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ABSTRACT 
 

 

 Unearthing and making explicit the conditions for human experience is the task of 

phenomenology. The methodologies deployed in service of this aim have traditionally focused 

on stripping away what is specific or idiosyncratic in a given first-person experience to reveal 

the shared, general conditions underlying that experience. My dissertation develops a new 

methodology that emphasizes the importance of experiential diversity in phenomenological 

analyses. I argue that many of the experiences specific to marginalized groups provide 

important insights into the pervasive and shared background conditions that structure 

experience—conditions that may be harder (perhaps impossible) to access from the dominant 

perspective that has been a common starting point for traditional phenomenological projects. 

I call this new methodology standpoint phenomenology. It draws together two philosophical 

projects: classical phenomenology and feminist standpoint epistemology. It includes two key 

theses. The thesis of situated phenomenology states that, because personal histories are often 

systematically different depending on one’s social location (e.g., being a man or a woman, 

being gay or straight, being Black or white), such location may also shape the kinds of 

phenomenological insights to which one has access. The thesis of inverted phenomenological 

privilege further states that a marginalized social location may provide a phenomenological 

advantage in some contexts, helping to uncover, for instance, the distortions and limitations 

of classical phenomenology. 
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Introduction 
 

 On a recent trip to South Dakota I took what I thought was a fairly creative picture 

of the Crazy Horse Monument. The monument, carved directly out of South Dakota’s 

Black Hills, is unfinished—it’s been a work-in-progress for over seventy years. Today the 

figure consists of a face and the rough outline of one arm. However, visitors can get a 

glimpse of how the finished monument will look outside the information center, where a 

large plaster model shows Crazy Horse on horseback with one arm stretched in front of 

him pointing towards the lands of his ancestors. When I first saw the model, I realized that 

from the right vantage point, it aligned perfectly with the actual memorial in-progress in 

the background. I took a picture, which I thought was very clever. I had a nasty shock when 

I later saw that exact composition repeated over and over again on Instagram. 

 Last year, the photographer and novelist Teju Cole wrote an article for The New 

York Times Magazine about this kind of repetition and similarity in social media 

photography. He focused on the striking uniformity he found among vacation photos on 

Instagram. What struck Cole was not that people went to the same spots and took pictures 

of the same things (of course, you might snap a picture of the Eiffel Tower if you’re in 

Paris), but he found it surprising that people took pictures of these things in exactly the 

same way. “The same gestures and vantage points and compositions are repeated, and the 

images come out so uncannily similar that it’s as though everyone were subject to the same 

set of instructions” (Cole, 2018). When scrolling through Instagram pictures of the Roman 

Forum, a place that ought to afford a variety of photographic angles, compositions, and 

approaches, Cole immediately found nine pictures of the monuments in the same 

arrangement photographed from the same viewpoint. 
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 What makes us do this? Why do we trace the same ground, recreate the same 

compositions, and make the same gestures in our pictures? Cole found a variety of 

conditions that act on us and tune our vision of these spots. Some are physical—there are 

paths and promontories that direct us to certain views. Some conditions are historical and 

cultural—many people recreate iconic views of a place that they’ve seen in movies or on 

brochures. Often, we are conditioned by the gestures and actions of those around us. If you 

visit the Pyramids of Giza, you take a forced-perspective photograph that makes it look 

like you are kissing the Sphynx—everyone around you is doing it, people earn tips helping 

tourists do it, it’s just what one does. Some of what conditions us to take the same vacation 

pictures are harder to explain and seem to be rooted in a deeper commonality. As Cole 

writes, we all seem to love “visual rhythm of a certain kind: symmetry, spirals, curves and 

converging lines. Standing in a given position, we tend to seek out these cadences” (Cole, 

2018). 

 We also seem to be generally unaware of the deep commonality of our experiences 

and also of the ways in which we are jointly conditioned to have these experiences. One of 

the funnier discoveries Cole made in his Instagram research was that at the New Museum 

(which exhibits unusual and what it calls “adventurous” contemporary art) many visitors 

took the exact same picture looking down a somewhat ugly and utilitarian spiral stairwell. 

It’s likely, he writes, that “[e]ach person who does it feels a frisson of originality but 

unknowingly reveals something that was latent in the stairwell all along” (Cole, 2018). 

Cole is right about the “frisson of originality”—embarrassingly, that pretty much captures 

how I felt at the Crazy Horse Monument. However, the repetition of these compositions 

reveals something that concerns more than just the scene or objects being photographed. It 
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reveals something about us, some shared conditions that affect how we approach and 

experience these sites. These conditions are worth uncovering; they are what enable us to 

see and experience things in the way that we do. They are, in a deep sense, part of who we 

are.  

 Unearthing and making explicit the conditions for experience is the task of 

phenomenology—for there are more profound commonalities in experience than those that 

emerge in the analysis of vacation photography and far deeper conditions that give shape 

to those commonalities. Certain structures tune and shape not just how we see tourist 

attractions but how we experience all things, people, and even ourselves. 

 In the Logical Investigations (the first fully developed account and use of 

phenomenology), Husserl attempts to uncover the conditions that enable us to grasp in 

discrete, “real” mental acts “ideal” meanings that have a unity across individual acts. What 

is it, for example, that allows us to grasp the concept “cat” in different individual acts over 

time and that enables different people to grasp the same “cat” concept. Although his 

phenomenological method relies on the careful first-person description of those acts, this 

is not his aim (any more than Cole’s aim is to merely describe vacation snapshots). Husserl 

means to uncover through the description of first-person experience, the a priori, essential 

conditions that enable the grasping of meaning in general. Husserl later expanded his 

project to include the conditions that enable meaningful perceptions, imaginings, willings, 

etc. The views of later phenomenologists vary widely, but broadly speaking, they all share 
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Figure 2. Image of people photographing bison at Yellowstone. 
Wildlife is a major attraction for tourists at Yellowstone. One way to maximize your chances of catching a 
glimpse of bison, bears, and wolves is to keep an eye out for cars that have stopped by the side of the road. This 
often means that one stopped car will lead to several cars and a few tour buses looking at and photographing the 
exact same “wild” scene from the exact same viewpoint. 

Figure 1. Image of bison at Yellowstone. 



 

5	
	

this basic aim: to uncover the essential conditions enabling meaningful experience using a 

first-person description of some specific experience.  

 The methodologies deployed in service of this aim have traditionally focused on 

stripping away what is specific or idiosyncratic in a given first-person experience to reveal 

the shared, general conditions underlying that experience. There is something quite 

intuitive about this strategy. If, for example, you’re interested in the conditions of 

perception, you might start from a description of some specific experience—say, the 

experience of perceiving a panda at the National Zoo—but surely the specifics of this 

experience (that the object of your perception is a panda and that you are located at the 

National Zoo) are irrelevant to perception generally. So, these specific and idiosyncratic 

features of the experience need to be stripped out when attempting to uncover perception’s 

essential conditions. Husserl thought that the right way to do this was through eidetic 

intuition. He proposed using “free, arbitrary variation” (Husserl, 1977, p. 54) to abstract 

from those experiences their essential features. Few other phenomenologists adopted this 

specific strategy, but they had their own methods of avoiding or erasing the specificity of 

individual experiences. Heidegger begins with experiences of “average everydayness” 

(Heidegger, 2008, p. 67ff.)—equipmental breakdown, social tension, idle talk—

experiences that are so common they lend themselves to generalization prior to any deep 

analysis of their underlying conditions. Merleau-Ponty, similarly, draws on the description 

of first-person experiences that are so commonplace and familiar they hardly require a 

“stripping away” at all: holding a pipe (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 102), walking around an 

apartment (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 209), talking with a friend (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, pp. 
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131, 428), looking at a newspaper (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 20) 1  In classical 

phenomenology, the most prized first-person experiences (at least methodologically) are 

the most general and the most commonly shared from which we can easily eliminate what 

is specific and idiosyncratic to reveal the common and essential conditions underlying 

those experiences.  

 I think there are reasons to favor a different methodology—one that attempts to 

uncover shared conditions of experience by interrogating experiences that are not 

“universal” or stripped of their distinguishing features but specific to certain social groups. 

