historical and critical path from nature conceived as a being totally external from human
beings (especially in the Cartesian approach), passing through to a humanist view of
nature and to the “conception romantique de la nature”. Furthermore, he addresses the
thorny relationship between science and philosophy, as well as physical problems such
as time and space. It is from lessons of 1957 onwards that he engages with biological
studies, with the goal of disentangling the relationship between “animalité¢” and human
body; Ashby, von Uexkill, Portman, and Lorenz are the principal references that paved

the way for the lectures of 1959-1960, wherein the main riddle eventually became the

156 Sartre, J.-P. (1943). L'Etre et le Néant. Essai d'ontologie phénoménologique. Gallimard.
157 Merleau-Ponty, M. (1995). La Nature: Cours du Collége de France. Seuil, p. 356.
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human body in its complexity, including its objective, symbolic, and libidinal aspects, as
well as the discussion of ontogenetics and phylogenetics, and a critical-historical analysis
of Darwinism.

In discussing the complex connection between the ontological object called
Nature and the human being, Merleau-Ponty focuses on intertwinings and nonlinear
continuities, arguing that Nature is not only an object (of knowledge, manipulation, and,
| would add, fascination) from the human point of view, but also an “object” from which
we “arise” and “emerge” (surgir), and that sustains human beings. Nature is then
described as “un objet d'ot nous avons surgi, ou nos préliminaires ont été peu a peu poses
jusgu'a I'instant de se nouer en une existence, et qui continue de la soutenir et de lui fournir
ses matériaux”.'®® The dialectic between nature (as natural life) and existence is thus
expressed within the transit from organism to consciousness which crucially results in a
continuous co-presence of natural and conscious features of the human being. In a
polemic vein against the sharp Sartrean distinction between the ontological realm of pour
soi (the existence) and that of en soi (the being, the essence),'>® Merleau-Ponty argues
that the relation between existence (namely, human being) and being (in this case, nature)

is one of continuity:

Qu’il s’agisse du fait individuel de la naissance, ou de la naissance des
institutions et des sociétés, le rapport originaire de I'nomme et de I'étre n'est

pas celui du pour soi a I'en soi. Or il continue dans chaque homme qui percgoit.
160

The birth of an individual and the birth of institutions share this common intertwining,
that Merleau-Ponty further articulates in addressing the issue of the body both as a thing
and as a rapport with an Umwelt.!6! In defending the relevance of a “theorie de la chair,
du corps comme Empfindbarkeit”, he states that the human lived body is not conceivable
as a mere insertion and juxtaposition of a consciousness with a body-object: “Ceci n’a

rien a voir avec une conscience qui descendrait dans un corps objet”.16? Descendre could

158 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 356.
159 Sartre (1943).

160 Merleau-Ponty (1995) p. 356.
161 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 270.
162 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 271.
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be translated as ‘coming down’ and, in this passage, this verb seems to suggest a
“vertical” idea of lived body constitution, in respect of which Merleau-Ponty is very

critical:

C’est au contraire l'enroulement d’un corps objet sur lui-méme, ou plutot,
tréve de métaphores: ce n’est pas un survol du corps et du monde par une
conscience, ¢’est mon corps comme interpose entre ce qui est devant moi et
ce qui est derriere moi, mon corps debout devant les choses debout, en circuit
avec le monde — Einfiihlung avec le monde, avec les choses, avec les animaux,
avec les autres corps (comme ayant un ‘coté’ perceptif aussi) compréhensible

par cette théorie de la chair.1%3

The concept of chair is here employed for explaining the essential co-constitution of
bodies, subjects, and the world. In the following passages, Merleau-Ponty states that the
eye is “tout entier finalité externe [...] fait pour une vision future (I’embryon).”*%4 In a
comparison between the perceptual structure of vision and the coming into being of
humans, “on ne peut pas dire que la vision de I'enfant procede de celle de la mere, I'ame

2 165

ou la conscience de la mére n’est pas enceinte de I'ame ou de la conscience de l'enfant”.

