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Introduction

By definition, an imageless world is beyond our imagination. The world as we conceive it and as we experience it consists of images, of signs. Traced to its etymological roots, the Latin conceptus reveals the identity of concept and image. Yet, the experiential historicity of an image precedes its ideation. The word image typically conjures a visual object, but in its fullest meaning consists of the combined perception and expression of a sign, the origins of consciousness. Consciousness is thus originary, always in progress. It is by degree, rather than either-or. The human body takes in the world all at once rather than piecemeal. All the senses are at work, though one or more may be tacitly prioritized (especially by culture) as figure against the ground of others in a gestalt manner. We lead our lives preconsciously and express ourselves in nonverbal images for the most part. We are always speaking before we know it, perpetually awakening in communication with the world. Thus, our perceptions and expressions form an originary actuality of existence that subtends our experiences of reality. We may forget that existence as such is pre-philosophic and pre-scientific. The sign-image assumes an empirical presence for us, and we do not notice that its meaning is constituted at the interstices of history and historicity. The human person is one such sign.

Life today takes place in a culture of reductionism in which we are rapidly losing a vital embodied image of the human person. Our sense of who we are is shrinking. Sources of the problem prominently, though not exclusively, include naturalism. Naturalism is a very broad term but, as used here, refers to scientific naturalism—a general tendency to reduce everything human to scientific explanations supplied by physics, biology, and technologies of efficiency. While certainly figuring into my analysis, the philosophical debates about naturalism are too broad for my present purposes.1 Suffice to say, I do not advocate any form of supernaturalism, which suggests a false dichotomy in any case. My epistemological commitments are synthetic, and I do not shrink from the necessity of ontology, though the latter is unique, flexible, and dynamic, founded as it is in the experience of communication.2 I focus in particular on the adverse effects of reductionism on our conception of mental health in a time of widespread psychological precarity. Just when insecurity, anxiety, and melancholy pervade the earth’s human population, we are inundated with criticisms of ostensible human audacity, arrogance, and anthropocentrism. We are told that DNA underlies and determines much, if not most, of what we think and do, that we are victims of our brain’s chemistry, and that we are not privileged compared to animals by conscious experience, symbols, language, or communication.

Included in my account is the reduction of meaning in human communication to mere information exchange, which is described in greater detail in a recent book.3 This aspect, however, is unavoidable and pertinent here, because it runs deep in the predispositions of habitual consciousness where shallow cultural images of the human are often nurtured. I assess the adequacy of well-intended efforts to counter dualisms of nature and culture including anti-anthropocentrism, biosemiotics, and anthropomorphism. These interrelated approaches ironically risk reification of the very problems they set out to resolve.

It is not merely a matter of a hidden or lost image of the human that concerns me, though in absence of an adequate counternarrative that is the dark endgame toward which we are heading. It is the widespread naive, uncritical, often enthusiastic acceptance of abbreviated versions of ourselves that deserves sustained attention. Indeed, in many circles the abbreviated self is a normative image.

There are promising resources that may help us turn the tide against the popular diminution of humanity. I argue that there are constructive means to resuscitate and revitalize our image. We can signify the human person differently and more fruitfully. This can be accomplished, in part, by improving the depth of our understanding of communication as an ongoing problematic concern of everyday life. In this regard, a synthesis of semiotics—study of the signs and codes necessary for verbal and nonverbal expression of shared experiences—and phenomenology—study of how we uniquely perceive and embody meanings—is most helpful. Two contributors to such a synthesis are German and French social philosophers Helmuth Plessner and Pierre Bourdieu, respectively. Plessner is arguably the most important of the three originators of philosophical anthropology, to include Max Scheler and Arnold Gehlen. Plessner’s﻿ work is undergoing a renaissance of interest now that his major works are being published in English. Like the famous sociologist Bourdieu, Plessner’s education and research stretch across several disciplines. It is not hyperbole to consider both of them polymaths. Their work is described and combined here in a completely original way. I examine their separate but compatible employment of semiotic phenomenology with the theme of communicative experience in mind. These aspects of their work have gone nearly without notice to date.4 Also unique to this venture is my use of their combined philosophical anthropology in a critique of reductionism and psychocentric culture. Finally, I argue the compatibility of my Plessner-Bourdieu synthesis with the (U.S.) American philosophy of pragmatism. A distinctive philosophy of communication emerges in the juxtaposition of an embodied-phenomenological “utopian standpoint” envisioned by Helmuth Plessner5 and Pierre Bourdieu’s reflexive praxeology.6 This standpoint builds upon and extends the cultural-semiotic constraints of the “natural standpoint” inherited from Edmund Husserl7 and Alfred Schutz8 as well as Maurice Merleau-Ponty.9