I will call the methodology I develop standpoint phenomenology. Standpoint 

phenomenology is an attempt to adapt and apply concepts developed by feminist standpoint 

epistemologists to phenomenology. It rests on two key theses—a thesis of situated 

phenomenology and one of inverted phenomenological privilege. The thesis of situated 

phenomenology is developed directly out of the feminist standpoint thesis of situated 

knowledge. According to the thesis of situated knowledge, one’s social location shapes 

what one knows. Personal histories are often systematically different depending on one’s 

social location (e.g. being a man or a woman, being gay or straight, being Black or white, 

etc.). Because one’s social location can profoundly affect the experiences and attunements 

one has, it can shape the knowledge one has. Similarly, the thesis of situated 

phenomenology is that social location shapes our phenomenological insights—giving us 

more, less, or just different access to the underlying and shared conditions shaping 

experience. Second, standpoint phenomenology asserts an inverted phenomenological 

privilege thesis. Not only does social location shape one’s phenomenological insights, but 

                                                
1 There is one major exception to the “ordinariness” of the experiences upon which Merleau-Ponty 
draws. I will discuss this exception in detail in chapter two. 
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someone who starts from a marginalized social location has the potential to reflect on 

systematic differences between their insights and those that issue from a socially dominant 

perspective. When such reflection occurs, one achieves a phenomenological standpoint. 

This results in a special ability to critique phenomenology done from the dominant 

perspective. A philosopher working from a phenomenological standpoint has privileged 

insight into the role power and social dominance play in phenomenological analysis; a 

phenomenological standpoint also offers special insight into the distortions that have 

occurred in phenomenological analyses that start from the dominant perspective. 

 In the last decade, a version of phenomenology called “critical phenomenology” 

has emerged. Although there is wide variation in its methods and content, the “critical” aim 

of this form of phenomenology unites all practitioners. This aim is two-fold: (1) to uncover 

the way power structures experience and (2) to draw attention to the way power structures 

our ability to analyze that experience (Weiss, Murphy, & Salamon, 2020, p. xiv). Key 

examples (among many) of this new approach include Sara Ahmed (Ahmed, 2006b, 2007), 

Alia Al-Saji (Al-Saji, 2013b, 2014, 2018), and Lisa Guenther (Guenther, 2013). A few of 

these philosophers receive extended treatment in this dissertation, and many more critical 

phenomenologists could have been included. So, one might ask, isn’t this project just 

critical phenomenology under a new name? 

 The aims of critical phenomenology and standpoint phenomenology do, indeed, 

overlap. I have already indicated that standpoint phenomenology illustrates how social 

position can shape the kinds of phenomenological insights to which one is exposed. This 

seems closely related to aim (1) of critical phenomenology: uncovering the way power 

structures experience. Furthermore, one of the most important contributions of standpoint 
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phenomenology is its explanation of how social marginalization can develop into a 

privileged insight into the distortions and flaws of phenomenological practices and 

conclusions—aim (2) of critical phenomenology: drawing attention to the way power 

structures our ability to analyze experience. Insofar as standpoint phenomenology is a 

methodology that enables these critical phenomenological aims, it should find a home in 

critical phenomenology. Because it is a methodology that has not yet been explicitly 

articulated, 2  it should be considered a new and important contribution to critical 

phenomenology.3 

 I would like to make one key distinction between my project of standpoint 

phenomenology and much of what has been written in critical phenomenology: I take it as 

true that there are deep, stable, and shared conditions enabling experience and that 

uncovering these conditions ought to be the aim of phenomenology. While most critical 

phenomenologists would agree with the first part of that sentence, many would reject the 

second. Lisa Guenther’s goal, for example, is to give a “rigorous account of how contingent 

historical and social structures also shape our experience” (Guenther, 2020, p. 12). She 

takes patriarchy, white supremacy, and heteronormativity to be conditions of experience 

that phenomenologists ought to uncover.4 I do not. My own goal is both more traditional 

and more radical. I aim only at stable, pervasive, and shared background conditions, but 

my suspicion is that those conditions must be quite different from what we have been led 

                                                
2 I’m not arguing that the method I am articulated has never been used before. That is has been used 
fruitfully (though only implicitly or in a roundabout way) by many critical phenomenologists 
speaks to its importance, and it is why the work of many critical phenomenologists show up in this 
dissertation.  
3 Methodologies explicitly laid out in the critical phenomenology literature include (Davis, 2020) 
and (Guenther, 2013, pp. xiv-xv).  
4 She calls these “quasi-transcendental” conditions (Guenther, 2020, p. 12). 
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to expect by their articulation in classical phenomenology. These shared conditions make 

possible a variety of different experiences in situations of patriarchy, white supremacy, and 

heteronormativity—experiences that are not explained by (and in some cases, shouldn’t be 

possible given) the conditions of experience as articulated in much of classical 

phenomenology. To put a finer point on the distinction between a project like Guenther’s 

and my own, instead of trying to make explicit the way white supremacy shapes 

experience, my goal is to uncover what it is in our deep, shared conditions of experience 

that allows white supremacy to get a grip in experience at all—what is it about the basic 

conditions of embodiment, perception, and temporality that can allow race (or gender, or 

sexual orientation, etc.) to shape experience in the ways that it so clearly does?  

 
 
The Plan 
 
 I open this dissertation by considering a paradigm case of what I take to be 

standpoint phenomenology—Frantz Fanon’s analysis of the historico-racial schema. I 

argue that, while the historico-racial schema is a shared condition of experience underlying 

and shaping our experiences of the self and of others, Fanon did not uncover it by stripping 

away the specificity of his experiences. Instead, he draws on his own highly specific 

experiences of French-colonial racism to uncover this shared condition; he reaches his 

phenomenological insight because of, not in spite of the specificity of his starting point. I 

present this case as a methodological puzzle that I will spend the rest of the dissertation 

solving—if Fanon is not using the traditional methodology to uncover this shared 

condition, what methodology is he using? In the second chapter, I highlight one 

methodological technique in classical phenomenology that I use to understand the 
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methodology at work in Fanon’s account and connect it to the tradition: the analysis of 

breakdown experiences. Fanon is indeed able to draw on his fairly unique experiences to 

reveal some more pervasive structures of human experience, because in experiences of 

breakdown certain conditions that would otherwise have remained implicit and unavailable 

for phenomenological analysis become salient. Breakdowns can be ordinary and 

commonplace (Heidegger’s equipmental breakdown), contingent on personal history (a 

WWI veteran who has suffered a brain injury), or contingent on social location (Fanon’s 

experience of French-colonial racism). It is this last form of breakdown that, I argue in 

chapter three, supports the thesis of situated phenomenology. With the methodological use 

of breakdown on the table, I turn to the resources of standpoint epistemology to show how 

breakdown might be coupled with a thesis of situated phenomenology and inverted 

phenomenological privilege (both inspired by standpoint epistemology) to present a full 

statement of standpoint phenomenology. In chapter four, I return to Fanon’s initial 

discovery of the historico-racial schema to show explicitly how he is working through a 

standpoint phenomenological method, and I add to this a standpoint critique of Heidegger’s 

conception of temporality. Finally, in chapter five I address the possibilities and obstacles 

to sharing the insights of a phenomenological standpoint with others who do not share the 

social location that generated that standpoint and the ways that standpoint insights might 

(and might not) be taken up by others.  

 My aim in this dissertation is to provide a philosophical methodology that harnesses 

instead of erases the diversity of human experience to understand those shared conditions 

underlying all of our experiences—from our vacation photography to our embodied 

comportment. It is an injustice that some have been excluded from the practice of 
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philosophy because of their race, gender, or economic standing. But showing that this is 

true is not the point I wish to make. Philosophy itself has been diminished because of these 

exclusions, and over the course of this dissertation, the ways in which phenomenology is 

poorer for this, I hope, will become obvious, as will the philosophical advantages of 

deploying the methodology I propose.
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…But What Does That Have to Do with Me? 
 
 
 In “Implicit Bias, Stereotype Threat, and Women in Philosophy,” Jennifer Saul 

recounts one particularly bad experience she had while giving a talk. “I found myself 

feeling nervous, stumbling over words, and answering questions hesitantly and poorly. 

While doing this, I was aware of it—and surprised, as I'd given the paper very successfully 

several times before” (Saul, 2013, p. 47). The difference this time was the environment. 