The birth is the event wherein,

une conscience nouvelle surgit (comme la vie surgit dans la physico-chimie)
par aménagement d'un creux, par l'irruption d'un nouveau champ qui vient de
I'entre monde et n'est pas effet des antécédents, n'est pas nécessité par eux,

méme s'il en dépend.*66

In these lectures, Merleau-Ponty is interested in the genesis of different kinds of beings,
offering methodological advice on the way in which this issue has to be addressed. In
particular, he states that the genesis of a being is not so relevant — of course, from a

philosophical point of view — as an empirical anecdote (“anecdote empirique”) or as

163 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 271.
164 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 271.
165 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 271.
166 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 271.
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tackled by an explication from inside (“explication par l'intérieur).1®” Rather, genesis is
thus articulated: “La genése, i.e. le passage du rien au quelque chose, comme mode de
dévoilement radical de I'Etre, épreuve de la totalité, et non comme anecdote empirique,

ni comme explication par l'intérieur.” 168

2.3. On sexual differences

Before engaging with the Merleau-Pontinian account of pregnancy, a brief
excursus is required. Indeed, one of the main criticisms raised by feminist scholars
concerns the surreptitious neutrality of body tackled by Merleau-Ponty, and the removal
of sexual difference — especially in passages where one might expect the author to deal
explicitly with the sexed body, like in the section Le corps comme étre sexué in
Phénoménologie de la Perception.

While Merleau-Ponty only explicitly conceptualizes some modalities of female
embodiment within 1949-1952 lectures, he also refers to sexual differences in other
published texts. In La Structure du comportement he criticizes both the explanations
provided by descriptive biology and the “imperfect intuitions” of common perception;
while male and female types are commonly thought to be different for “certaines
constantes de la conduite’”,'% biological sciences argue for the “causal correlation”, “par
exemple des influences endocriniennes qui sous-tendent 1’ensemble des caractéres
sexuels”.170

These passages convey a sense that Merleau-Ponty’s comprehension of the
gendered body may be more nuanced than scholars have hitherto acknowledged. Indeed,
Merleau-Ponty has been deeply criticized by feminist phenomenologists for having
effaced sexual difference or, in softer versions of the criticism, for not having made it
explicit. Of course, the standard criticism of his construction of a neutral body —
implicitly a male, white, middle-aged, healthy, able-bodied person — is still pertinent.
Nevertheless, while feminist attention (especially in anglophone area) has privileged the
analysis of the texts Phénoménologie de la Perception and Le Visible et [ 'Invisible, where

there is no explicit mention of female bodily experience, in the 1949-1952 classes

167 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 292.
168 Merleau-Ponty (1995), p. 292.
169 M. Merleau-Ponty, (1942), La Structure du comportement, PUF, p. 239.
170 Merleau-Ponty (1942), p. 239.
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Merleau-Ponty is directly engaged with this topic.*’* The author opens up discussion on
the “feminine issue”, focusing on some experiences which are characteristic and unique
to female embodiment such as menstruation and pregnancy. It is relevant that this is one
of the very rare passages in his whole corpus of work wherein a reader finds explicit
references to the sexual difference — and this is the only one tackling the issue of the
female embodiment.1’2

In particular, the classes display some thoughtful reflections on the relationship
between physical development and cultural normativity in gendered performance.
Merleau-Ponty states that the social category woman is separate from the normal — that
is to say, the male — and that this deeply affects the behaviours and attitudes of women.
Hence, they are often educated and nurtured for social expectations and gender
stereotypes which put them in a subordinate position to respect their masculine
counterparts. And yet, Merleau-Ponty reports how sexual difference is taken up in diverse
ways within different societies, which shows that his position is anti-essentialist; he
acknowledges that “the fact that sex difference will be constitutive for any society’s
norms is universally given. The form of those norms is contingent”.1’® The relationships
entailed by sexual difference are culturally-shaped and are co-constitutively moulded by
the kinds of relation and attention that a particular society has with regard to different

social encounters:

Le rapport masculinité-féminité est un élément dans un tissu total qui
comprend mere-enfant, rapport de la société en question et de la nature,
rapport avec I'étranger, et en général le rapport interhumain, comme il existe

dans cette société.174

According to Merleau-Ponty, the paradigmatic depiction of femininity is culturally

codified as strictly dependent on that of masculinity:

171 1 developed part these arguments in Miglio (forthcoming). Per una fenomenologia critica della gravidanza, in
Chiasmi International, Issue 23 La Phénoménologie critique apres Merleau-Ponty.

