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1Introduction

Introduction

The Body Problem

It has been over fi fty years since French philosophers began criticizing 
the “starting-point” (Ausgang) of Being and Time (1927)—specifi cally 
Heidegger’s account of everyday practices, practices that initially give 
us “access” (Zugang) to the question of the meaning of being. Alphonse 
de Waelhens, for example, argued that Heidegger’s phenomenology 
completely overlooks the fundamental role played by perception in 
particular and the body in general in our everyday understanding 
of things. “[In] Being and Time,” says Waelhens, “one does not fi nd 
thirty lines concerning the problem of perception; one does not fi nd 
ten concerning that of the body.”1 Jean-Paul Sartre amplifi ed this line 
of criticism when he emphasized the importance of the body as the 
fi rst point of contact that a human being has with its world, a contact 
that is prior to detached theorizing about objects. 

Of the early French phenomenologists, Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 
work has been the most infl uential. He laid the foundations for a 
critique of Heidegger through his systematic analysis of the primacy 
of bodily perception, particularly in terms of our spatial directionality 
and orientation, a sensual orientation that makes it possible for us to 
handle worldly equipment in the fi rst place.2 Merleau-Ponty’s account 
of embodiment has since been developed and refi ned by English-
speaking commentators such as Hubert Dreyfus, David Cerbone, and 
David Krell.3 Krell formulates the problem this way:

Did Heidegger simply fail to see the arm of the everyday 
body rising in order to hammer the shingles onto the roof, 
did he overlook the quotidian gaze directed toward the 
ticking watch that overtakes both sun and moon, did he 
miss the body poised daily in its brazen car, a car equipped 
with a turn signal fabricated by and for the hand and eye 
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2 Heidegger’s Neglect of the Body

of man, did he neglect the human being capable day-in and 
day-out of moving its body and setting itself in motion? If 
so, what conclusion must we draw?4

In Being and Time there is little acknowledgment of the “lived-body” 
(Leib) that prerefl ectively negotiates its way through the world, a body 
that is already spatially oriented in terms of directionality as it reaches 
out and faces the various tools and others that are encountered every 
day.5 Heidegger merely offers this remark:

Dasein’s spatialization in its “bodily nature” is likewise 
marked out in accordance with these directions. [This 
“bodily nature” hides a whole problematic of its own, 
though we shall not treat it here.] (BT, 143)

This Merleau-Pontyian criticism has been recently fortifi ed by femi-
nist critics following the 1983 publication of Jacques Derrida’s essay 
“Geschlecht: Sexual Difference, Ontological Difference.” His essay 
helped pave the way for two decades of commentary, which attempts 
to enrich Heidegger’s project by addressing the possibility of a gen-
dered incarnation of human existence (Dasein). For Heidegger—spe-
cifi cally in his 1928 Marburg lectures on Leibniz—Dasein is regarded 
as “neutral” (neutrale) or “asexual” (geschlechtslos) insofar as it exists 
prior to and makes possible an understanding of sexed bodies and 
gendered practices. This position has left many feminist commenta-
tors dissatisfi ed. If one of the goals of Heidegger’s early project is 
to recover concrete, embodied ways of being, ways of being that are 
more original than disembodied theorizing, then Heidegger would 
do well to acknowledge the ways in which these concrete practices 
are shaped and guided by sexual difference. By giving an account of 
Dasein’s gendered incarnation, Heidegger’s analysis of human exis-
tence would have recognized the social hierarchies and oppressive 
relations that already exist in our everyday dealings. This recognition 
would have allowed for a more complete picture of the way in which 
human beings dwell in an understanding of being. 

 In addition to these feminist criticisms, there has been a recent 
explosion of commentary in the secondary literature that addresses 
Heidegger’s account of the relationship between humans and animals, 
particularly in his 1929–1930 Freiburg lecture course “The Fundamen-
tal Concepts of Metaphysics.”6 In these lectures, Heidegger appears 
to perpetuate the oppositional prejudices of traditional humanism by 
arguing that there is a fundamental difference between animal “behav-