The seminar room in which she was speaking was decorated with portraits of famous 

philosophers—all men. The audience, too, was overwhelmingly male. She realized that her 

lackluster performance had something to do with the message being telegraphed by that 

room: men, not women, are proper philosophers. As a woman in philosophy, she did not 

fit, and she began to view herself through the prism of this stereotype. Anxiety, self-doubt, 

and the extra cognitive load of this stress conspired to degrade her performance.  

 Today, this is called stereotype threat. It occurs when one performs poorly on a 

given task, because one is preoccupied by or fears confirming a negative stereotype about 

the group to which one belongs (Steele, 1999). Although there has been a recent flurry of 

psychological research on stereotype threat,5 it is not a new concept. In his 1952 book Black 

Skin, White Masks, Frantz Fanon identified essentially the same phenomenon, though he 

called it corporeal malediction (Fanon, 2008, p. 84). This phrase emphasizes two important 

aspects of the experience. First, the effects are quite real; they are corporeal in nature. As 

a Black doctor, Fanon, for example, became “brittle,” shivering at the slightest pretext, 

knowing that if he made a mistake, it would confirm the ugly stereotypes of Black men 

                                                
5 See, for example, (Aronson & Inzlicht, 2004; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Steele, 1997, 1999, 
2010). 
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prevalent in 1940s France (Fanon, 2008, p. 88). Second, this phrase highlights that, while 

the effects are real and bodily in nature, the stereotypes that enable these experiences are 

distortions that rest only on social invention; they are a curse or malediction made up of “a 

thousand details, anecdotes, stories” (Fanon, 2008, p. 84). Fanon’s own experience of 

corporeal malediction was specifically prompted by myths of “cannibalism, intellectual 

deficiency, [and] fetishism” (Fanon, 2008, pp. 84-85). In corporeal malediction, these often 

internalized stereotypes wreak havoc on everyday comportment.  

 Fanon drew on this experience of corporeal malediction to revise key 

phenomenological concepts from the received tradition. However, Fanon’s own 

relationship to the phenomenological tradition is an uneasy one. 6  Some authors have 

pointed out that there are racial and colonial biases at work in this.7 This is almost certainly 

part of the explanation. However, Fanon’s work itself presents an obstacle to any neat 

inclusion in the phenomenological canon. The goal of phenomenology, as articulated at 

this time by its classical authors, was, broadly speaking, to uncover the essential conditions 

of human experience through the examination of experience itself. Classical 

phenomenological methodology operates primarily by stripping away what is specific or 

                                                
6 For example, David Macey issues the following assessment of Fanon: “Fanon is not a terribly 
sophisticated phenomenologist, and he is a very selective one, not least because he had little 
philosophical training and was self-taught. He makes little use of the concept of situation, of the 
founding moment of the cogito, or of themes like being-with-others, and concentrates almost 
exclusively on his being-for-others” (1999, p. 10). 
7 Sonia Dayan-Herzbrun writes:  

…the hegemonic view is that theory is supposed to be left to white theorists (I shall add: 
better if they are male). Blacks are supposed to offer only their “experience,” or to be 
followers and imitators, in other words to put a white mask on their black faces. But the 
experience of a black man or woman is literally not taken as a human experience, able to 
be universalized, because in the racial and colonial point of view, black people are not 
structurally regarded as human beings. (Dayan-Herzbrun, 2015, pp. xi-xii) 
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idiosyncratic in a given experience to reveal the shared, general conditions underlying that 

experience.8 In contrast to this, Fanon’s work is about the experience of French-colonial 

anti-Black racism in the late 1940’s and early 1950’s. This is the focus of his work and not 

an accidental or peripheral aspect to be “stripped away.” Furthermore, when Fanon’s work 

does reveal deep and shared conditions of experience, the revelation is rooted in the 

specificity of his French-colonial experience; it is his specific experience of racism that is 

driving the discovery of the conditions of experience. Simply put, there is no existing 

phenomenological methodology that explains how this works, and this, I think, is one 

reason why Fanon’s phenomenological contributions have not received the attention they 

are due.  

 In this dissertation, I make explicit the methodology implicit in the phenomenology 

of Fanon (among others). I call this methodology standpoint phenomenology. It is a 

phenomenological method that emphasizes experiences that are not “universal” but 

specific to certain social groups, and I will argue it is a vital addition to the discipline. My 

work draws heavily on the concepts and theories developed by standpoint epistemologists, 

such as Patricia Hill Collins, Sandra Harding, Nancy Hartsock, and Alison Wylie. Over the 

course of this dissertation, I will explain how two key theses of standpoint epistemology—

situated knowledge and inverted epistemological privilege—have analogues in standpoint 

phenomenology.9 I will also show why deploying this methodology might provide unique 

                                                
8 See Husserl on eidetic intuition (Husserl, 1977, p. 54), Heidegger’s emphasis on experiences of 
“average everydayness” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 67ff.), and Merleau-Ponty’s use of already highly 
generalized experiences like walking around an apartment (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 209), talking 
with a friend (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, pp. 131, 428), and looking at a newspaper (Merleau-Ponty, 
2013, p. 20). (Merleau-Ponty’s use of the highly unusual experiences of “Schneider”—a WWI 
veteran who experienced a catastrophic brain injury—presents one major exception to this pattern, 
though it fits with the methodological use of breakdown that I discuss later in this dissertation.) 
9 I draw especially on the work of Wylie in developing this point (Wylie, 2004, 2012). 
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contributions to the phenomenological project and a privileged “meta-standpoint” on the 

phenomenological project itself from which one can identify and correct distorting 

background presumptions that have been smuggled in from the dominant social viewpoint. 

The goal of this chapter is simply to introduce an example of standpoint phenomenology 

via the work of Frantz Fanon and introduce one particular objection to thinking of this (or 

any standpoint phenomenology) as counting as phenomenology at all—the objection that 

these experiences are too specific or idiosyncratic to reveal shared conditions of 

experience, which, after all, is the main objective of phenomenology. An adequate response 

to this objection will develop over the course of this dissertation as a whole. For now, we 

return to Fanon and his phenomenological analysis of corporeal malediction and how this 

requires a revision of Merleau-Ponty’s body schema. 

 

Fanon’s Phenomenological Insight: The Body Schema as Social and Varied 
 
 The experience of corporeal malediction prompts Fanon’s discovery of what he 

calls “the historico-racial schema.” In developing this concept, Fanon clearly utilizes 

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the body schema. So, let us begin with the body schema. 
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The Body Schema 10 

 We rarely need to think explicitly about our bodies as we go about our everyday 

activities, though for the most part, we navigate the world with ease.11 Merleau-Ponty 

argues that these experiences reveal a body schema that is non-intentional, integrated with 

the environment, dynamic, and pre-personal. 12  His description of the body schema 

develops over the course of hundreds of pages in Phenomenology of Perception. However, 

the four characteristics I mention above represent the core of the concept, and I will briefly 

draw out each to provide a general sketch that will help us understand Fanon’s critique and 

revision of Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the body schema. 

 The body schema is non-intentional.13 When I reach for my coffee, I need not first 

focus on my hand and direct it toward a mug or concentrate on closing my fingers around 

                                                
10 Schema’s have recently made a comeback in the literature on implicit bias. See for example 
(Fiske & Linville, 1980; Haslanger, 2014; Valian, 1998, 2005). As we will see, this use of schemas 
fits quite well with Merleau-Ponty’s work on the body schema. Sally Haslanger, for example, 
argues that schemas have three important features that explain the development of implicit biases: 
they are not objects of awareness, they are dispositions to perceive or act in particular situations, 
and are intersubjective patterns of response to a situation (Haslanger, 2008). These three features 
echo, respectively, Merleau-Ponty’s characterization of the body schema as non-intentional, built 
up of integrated environmental habits, and pre-personal. 
11 This, of course, is not true for everyone. People with disabilities, for example, often face obstacles 
that require that they think explicitly about how to move their bodies to navigate around obstacles 
or through environments that are not designed for them. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to 
argue for this, but I think these experiences should be thought of as breakdown experiences that 
(like Fanon’s corporeal malediction) provide the potential for developing a privileged 
phenomenological standpoint on perception and embodiment.  
12  Merleau-Ponty purposely uses the phrase “le schéma corporel” (body schema) rather than 
“l’image du corps” (body image) (Landes, 2013, p. xlix; Merleau-Ponty, 1945). Even though these 
phrases are often elided in the relevant literature (see for example (Fisher, 1972; Schilder, 1935)), 
Merleau-Ponty explicitly rejects viewing the body schema as an image or representation (Merleau-
Ponty, 2013, pp. 82ff., 97ff.). While many Merleau-Ponty scholars emphasize this distinction 
(Carman, 2008, pp. 105-106; Gallagher, 1986, 2005, 2009; Landes, 2013), some philosophers who 
draw on Merleau-Ponty neglect it (Weiss, 1999). However, as Shaun Gallagher painstakingly 
points out, to do so distorts the view and covers over some of the most innovative aspects of 
Merleau-Ponty’s work on embodiment (Gallagher, 1986). 
13 Definitions of intentionality vary even within phenomenology. Brentano described intentionality 
as the “aboutness” of consciousness; consciousness, he points out, is always directed toward some 
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its handle. My intentional aim is not on my body at all but on the coffee. In cases like these, 

we seem to be drawing on a non-intentional body schema that enables intelligent bodily 

action, monitoring, and adjustment without the body itself becoming an explicit intentional 

object.14 Although actions like reaching for a cup of coffee seem automatic, they are more 

than mere reflex. My bodily actions are intelligent even if non-conscious; they support my 

explicit intentional goals and change dynamically with changes in the goal or the 

environment. So, they cannot be reduced to involuntary physical reactions to stimuli. 

