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The Bodily Subjectivity in the Touching:
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Michel Henry

Huang, Kuan-min’

Abstract

This paper discusses the problem of bodily subjectivity via an analysis of
touch, in order to distinguish two models in phenomenology: Maurice
Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) as the model of hetero-affection and Michel Henry
(1922-2002) as the model of self-affection. The first section traces the subtle
difference of the problem of touching in Merleau-Ponty. In his earlier works, due to
the idea of reflexivity, body and world are understood through the perspective of
co-naturality; the concept of reversibility is deduced from the tactile reflexivity in
later works. In regards to self-touching, reversibility implies a reflexivity that
includes others, leaving the tactile body open to them. Merleau-Ponty refers to this
phenomenon as divergence. On the contrary, what Henry emphasizes is the
irreducible subjectivity in bodily affection. There is no priority in touching for
Henry; rather, through analysis of touching, the immanence and initiative of the
body is revealed. The affective immanence taking place in the body designates the
essence of manifestation, or the essence of phenomenon. The model for this is
self-affection ad self-proof. What makes this self-proof possible is the manifestation
of life, so that, the bodily affection is the self-manifestation of life. By way of
contrasting these two models, we can better understand the subtle nuances in the
analysis of bodily feeling, grasp the different possibilities of phenomenology, and
further consider the problem of body and life in the present age.

Keywords: immanence, transcendence, reflexivity, reversibility, affection,
affectivity
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