172 For further inquiries, see among others; Dillon, M. (1980). Merleau-Ponty on existential sexuality: A critique.
Journal of Phenomenological Psychology, 11(1), 67-81; Preston, B. (1996). Merleau-Ponty and feminine embodied
existence. Man and World, 29(2), 167-186.

173 Welsh, T. (2008). The developing body: A reading of Merleau-Ponty’s conception of women in the Sorbonne
lectures. Intertwinings: Interdisciplinary Encounters with Merleau-Ponty, 45-62, p. 50.

174 Merleau-Ponty, M. (2001), Psychologie et pédagogie de I'enfant: Cours de Sorbonne 1949-1952, Verdier, p. 495.
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Le portrait qu’on fait de la femme implique une certaine représentation de
I’homme. Dans certaines sociétés la femme est plus forte que ’homme. La

femme fragile est un fait de culture et non un fait de nature.'’

The critique against the epistemic construction of woman as other resonates with Simone
de Beauvoir’s arguments in Le Deuxiéme Sexe, where she explores the ways in which the
woman has become the negation of her masculine counterpart. The otherness of woman
takes shape in the negation of the male-norm and impacts women’s expected attitudes,
choices, and behaviors. Merleau-Ponty highlights the fact that women are educated with
the aim of adhering to shared social expectations and gender stereotypes that put them in
a subordinated condition with respect to the category of men. While he makes clear that
there are psychological and biological differences between men and women, the peculiar
ways in which both genders are represented are responses to conceptual constructions, to
the point that the supposed fragility of women is a matter of culture and not of nature. By
criticizing those who essentialize femininity through conceptual definition (“‘ceux qui
cristallisent la ‘nature’ féminine en la définissant”),’® Merleau-Ponty states that the body
in its physical and biological being could not evidence essentialist positions. This also
applies to reproductive power in that it is an exclusively feminine prerogative, but that
this should not be employed as an argument for a supposed “feminine nature”. The
notable point here is that Merleau-Ponty applies to issues of gender his influential idea
that a philosophy of the body which is related exclusively with its biological status and
physiological functioning is neither exhaustive nor adequate. By pointing out that “La
structure corporelle, la faculté de procréation sont importantes, mais ne peuvent aboutir
ala ‘nature’ féminine.”'’’, Merleau-Ponty refuses to identify the biologically female body
with a supposed “female nature”, arguing instead for a global comprehension of the
materiality of the body along with the dimension of the corps propre. The idea that the
human subject is and has kinesthetic, pathic, and constitutively ambiguous embodiment

is profitably applied also to the sexual dimension of the self.

175 Merleau-Ponty, (2001), p. 470.
176 Merleau-Ponty (2001), p. 471.
177 Merleau-Ponty (2001), p. 471.
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2.4. The Process of Pregnancy

It is in the same classes, and in particular those dedicated to the topic of /’enfant
vu par ['adulte, that Merleau-Ponty in two sections (4vant la naissance de [’enfant and
Apreés la naissance) tackles the “before” and “after” of the coming into being of the child.
The first section opens with a reflection akin to the Husserlian notion that the birth of a
human being is a thought difficult to conceive, even for those who are directedly
interested by the process itself, like the mother.1”® The reference to the gestating subject
inaugurates a double perspective in addressing pregnancy: (1) the pre-natal horizon of the
self, namely on everything happens “before” the birth; (2) the effects of the pregnancy on
the gestating self, where Merleau-Ponty offers some insights in response to questions
such as “What does it like to be pregnant?”. I would like to stress the fact that the primary
intention of Merleau-Ponty is to address human development in utero (1), as it can be
clearly understood from the context where these passages are discussed. The effects of
pregnancy on the gestating self (2) simply arise for the sake of these arguments. It is
hardly surprising that the most discussed passages within contemporary debate are
precisely those that interrogate the emergence of intersubjectivity in newborns and
children, " while literature engaging with the lived experience of the gestating self is
sparse.