Merleau-Ponty gives the name “body schema” to that non-intentional but intelligent bodily 

sense that enables this outward intentional focus (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 82ff.). 

 The body schema is best understood as the integration of body, environment, and 

project. It is not strictly speaking “part” of me or my body. Rather, the body schema is “the 

power of responding with a certain type of solution to a certain form of situation” (Merleau-

Ponty, 2013, p. 143). Over time, we develop an organizational relation to the 

environment—a standard way of seeing and paying attention to the environment (Merleau-

Ponty, 2013, p. 77) and an array of appropriate motor responses to what we see (Merleau-

Ponty, 2013, p. 153). Merleau-Ponty uses the word “habit” to describe this power of 

                                                
object (Brentano, 1995, pp. 88-89). Merleau-Ponty rejects Brentano’s (and later Husserl’s) view of 
intentionality as springing “ex nihilo” from consciousness (Gallagher, 1995, p. 232). He also rejects 
Husserl’s semantic view of the object of intentionality (i.e. that the intentional object is semantic 
content). Rather, he argues that the intentional object is “the intuitive coherence things have for us 
when we find them and cope with them in our practical circumstances” and this is constituted in 
part by “noncognitive—indeed often unconscious—bodily skills and dispositions” (Landes, 2013, 
p. x). On this view of intentionality, the body schema is nonintentional, because it is prior to 
intentional directedness. It is the ground from which we are intentionally directed and so cannot be 
an intentional object. 
14 As Shaun Gallagher points out, empirical studies support this, indicating that we intentionally 
focus on the activity of our body only in “limit situations”: fatigue, pain or pleasure, high-stress 
situations, or physical challenges (Gallagher, 1986, pp. 544-545). 
 



 

18	
	

response, but it is not a habit like tapping your foot or biting your nails. The body schema 

is a habit in an Aristotelian sense; it is a bodily sensibility or second nature.15 Using the 

frame of our actual aims and projects and the habitual attunements and responses that we 

have built up over time, the body schema organizes environmental information. The body 

schema as integration of body and environment thus tunes both what we pay attention to 

in an environment and how we respond to it given our intentional interests. 

 Although the body schema is built up, “reworked,” and “renewed” through habit 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 143), it is not bound to it. Rather, the body schema is dynamic, 

updating reactions in real-time with the possibility of novel responses. Our body schema 

is both our current power of response to a situation and “an open system of an infinity of 

equivalent positions” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 142) to which I might pivot when I change 

my intentional aim or if my current actions prove inadequate. While playing ring toss at a 

fair, I might start by throwing the ring underhanded in the hope that it will fall exactly on 

the neck of a bottle. After a few failures, I shift. I toss the ring “as if” I am skipping a stone. 

I might consciously set the new strategy, but my body easily adapts the habit of response 

from a stone-skipping situation to the new ring toss situation.16 

 The body schema is also “pre-personal.” While it is built out of one’s own habits, 

these habits evolve from and are influenced by an inherited and shared style of attention 

                                                
15 This is why Merleau-Ponty often refers to the body schema as enabling certain perceptual and 
motor “styles” of response (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, pp. 145, 151, 155, 197, 330). These are not knee-
jerk reflexes, but nuanced, though non-intentional, expressions of “us.” 
16 It is this dynamic aspect of the body schema that is missing in cases like WWI veteran Schneider 
who cannot reorient the environment in light of new or abstract projects that have not already 
become habit (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 105ff.). 
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and response. I learn over time what “one” ought to pay attention to17 or do in a situation, 

and I primarily approach situations with an average sense of things that I’ve been explicitly 

taught or have observed in the behavior of others. As Merleau-Ponty writes, “my history 

[of action (i.e. habit)] must be the sequel to a pre-history whose acquired results it uses; 

my personal existence must be the taking up of a pre-personal tradition” (Merleau-Ponty, 

2013, p. 265). Even where my own habits take over and “personalize” the pre-personal 

“system of anonymous ‘functions’” and responses (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 265), this 

personalization always takes shape within a general horizon of what one does and does not 

do. The influence of the pre-personal, thus, “does not merely occur at the beginning of my 

life...it is started over at each moment” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 265). In other words, the 

pre-personal influences comportment because it is both that which I inherit (at the 

“beginning of life” or when learning something new) and it provides the bounds of 

acceptable behavior that I draw on when performing novel movements and activities (it 

starts over at each moment). 

 

Revising the Body Schema 

 “[T]he occasion arose when I had to meet the white man’s eyes. An unfamiliar 

weight burdened me….In the white world the man of color encounters difficulties in the 

development of his bodily schema” (Fanon, 2008, p. 83). Fanon has a name for these 

“difficulties”: corporeal malediction. Under the white gaze (actual or internalized) even 

                                                
17 Recent work in psychology indicates that, in fact, people with different background experiences 
see things quite differently at the level of visual processing. When asked to group Arabic letters 
based on visual similarity alone, there were wide and systematic differences between the groupings 
given by expert speakers and those by non-Arabic speakers (Wiley, Wilson, & Rapp, 2016). The 
groups seem to literally see different things in the shape of the letters based on what aspects of the 
letters they have learned to pay attention to. 
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routine actions can become strained and overwrought. The simple act of reaching for a cup 

of coffee might become awkward; one might even freeze up when deciding whether to add 

cream or sugar. In certain situations, we can all freeze up like this. In a job interview, a 

candidate might suddenly become aware of their breathing or, having the urge to swallow, 

try to determine if and when to do it only to end up gulping mid-word. These normally 

unthought activities become focal when under the stressful gaze of an interviewer. 18 

Although analogous in terms of discomfort and corporeal disruption, corporeal malediction 

differs from these cases in a few key respects. Fanon argues that for some people this 

physical interruption doesn’t occur only in high stress or “limit” situations but is a fairly 

persistent aspect of comportment, and it is tied to racialized expectations and stereotypes. 

Throughout Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon catalogues a variety of physical symptoms of 

corporeal malediction. Although he draws explicitly on Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the 

body schema and uses corporeal malediction to show its limits, he does not systematically 

connect corporeal malediction to the four features of the body schema (that it is non-

intentional; an integration of body, situation, and project; dynamic; and pre-personal). I 

will draw out these connections explicitly. 

 Fanon writes that when the stereotypical expectations of the white gaze are 

invoked,19 they interrupt his comportment in part by forcing him to focus on his body. In 

                                                
18 This is an example of a high-stress “limit situation” discussed by Gallagher that makes the body 
itself a focal object (Gallagher, 1986, pp. 544-545). 
19 Fanon does not specifically address the ways in which the white gaze can be invoked to trigger 
corporeal malediction. However, he is clear that many forms of corporeal malediction simply do 
not arise for a Martiniquais who never leaves the island, even if they are aware of the stereotypes 
to which they are subject. It is only when one sets foot in France, for example, that the threat is 
provoked. “[T]here is a stereotype of him that will fasten on to him at the pier in Le Havre or 
Marseille” (Fanon, 2008, p. 10). We can see here parallels with current research on stereotype 
threat. Stereotype threat is provoked when three conditions are met: 1) one is a member of a group 
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other words, corporeal malediction interrupts the non-intentional operation of his body 

schema and replaces it with a “third-person consciousness” of his body (Fanon, 2008, p. 