In the final chapters, I discuss how this synthesis contributes to ongoing conversations about the possibility of a post-psychological culture. Focus is on proposals for a re-imagined psychiatry where the human person is not statically conceived or singular but is, to the contrary, an ongoing outcome and answer to the question of how life is to be led through choices of context and against the subtle forces of bodily incorporated values that reify contexts of choice.10 Psychiatry is thus reconceived as a human science with primary attention given to communicative human experience and secondary attention to the workings of the brain. The justification for this somewhat radical paradigm shift is provided in an abundance of evidence. The evidence establishes the plasticity and learning capacities of the brain but also, with exceptions of concussions and congenital defects, that the brain is not the source of mental illness. Mental distress, not mental disease, is the outcome of a person’s intentional ecological experience with the world. The word intentional implies the relational ecological positionality of a person in a lifeworld, a phenomenological meaning discussed as we proceed.

The book is divided into two parts. Part one announces and describes the book’s probl‌‌‌‌‌ematic: Disembodied Images of the Human Person. It consists of three chapters: Problematics of Communication in Signifying the Human Person, A Crisis of Communication in the Human Sciences Then and Now, and Where It Hurts: Pathologizing Everyday Life in Psychocentric Culture. With the problematic of disembodiment before us, part two, Embodied Images of the Human Person, takes a constructive turn, contrasting reductionist disembodied images with a new synthesis. The first of three chapters in part two, chapter 4 is titled Helmuth Plessner’s Image of Embodied Communication. Chapter 5 is titled Constructing a New Image of the Human Person: Bourdieu and Plessner on Psychological Precarity. The conclusion in chapter 6 is titled Being Human in Communication.


Notes

1. This debate is well characterized by Giladi, Responses to Naturalism.

2. Eicher-Catt, “Ontology,” 1,385.

3. Catt, Embodiment.

4. For previous research that focuses on communication in the works of Bourdieu, Plessner, or both, see the following by Catt: “Institution of Communitarianism,” “Pierre Bourdieu’s Semiotic Legacy,” Embodiment, “Border Work in Precarity,” “Pierre Bourdieu: Fieldwork in Philosophy,” and “Precarious Person.”

5. Plessner, Levels of Organic Life, 316–21.

6. Bourdieu, Science of Science; Bourdieu and Wacquant, Invitation to Reflexive Sociology.

7. Husserl, Ideas, 91–132.

8. Schutz, Collected Papers; Lanigan, Phenomenology of Communication, 203–22.

9. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception.

10. Lanigan, Human Science of Communicology, 160; Catt, Embodiment, 58.











Part One

Disembodied Images of the Human Person










Chapter 1 

Problematics of Communication in Signifying the Human Person 


Perspective: The Communication Problematic

By way of establishing perspective, this first chapter introduces embodied communication as an essential problematic at the heart of the human science project of signifying the human person. My purpose is to set the context and preview ideas that receive fuller development in subsequent chapters. The issue at hand is disembodiment.

The word science typically, casually, and unreflectively may conjure images of men and women conducting experiments in laboratories. Exclusionary though they may be from the standpoint of the human sciences, such images are also understandable and positive. Not only are there strong reasons to respect and admire the natural sciences, but also a failure to do so risks the darkness of anti-intellectualism. Collectively, the natural sciences broaden and deepen our understanding of the environment, and advance models of rational thought, mathematical precision, and rigorous research methods. The results are on display in ubiquitous technological achievements. The natural sciences inform medicine, save lives, and promote health and well-being. They stoke our imaginations with an adventurous spirit.