That said, | would like to draw attention to Merleau-Ponty's analyses of gestating
lived experience — namely, to the experiential structures that pregnancy entails for the
gestating self. My focus is thus on the perspective of the gestating self, and on the bodily
and existential changes that pregnancy entails, as well as on the relationship she may
establish with the fetal-other. The few passages where Merleau-Ponty addresses the lived
experience of pregnancy are extremely interesting on a theoretical level (as well as from
the perspective of a genealogy of the topic), because they offer a philosophical description
of the lived experience of pregnancy that includes the perspective of the gestating self.
Merleau-Ponty proposes some ways to conceive of the experience of pregnancy in the

following lines:

178 Merleau-Ponty (2001), p. 471.

179 See e.g., Zahavi, D. (2004). The embodied self-awareness of the infant: A challenge to the theory theory of mind?
In D. Zahavi, T. Grinbaum, & J. Parnas (Eds.). Structure and Development of Self-Consciousness: Interdisciplinary
Perspectives (pp. 35-64). John Benjamins Publishing Co; Whitney, S. (2012). Affects, images and childlike perception:
Self-Other difference in Merleau-Pon#y’s Sorbonne lectures. PhaenEx, 7(2), 185-211.
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Ce probléme est vécu d’une maniére primitive par la femme qui va avoir un
enfant. Elle sent son propre corps s’aliéner a elle, ne plus étre simple
auxiliaire de son activité ; il cesse d’étre entierement a elle pour étre
systématiquement habité par un autre étre et bientdt mettre au monde une
autre conscience. Sa propre grossesse n’est pas pour elle un acte comme les
autres actions qu’on accomplit avec son corps : il s’agit plutot d’un processus
anonyme qui se fait a travers elle et dont elle n’est que le siege. Ainsi, d’une
part, son propre corps lui échappe, mais, d’autre part, ’enfant qui naitra est
bien un prolongement de son corps a elle. Durant toute sa grossesse, elle vit
ce mystére majeur qui n’est ni de I’ordre de 1a matiere ni de I’ordre de I’esprit,

mais de I’ordre de la vie.180

From these passages, some preliminary points emerge:

(1) The pregnancy is an experience lived “de maniére primitive” by the woman who
carries the baby, and this may entail two specific feelings — since the gestating
subject could perceive her body as both her own and alien at the same time. What
IS meant by primitive in this context? And what is its relation to the definition of
pregnancy as a mystére majeur of the ordre de la vie?

(2) Pregnant experience is not an act, but rather an anonymous process — in this
context, what is the meaning of anonymity with regard to pregnancy?

(3) The gestating subject experiences some specific bodily occurrences which are
dependent on her being —pregnant, and these entail a form of alienation marked

by the radical intercorporeality of the pregnant process.

2.4.1. Ordre de la vie

Welsh explains “Pregnancy’s ‘primitiveness’” as the anonymity of participation
in the gestational process. According to her analysis, it is ambivalent “precisely because
it is not just about the mother’s decisions, her relationship with society, her desires, and

complex”.*! This is not a solution with which | am sympathetic. This brief attempt at

180 Merleau-Ponty (2001), p. 471.
181 Welsh (2008), p. 53.
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resolution does not explain why the author employs the term primitive, which clearly has
different connotations from the other words Merleau-Ponty uses to describe the
experience of pregnancy. Concerning the primitiveness of gestational experience, an
alternative interpretation might derive from the passage in which Merleau-Ponty makes
clear that, during pregnancy, gestating subjects experience a major mystery which is de
l'ordre de la vie.'® In the passage at stake, the author specifies that gestational
experience is “neither the order of the matter of the mind”.'® These lectures had taken
place from 1949, four years after the publication of the Phénoménologie de la Perception,
and nine years after Merleau-Ponty’s first book (1942), where one can already find in
nuce some of the classic themes and issues that eventually became central to his
philosophical project.

The third chapter of La Structure du comportement is titled “L’ordre physique,
I’ordre vital I’ordre humain”. In a vein of criticism contra philosophical positions such as
vitalism, as well as physicalism — which would become the critical fil rouge across his
whole intellectual oeuvre — Merleau-Ponty states that quantity, order, and value (or
signification) are universally applicable categories, and not exclusively (and “no longer”)
properties of matter, life, and mind. He goes further in arguing that quantity, far from
being conceivable as a negation of quality, “comme si 1I’équation du cercle niait la forme

circulaire, dont elle veut étre au contraire une expression rigoureuse”: 184

Les relations qualitati