83). He thinks about each movement and each body part as he reaches for his cigarettes or 

for a cup of coffee. He subjects himself to an “objective examination” (Fanon, 2008, p. 84) 

to be sure none of his actions betray any of the negative stereotypes associated with being 

Black. Fanon recounts a story about a Black Martiniquais arriving in France to illustrate 

this point. In an attempt to avoid confirming the “myth of the R-eating man from 

Martinique,” this man will “go to war against it” (Fanon, 2008, p. 11). He practices “not 

only rolling his R but embroidering it. Furtively observing the slightest reactions of others, 

listening to his own speech, suspicious of his own tongue—a wretchedly lazy organ…” 

(Fanon, 2008, p. 11). Of course, when the time comes to act, things go terribly wrong. He 

walks into a bar, and “[w]ith the utmost self-confidence he call[s], ‘Waiterrr! Bing me a 

beeya’20….Resolved not to fit the myth of the nègre21-who-eats-his-R’s, he had acquired a 

fine supply of them but allocated it badly” (Fanon, 2008, p. 11). In this case, the bodily 

                                                
the is negatively stigmatized in a certain context or area of comportment; 2) that person is in that 
context; and 3) their membership in the group is made salient to them (Saul, 2013, p. 42). Asking 
female students to check a box identifying their gender before a math exam might be enough to 
trigger stereotype threat and lower their performance. Being the lone Black man from Martinique 
among a group of white Frenchmen might trigger self-consciousness about dialect that exacerbates 
any linguistic characteristics he attempts to downplay. 
20 In the original French: “Garrrçon! un vè de biè” (Fanon, 1971, p. 16). 
21 I follow David Macey, Lewis Gordon, and Ronald A. T. Judy in leaving the word “nègre” 
untranslated. There is an ambiguity about the French word that cannot be captured by any English 
equivalent (Gordon, 2015, p. 22; Judy, 1996, pp. 60-61; Macey, 1999, p. 8). As Macey writes, 
“nègre” “is distinct from both ‘noir’ (black) and the more recent ‘homme de couleur’ (man of color) 
and covers the whole semantic field from ʻnegroʼ to ʻnigger,ʼ the precise meaning being determined 
by context, the speaker’s position or even the speaker’s tone of voice” (Macey, 1999, p. 8). 
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activity itself becomes the intentional focus, with the result that it is overthought and so 

fails.22 

 The easy integration of body, situation, and project, too, ceases in corporeal 

malediction. When it is triggered, “the black man is locked into his body” (Fanon, 2008, p. 

175). More specifically, he is locked into a racialized body with contracted bodily 

parameters. This imposed “racial schema” almost never reaches the full limits of the body 

schema. In her work on the phenomenology of racial embodiment, Linda Alcoff illustrates 

this using an autobiographical example from Richard Rodriguez: “I used to stare at the 

Indian in the mirror. The wide nostrils, the thick lips…. Such a long face—such a long 

nose—sculpted by indifferent, blunt thumbs, and of such common clay. No one in my 

family had a face as dark or as Indian as mine. My face could not portray the ambition I 

brought to it” (Rodriguez, 1992, p. 1). Alcoff notes that in this case, Rodriguez experiences 

a mismatch between his ambitions to be a writer and public intellectual and his “Indian” 

face. He experiences his racial identity as, in Alcoff’s words, a “cage constraining his 

future” (Alcoff, 2006, p. 189). These constraints stifle even the intermediate actions and 

projects that support that future, so the integration of body, situation, and project that is the 

hallmark of a functioning body schema falls apart. The imposed limits of white expectation 

literally shake Fanon when he works as a physician. “[B]rittle as I was becoming, I shivered 

at the slightest pretext. I knew, for instance, that if the physician made a mistake it would 

                                                
22 In psychology, this is called the “explicit-monitoring hypothesis” and it is the leading explanation 
of choking in performance. See (Beilock, Bertenthal, Hoerger, & Carr, 2008; Beilock, Bertenthal, 
McCoy, & Carr, 2004; Ford, Hodges, & Williams, 2005). According to this theory, choking occurs 
when stress causes a performer to try to bring under conscious control those elements of a 
performance that are routinized, part of implicit procedural memory. As researcher Sian Beilock 
puts it: “Tasks that rely heavily on working-memory suffer from worrying. But sports skills and 
other activities that run largely outside working-memory are hurt, not because of worrying, but 
because of the attention and control that worrying produce” (Beilock, 2010, pp. 192-193). 
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be the end of him and of all those who came after him. What could one expect, after all, 

from a nègre physician?...I was walled in” (Fanon, 2008, pp. 88-89).  

 Corporeal malediction also mutes one’s ability to respond dynamically to a 

situation. One becomes “fixed” (Fanon, 2008, p. 87) to the bodily task in progress and the 

bodily approach with which one has begun. Consider the indecision felt by Bigger Thomas 

in Native Son when he is faced with ordering two simple motor projects in front of his 

white boss. 

“Did you bring the paper?” 
“Suh?” 
“Didn’t the relief give you a note to me?” 
“Oh, yessuh!”  
He had completely forgotten about the paper. He stood to reach into his vest pocket 
and, in doing so, dropped his cap. For a moment his impulses were deadlocked; he 
did not know if he should pick up his cap and then find the paper, or find the paper 
and then pick up his cap. He decided to pick up his cap. (Wright, 1998, p. 47) 
 

 Corporeal malediction too blocks easy participation in a pre-personal style of bodily 

response: “A man was expected to behave like a man. I was expected to behave like a black 

man—or at least like a nègre” (Fanon, 2008, p. 86). Instead of calling on an inculcated 

store of average bodily responses—picking up a hat as one does or entering a restaurant as 

one does—Fanon’s responses are already routed through a racialized set of possibilities. 

He writes that in corporeal malediction, he is always aware of “my blackness, my ethnic 

characteristics” and feels responsible for and to his racialized body even in his everyday 

comportment (Fanon, 2008, pp. 84-85). When corporeal malediction is triggered, the pre-

personal habits of perception and response are withdrawn and one is confronted with 

racialized expectations of comportment.  
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 Fanon points out that the body schema can be stifled in these ways because there is 

some structure inherent in the body schema that allows for this differential experience. This 

is a fairly radical insight. Merleau-Ponty’s elucidation of the body schema as a condition 

of embodied experience focused primarily on those conditions that might enable 

unreflective and intelligent bodily perception and response. He is thinking primarily of 

what enables embodied experiences like his own—male, middle-class, and white. Merleau-

Ponty does gesture at the possibility of a broadly socialized element of comportment via 

the body schema’s pre-personal inherited second nature. However, he does not, as Gail 

Weiss points out, take seriously the way in which our relation to and understanding of our 

body is always shaped by “practices that socially categorize bodies and submit them to 

hierarchical differentiations” (Weiss, 1999, p. 2). This insight, of course, comes much later 

with Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary practices (Foucault, 1995). However, even 

Foucault’s account does not consider the differential effects of race, ethnicity, or gender 

on bodily comportment.23 Simone de Beauvoir’s work does explore this, at least in the case 

of gender. She uncovers what might be characterized as a gender variation on corporeal 

malediction (Beauvoir, 2010), but she, unlike Fanon, does not attempt to uncover the 

shared conditions that enable this kind differential experience. Rather, she draws on certain 

insights from phenomenology to understand the nature of women’s oppression and 

embodiment. She does not explore the way women’s embodied experiences might force a 

revision in the shared conditions of experience articulated by other phenomenologists. 

 Fanon’s work both explores the experience of corporeal malediction and attempts 

to unearth those shared conditions that underwrite the experience—that make it possible 

                                                
23 See (Weiss, 1999, p. 1ff.) for a clear development of this point.  
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for people to have differential embodied experiences as a result of racial differences. He 

proposes a structure “beneath” the body schema that he calls a “historico-racial” schema 

as a mechanism by which social expectations tied to racial identity might be looped into 

the body schema resulting, in some cases, in the experience of corporeal malediction. He 

argues that this historico-racial schema is constructed primarily by “the white man, who 

had woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes, stories” (Fanon, 2008, p. 84). In other 

words, the historico-racial schema is made up of the racially stereotyped actions and 

behavior that permeate the social imaginary generally. This will predominantly reflect the 

views of the socially dominant group, because, as José Medina points out, dominant groups 

have an outsized influence on the development of the social imaginary (Medina, 2011).  