Nevertheless, as we witness in a global health pandemic, scientific credibility is volatile and subject to political demagoguery. Unfortunately, nefarious assaults on rational thinking are commonplace. They prosper in atmospheres contaminated by a loathsome combination of greed, lust for power, woeful ignorance, and social media that serve as catalysts to perpetuate the whole. We sometimes forget that cultures abide contradictions. Science is at once admired and threatened, the latter occurring when its evidentiary findings and propositions do not align with ideological and emotionally based convictions. Hundreds of thousands of people suffer and die as the consequence of propaganda promoting disinformation and outright lies about a pandemic disease.

It is disturbing to think that the natural sciences need defending. It should be disturbing to think that the human sciences need defending.

Discourse matters. Tempted as we might be to respond in kind to insensitive, unartful, and provocative rhetoric, it is important to understand that something more profound is ultimately at stake, namely, how we signify that form of life we name the human. Scientists and laypersons alike make ontological assumptions concerning what it means to be humane. The human, as concept and as organic physical being, is subject of and is subjected to contingencies of communicative experience, whether rational, nonrational, or irrational. Reciprocity in human understanding depends on a minimal shared ontology. Philosophical anthropology reminds us that how we imagine the human is decisive in our desire to be humane. A corollary lesson in the human science of communicology is that signifying the human person is always a contingency of communication. Yet, in its common and prolific usage, the word communication is in equal measure a source of misunderstanding and understanding. The word is a typification of the indubitable social world characterized by a presumed cultural sense of reality. On the other hand, prevalent use of the word communication everywhere may constitute a warning that it is, in fact, seldom understood anywhere.1

Communication is the essential but dynamic contingency grounding the human sciences. In turn, these sciences expose images of the human in mundane life as well as the natural sciences. According to Lester Embree,2 the human sciences, “also called the cultural sciences,” currently include “communicology, economics, ethnology, geography, history, political science, psychology, and sociology as single disciplines.” Certainly, this list is not exhaustive and should include at least literature, linguistics, languages, theology, and the fine arts. Multi-disciplines are exemplified by “ethnic studies and those related to ecology, feminism, religion, and technology.”3 Importantly, Embree emphasizes that these sciences are “as much a distinctive feature of the modern Western world as the rise of the natural sciences.”4

A communicologist’s perspective problematizes embodied discourse, which is manifest as intentionality and rooted in the reversible and reflexive perception and expression of consciousness. We humans are simultaneously conjoined and distinguished from our environments by means of these two levels of consciousness, perception and expression, that are entwined at the boundaries of experience. This is a complex affair to be unpacked as we proceed. For now, it is only important to recognize that from this standpoint the human sciences produce and illuminate valuable contests of meaning at every level of human existence: from aesthetic and psychiatric intrapersonal communicative experience, to relational interpersonal communicative experience, to social group and organizational communicative experience, to cultural and intercultural communicative experience, and in every mode of discourse (embodied verbal and nonverbal spoken, written, aural, pictorial-visual, electronic, etc.) at each and all of these levels of mediation. We have, then, fundamental media of communication: self as other, interpersonal other, social other, cultural other. The other of discourse mediates human experiences of consciousness. We exist in these relations.

If the human sciences can be said to share anything in common it is minimally the necessary and sufficient conditions of embodied consciousness, which definitively refers to communication in the chiasms of the flesh.5 Embodiment is pivotal in the human science quests for conservation and preservation, appreciation and enrichment of the human form of life. These might even be considered guideposts for a human science grounded in an axiology of communicology consisting of aesthetics, ethics, and logic. This depiction of the normative sciences originates with Charles S. Peirce, founder of the philosophy of pragmatism.6 Aesthetics could be appealed to in an argument for conservation and preservation of the at-risk qualitative distinctiveness of the human, who is uniquely both subject and object of a life. Presumably, a sense of identity counts and is to be counted on. Ethics involves appreciation and enrichment of intrinsic values of demonstrative human worth, which occurs in dialogue. Presumably, a self is recognized, acknowledged, and reciprocates, thereby enhancing worth. Aesthetics and ethics are recursively mediated by logic, which is characterized by “expressiveness” in Peirce7or “expressivity” as a social mode of mediation in Plessner.8 They are focusing on the same thing, both employing semiotic phenomenology, though Plessner is improbably aware of this copacetic synthesis in Peirce. An axiology of communicology emerges as that which is good in action and representation. This is to
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