 Fanon’s revision, while insightful, is frustratingly brief. I offer a few additions that 

develop and hone his insight. Rather than think of the historico-racial schema as a new 

structure “beneath” the body schema, we should consider the body schema itself to be 

socially constituted and differentially so. Unlike the other characteristics of the body 

schema (that it is non-intentional; an integration of body, situation, and project; dynamic; 

and pre-personal), this differential social characteristic is global, meaning it affects all other 

features of the body schema. Think of the social “tint” of the body schema as the skin of a 

flamboyant cuttlefish. Normally, the skin of this cuttlefish blends into its surroundings 

making it invisible. Its body is soft and elastic, responding with give and take to any objects 

it encounters. That changes when it encounters a stressful situation. Its body seizes up, 

becoming stiff and angular. Instead of gliding around objects in the environment, it bounces 

off any rocks or coral in its way. Instead of blending into the background, its skin turns 

shades of purple and pink, or flashes with alternating black and white stripes. Social and 
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racialized expectations of bodily comportment are an aspect of the body schema that are 

like this skin. When triggered by corporeal malediction, the body becomes apparent, an 

object of consciousness. The body schema ceases to foster a non-intentional relation with 

our body. Instead, the body becomes opaque—apparent to us as that thing which must be 

moved and manipulated. The body also stiffens—the body schema no longer supports an 

integrated relation of body, environment, and project that responds and adapts dynamically 

to a situation. This socialized aspect of the body schema also covers more than race and 

ethnicity—it includes gender, class, or any social marker that might invoke a negative 

stereotype.24 What allows bodily comportment to go so wrong in the cases of corporeal 

malediction is a sensitivity to social location and expectations at the corporeal level. The 

body schema is already socially diverse. 

 Although Fanon’s primary focus is the impact of the socialized body schema on the 

perceptual and corporeal experiences of Black people in a colonial situation, this is a 

pervasive condition for embodied experience generally. Recent work by psychologists 

studying stereotype threat supports this. Older people, after reading an article claiming 

memory declines with age, do worse on memory tests than others who don’t read the article 

(Hess, Auman, Colcombe, & Rahhal, 2003). When simply reminded of their gender by 

being asked about their preferences regarding coed living, women do worse on math tests 

than those who are asked about their preferences regarding phone service (Pittinsky, Shih, 

& Ambady, 1999). Moreover, stereotype threat can be manufactured in any group—even 

in cases in which there isn’t a preexisting negative stereotype. When told that the math test 

                                                
24 Iris Marion Young’s work on feminine comportment is, like de Beauvoir’s work before her, a 
project that uses the insights from phenomenology to understand women’s oppression as it relates 
to embodiment. This revision of the body schema, however, would be the shared condition of 
experience that explains the phenomena Young discusses (Young, 1990). 
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they are about to take will be used to help researchers study Asian students’ strengths in 

math and that Asian test-takers generally do better on the exam, white male college students 

will do worse than others who are told nothing (Aronson et al., 1999). These studies have 

focused on all kinds of social groups to undermine many different abilities. As Claude 

Steele puts it, “[n]o special susceptibility is required to experience this pressure” (Steele, 

2010, p. 98). No special susceptibility is required, because we are all already susceptible. 

Sensitivity to our social identity and the differential expectations that come with that 

identity are shared conditions of our experience.   

 

The Objection: What Does That Have to Do with Me? 
 
 In the next three chapters I will begin explaining the details of the standpoint 

methodology Fanon is using to revise the body schema. In chapter two, I’ll connect 

standpoint phenomenology to classical phenomenological methodology by showing how 

both make use of breakdown experiences. In chapter three, I introduce the theses of situated 

knowledge and inverted epistemological privilege that have been developed by standpoint 

epistemologists, and I will show that phenomenology analogously supports theses of 

situated phenomenology and inverted phenomenological privilege. And in chapter four, I 

will return to Fanon’s work on the body schema to make explicit the standpoint 

methodology at work (including the role of breakdown) and the way his work reveals both 

situated phenomenological insights and inverted phenomenological privilege. However, in 

the remainder of this chapter, I must introduce the objection to which all of these chapters 

are a response. This is the objection that specific experiences (of racism, sexism, etc.) that 

are not shared generally cannot be used to uncover shared conditions of experience. Why 
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think that Fanon’s experience of French-colonial racism can tell us anything about our own 

experience? To answer this objection, I’ll say a bit about the goals and methodologies of 

classical phenomenology and explain why (given the lack of an explicit phenomenological 

methodology that accounts for this kind of insight) this is a plausible objection. 

 

What Is Phenomenology? 

 Phenomenology, in its broadest definition, contains two essential components. 

First, it is a project that aims at uncovering the conditions that enable experience. Second, 

to achieve this aim, it relies on the description of experience. This bare definition is one 

with which most canonical phenomenologists would agree, but it doesn’t tell us much 

about the project. I endorse a specific and more substantive description of the project as 

one that aims at a generally shared “grammar” of experience25 through the interpretation 

of experience. To show why this is the right way of conceiving of the project, I’ll say a bit 

more about how the two essential components have been understood by key figures in the 

tradition and why we ought to adopt my particular understanding of them. Ultimately, I 

will show the version of the project that I endorse nonetheless presents obstacles to a 

standpoint approach—a challenge that will be answered by the rest of the dissertation.  

 All traditional phenomenological projects 26  aim at uncovering the conditions 

enabling experience, though the way this is understood varies considerably. Husserl, for 

                                                
25 I’m borrowing this formulation of the goal of phenomenology from William Blattner (Blattner, 
2006, p. 27).  
26 While this is true of the basic phenomenological project, it doesn’t mean all projects purporting 
to be phenomenology share this aim. On the contrary, many phenomenological projects simply 
utilize the insights of phenomenology to pursue other aims. Alia Al-Saji, for example, has 
distinguished between two “strands” of feminist phenomenology (Al-Saji, 2013a). Some feminist 
phenomenologists attempt to revise our understanding of the conditions enabling experience in 
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example, wanted to uncover the “universal structures of pure consciousness” (Husserl, 

1983, p. 171) 27 , and he thought the correct phenomenological method moved from 

individual experiences to their absolute and universal essence through “eidetic intuition.” 

Husserl argued that we could intuit the essential structures of an experience by using “free, 

arbitrary variation” (Husserl, 1977, p. 54) on our individual and idiosyncratic experiences 

to abstract their essential features. For any experience (e.g., the experience of perceiving, 

imagining, etc.) one would begin by describing that experience and would then proceed to 

                                                
light of women’s experience. These projects have the basic phenomenological goal of uncovering 
the conditions enabling experience. (We will see examples of this form of feminist phenomenology 
in the coming chapters.) However, other projects in feminist phenomenology draw on 
phenomenological texts and methods to pursue other feminist aims. For example, Iris Marion 
Young’s early essays on embodiment utilize notions of embodied perception and comportment 
initially developed by Merleau-Ponty to make sense of the ways in which women’s experiences 
differ from those of men (Young, 1990). Her aim, however, is not to revise our understanding of 
these conditions themselves, but to use them to uncover the way the situation of sexist oppression 
affects women’s most basic embodied experience. It is not that these projects aren’t “real” 
phenomenology, but since they depend on the more basic phenomenological project aiming at 
uncovering conditions of experience, this should be understood to be the essential goal of 
phenomenology.  
27 To understand this formulation of the phenomenological project, it’s helpful to keep in mind that 
(at least initially) Husserl conceived of phenomenology as a means of uncovering not the conditions 
enabling experience generally but the a priori conditions of knowledge (Husserl, 2000). He began 
interrogating everyday experience to reveal the essential and absolute conditions for the possibility 
of meaning-intention (the constitution of meaningful propositions) and meaning-fulfilment (what 
happens when those propositions are recognized as true). He initially formulated phenomenology 
as a response to a set of logical problems. He thought that many of the disputes in the philosophy 
of logic were not based in genuine disagreement, but in a failure to fully analyze the basic concepts 
being used in logic (Husserl, 2000, pp. 53-57). There was confusion regarding foundational 
concepts like “content,” “sense,” and even “truth” itself which had to be cleared up before there 
could be any fruitful logical analysis of the meaning of propositions. Husserl proposed that we first 
get clear about these foundational concepts in the discipline by embarking on a phenomenology of 
the experience of “thinking and knowing,” because doing so would provide insight into the essence 
of meaning and truth. The last two chapters of the Logical Investigations deploy phenomenology 
to get clear about the basic conditions for meaning-intention and meaning-fulfilment. Husserl is 
seeking the conditions for the possibility of any meaning-formation or meaning-fulfilment. Husserl 
is “producing, for the first time, a phenomenological account of evidence, an account of how our 
acts of cognition, Erkenntnisse, turn into genuine knowledge. How do acts of cognition achieve not 
just meaning intentions but fulfillments of meaning? How is objective knowledge possible in a 
knowing subject? This is the overall question of the Investigations”(Moran, 2000, p. 96). Husserl 
later broadened his project, seeking the a priori conditions for the possibility not just of meaning-
intention and meaning-fulfilment but of perceiving, judging, feeling, etc. (Husserl, 2000, p. 262). 
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imagine ways the experience might be altered or varied. When a variation that “breaks” the 

experience is discovered—a variation that stops it from being the general kind of 

experience it is (perceiving, imagining, etc.)—one has found a condition that is essential 

for that kind of experience and one that will be universal in all instances of that experience 

(Husserl, 1977, p. 54). For example, I am now perceiving a set of keys. I might imagine 

varying the experience so that the keys are silver instead of gold or so that I’m perceiving 

a horse instead of keys. These still seem to be instances of perceiving. However, if I vary 

the experience so that I imagine the keys are something I know only I have the capacity to 

see (that is, they are something no one else would be able to see), this experience no longer 

seems to count a paradigmatic example of perception—at least not perception of a “real” 

entity. From this we might conclude that it is essential to perceiving that I experience the 

object of perception as something that could be seen and experienced by others and that 

this will be a universal condition for every instance of perception. Phenomenology, in 

Husserl’s hands, attempts to “thematize the pure and invariant conditions of cognition” 

(Zahavi, 2008, p. 664)—the ahistorical and a-cultural conditions of meaningful human 

experience. 

 Later phenomenologists recognized that there were some serious problems with this 

way of conceiving of the phenomenological project.28 First, our experiences themselves 

                                                
28 I do not have the space here for an in-depth discussion of this, but I should flag that there is a 
live debate in Husserl scholarship as to how committed Husserl is to the universality and 
ahistoricality of these “eidetic structures” of consciousness. Later Husserl seems to have clearly 
recognized the historical and cultural situated-ness of these structures: 

What I generate from out of myself (primally instituting) is mine. But I am a “child of the 
times”; I am a member of a we-community in the broadest sense—a community that has 
its tradition and that for its part is connected in a novel manner with the generative subjects, 
the closest and the most distant ancestors. And these have “influenced” me: I am what I 
am as an heir. (Husserl, 1973, p. 223; using Dan Zahavi’s translation from Zahavi, 2014, 
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and our descriptive and interpretive capacities as investigators operate in a historical and 

cultural context. As Dan Zahavi puts it: “There is no pure point of view and there is no 

view from nowhere, there is only an embodied (and contextually embedded) point of view” 

(Zahavi, 2008, p. 681). So, even if there are invariant and eternal conditions for meaningful 

experience, there might be more “local” constraints on our experience that depend on our 

social context. This is a serious problem for Husserlian phenomenologists, because, as 

Merleau-Ponty points out, which aspects of experience are pervasive but perhaps culturally 

specific “cannot be truly known by just being scrutinized and varied in thought” (Merleau-

Ponty, 1964a, p. 108). A variation that I view as “breaking” the experience of perception 

may not uncover a truly universal condition of experience but simply the limits of my 

culturally specific conception of perception. And it is at least plausible that the way we 

carve up experiences is culturally shaped. For example, the cultural psychologist Batja 

Mesquita points out that, while the Western world experiences emotions as internal, 

something living “inside” an individual, many cultures experience emotions as something 

“between” people. “In those cultures, emotions are what people do together, with each 

other. So when I’m angry, that is something that lives between you and me” (Mesquita, 

2018). This, as she points out, has enormous consequences for the recognition and 

identification of emotions in ourselves and in others. What “counts” as particular emotion 

or as an emotion in general shifts between cultures. Merleau-Ponty’s own argument is not 

that it is the case that some or all of our experiences are culturally specific, but he points 

                                                
p. 166) 

See also (Husserl, 1970) and (Carr, 2009; Merleau-Ponty, 1964a; Zahavi, 2002, 2008) for a 
discussion of the shift of Husserl’s position and the continuity of his work. 
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out that it could be the case and that there’s no way from within our cultural situation as 

phenomenologists to determine this.29 

 A second but related objection to the Husserlian conception of universal conditions 

of experience is that even within a shared cultural context, there are outlier experiences 

that are radically different from what is average or typical and that may share few or none 

of the same enabling conditions. These radically different forms of human experience are 

nevertheless recognizably analogous to what is typical and properly fall under categories 

of meaningful perception, comportment, etc. Merleau-Ponty famously drew on the 

experience of Schneider, a WWI veteran who had sustained a brain injury that radically 

altered his perceptual and motor experiences. Oliver Sacks has made a cottage industry of 

cataloging these forms of outlier experiences for a popular audience. Although these are 

certainly not the average experience, there is no reason to think that they are no kind of 

meaningful experience or even that they do not properly count as forms of perception and 

motor experience. Merleau-Ponty himself makes this point when he writes that these 

patients are exhibiting a “complete form of existence” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 110) with 

experiences that differ from the typical and that have their own enabling conditions.  

                                                
29 Merleau-Ponty’s stance regarding eternal conditions for human experience is one of agnosticism. 
But skepticism or even a denial of such conditions was a highly influential idea around the time he 
was writing. There are “anti-transcendentalist” sentiments in Jaspers, Scheler, Adorno, 
Horkheimer, and Marcuse. David Carr nicely captures the intuition: 

…it is correct to make the first “transcendental” move from a straightforward consideration 
of the world to a consideration of the structure of our thought about the world, recognizing, 
in the words of Kant’s “Copernican turn,” that “objects must conform to our knowledge” 
rather than vice versa. But the deepest understanding of history shows that it is precisely 
these structures that are subject to change, and while the world as given depends on them, 
they in turn depend on history. Without such insight, any philosophy that attempts to 
display its supposedly invariant a priori concepts may be doing nothing more than 
hypostatizing structures that are part of a concrete historical phenomenon. (Carr, 2009, p. 
xx) 

These strains are not limited to early and mid-century continental thought. See, for example, 
(Daston & Galison, 2007; Hacking, 2006; Kuhn, 1970). 
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 We should reject Husserl’s commitment to ahistorical and universal conditions of 

experience. However, this doesn’t mean that there is no general commonality of human 

experience nor any common conditions enabling that experience. On the contrary, for the 

most part we expect a certain level of commonality in human experience. That is, in fact, 

why Oliver Sacks’s stories are so surprising and fascinating. If I point to something in the 

landscape, it’s no surprise that you see it too—it would be surprising if you didn’t and 

downright frustrating if numerous attempts to direct your attention to what I see failed. 

There is, as Merleau-Ponty puts it, a “demand” that what I see is seen by you. Our 

experiences have roughly the same “shape” and it is this that undergirds our deep sense of 

the reality of things. “The thing imposes itself not as true for every intellect, but as real for 

every subject who is standing where I am” (Merleau-Ponty, 1964b, p. 117). 

Phenomenology shouldn’t attempt to capture universal and ahistorical structures of 

experience, but it should seek those conditions that support and enable our common 

experience.  

 The best way to think of this is as an attempt to unearth the “grammar” of our shared 

experience. All experiences are unique in some ways. The plant I’m looking at now is in 

an orange pot. The mix of orange, green, and brown colors that make up my visual field is 

specific to my current experience of seeing the plant on my desk. However, color itself—

even if it’s only one color (like white or black)—is probably not; it is part of what it means 

to see something. Similarly, the potted plant presents itself as having a backside that I don’t 

see. The specific experience of the backside of a pot is unique to my current experience, 

but that I experience objects as having some backside that I currently do not see is part of 

what it means to see something; it “belongs to the very structure of the presentation of 
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physical objects” (Blattner, 2006, p. 27). This is part of the basic grammar that structures 

our average and shared experience of seeing objects and one of the conditions of 

experiencing objects as real. Just as the grammatical construction of an independent 

clause—a subject, verb, and object—can be filled out in a multitude of ways but will cease 

to be that kind of grammatical construction with the elimination of the object or with the 

addition of an “if,” the grammar of our typical experiences can be filled out variously but 

they carry a shared basic structure. Uncovering this basic structure or grammar of these 

average, shared kinds of experience ought to be the goal of phenomenology.  

 The second essential component of phenomenology is that it relies on the 

description of experience. Many philosophers characterize this as a reliance solely on the 

“first-person” description of experience. However, this narrow understanding of the role 

of experience leaves out some of more important phenomenological discoveries and 

needlessly places limits the methodologies phenomenologists might fruitfully deploy. 

Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of the body schema, for example, relies heavily on Schneider’s 

description of his experiences post-injury as well as the observation of his motor behavior 

by others. Merleau-Ponty draws on Schneider’s (not his own) first-person description of 

experience, but he also utilizes Schneider’s observable behaviors, which clearly reveal the 

way his perception and motor experience has begun to diverge from what is typical. Later 

in this dissertation, I draw on the work of Alia Al-Saji who uses Fanon’s experience of 

racialized temporality to understand both her own experience and to draw conclusions 

about the conditions enabling our everyday experience of time itself. I draw on both of 
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their descriptions and analyses to revise Heidegger’s view of temporality.30 These are all 

valid and fruitful phenomenological uses of experience, yet they are not based solely on 

first-person descriptions of experience. So, I argue that the use of experience in 

phenomenology is best thought of as an analysis of the conditions of experience that are 

answerable to experience without recourse to other theoretical systems (e.g. biology, 

psychology, philosophical dualism or materialism, etc.). By this, I simply mean that any 

phenomenological analysis must start from experience as it is experienced and any 

conditions enabling experience that are unearthed by phenomenological analysis must be 

borne out in our experiences. If a phenomenologist articulates a condition of experience 

for which one can find no trace in actual experience, it must be rejected or revised.31  

                                                
30 Drawing on the experience of others, however, requires some caution. There is a history of, as 
Sonia Dayan-Herzbrun put it, assuming “theory is supposed to be left to white theorists (I shall 
add: better if they are male). Blacks are supposed to offer only their ‘experience’”(Dayan-Herzbrun, 
2015, pp. xi-xii). More recently trans philosophers have highlighted a “history of scholarly 
objectification” that similarly uses their experience as fodder for abstract theoretical argumentation 
(Bettcher, 2014). The interrogation of experience in phenomenology generally should not yield this 
kind of distanced and objectifying approach. For any “second-hand” use of experience to be 
phenomenologically relevant, it must come with the interpretation of the person that actually had 
the experience. Without knowing how Al-Saji viewed and interpreted her experience of racialized 
temporality, for example, there is no way someone else could use her insights to critique 
Heidegger’s view of temporality. This also requires some attunement to the circumstances 
surrounding the experience—in this case the general situation of racism and Islamophobia. (See 
(Botts, 2018) for an argument that Continental methods are particularly well-suited to avoiding an 
“objectifying” stance on experience.) 
31  I’m thinking in particular here about the way scientific explanations of perception have 
sometimes been more responsible to other theoretical commitments than experience itself. 
Merleau-Ponty, for example, rejected what was considered an uncontroversial starting point for the 
two dominant perceptual theories of his time (empiricism and intellectualism): that there is an 
“objective world” with stable entities that then enter into perceptual experience. He argued that 
proponents of these theories took this foundational commitment as absolute—their views were, as 
I phrased it above, “answerable” to this commitment even at the cost of accounting for the 
experience of perception itself. Merleau-Ponty rejected these theories, however, precisely because 
they could not adequately account for what experience was like. (See (Merleau-Ponty, 1963, p. 
160; 2013, p. 133) for the details of this rejection.) 
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 It may at first seem that questions about what allows or enables human experience 

ought to make use of established scientific, psychological, or metaphysical theories. What 

allows me to perceive the scene in front of me surely has to do with the anatomy of my 

eye, the structure of my brain, the material make-up of the things I see, and the way light 

interacts with those things. The sciences can and do tell us quite a bit about how we are 

physically able to have certain human experiences, and in that way, they causally explain 

how these processes take place using a restricted theoretical system. However, causal 

explanation operates by associating specific aspects of the explanandum with an explanans. 

Scientific explanation will always pare down the phenomenon being explained to fit the 

theoretical system of explanation.32 Phenomenologists are not interested in explaining our 

experiences by, as Dilthey puts it, subsuming them under a causal system with a “limited 

number of univocally determined elements” (Dilthey, 2010, p. 115). Phenomenologists are 

interested in understanding the conditions for meaningful experience—how and why things 

around us have the significance they do. To do this, the phenomenologist cannot “pare 

down” the relevant experience at the outset but must start with the whole experience. 

Because we live in our experiences and find meaning in them, we are uniquely positioned 

to examine them and interpret them to uncover their enabling conditions. The task is not to 

                                                
32 Helen Longino makes this point clearly in her analysis of various scientific approaches to human 
aggression and sexuality. Molecular behavioral geneticists, for example, attempt to explain certain 
aggressive behaviors by associating them with specific genetic sequences. However, their 
delineation of aggressive behavior must be something that could plausibly be associated with a 
genetic sequence to begin with and that could be captured using some feasible means of data 
collection. Aggressive behavior thus becomes defined as “arrest for violent assault” or “X on 
psychological tests,” etc. (Longino, 2013, p. 59). Longino warns against seeing this as a flaw of 
these theories; it is the result of a narrowing of scope that is required to isolate the important 
relevancies as defined by the approach. These assumptions are not flaws, they are a condition for 
explaining the phenomena in terms of something else. It may be true that when this occurs, nuance 
and subtlety are lost—but often it is only by stripping away nuance that relevant patterns begin to 
emerge at all. 
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try to explain them in terms of a precisely articulated causal system, but to allow them to 

stand in their richness as they are experienced and from this starting point interpret them 

to uncover the enabling conditions. This requires excavating one’s often unanalyzed or 

implicit understanding of things in the world to make explicit those basic structures that 

give our experiences their contours (Heidegger, 2008, pp. 61-62). These are not questions 

for scientists or metaphysicians; they are phenomenological questions about what allows 

us to experience things in the way that we do. The right way to do this is not explanation, 

but interpretation. Phenomenology, then, is a project that attempts to uncover the basic 

grammar of experience by interrogating and interpreting experience itself.33  

 

The Trouble for Fanon 

 It may already be clear why any attempt to bring Fanon’s insights under the 

umbrella of Husserlian phenomenology presents serious difficulties. If the goal of 

phenomenology is to uncover the “universal essence” of an experience, and the method of 

uncovering this essence is to remove through imaginative variation everything about an 

experience that makes it specific, Fanon’s work on the specific experience of colonial 

racism is, indeed, irrelevant phenomenologically—it is merely “a possibility among other 

                                                
33 If phenomenology is essentially an interpretive project, it means, of course, that the person doing 
the interpreting brings all their own prejudices and presumptions to bear on the interpretation. As 
Heidegger puts it, when engaged in interpretation, “one likes to appeal to what ‘stands there,’ then 
one finds that what ‘stands there’ in the first instance is nothing other than the obvious undiscussed 
assumption of the person who does the interpreting” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 192). Instead of worrying 
about diminishing the output of the phenomenological project by subsuming experience under a 
theoretical system, isn’t the project now in danger of a different form of distortion—the distortion 
that comes with interpretive imperfection? The answer is yes, and it is partly why the project of 
standpoint phenomenology is so vital. Phenomenological interpretations must always be subject to 
“internal review” and revision. We come to the project with preconceptions and background beliefs 
that will affect how we see the experiences and how we interpret them, and this is precisely why 
more variation in the background beliefs and commitments that inform interpretation is crucial. 
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possibilities” (Husserl, 1977, p. 55)—just one way that we can perceive, interact, etc. with 

the world and others in the world. The universal and shared features of experience in which 

Husserl is interested only emerge “whenever every restriction to the actuality given 

beforehand is in fact most carefully excluded” (Husserl, 1977, p. 55). In order to get to the 

real “essence” of meaningful experience, one would have to abstract out all of the 

specificity of the experiences Fanon describes. So, on a specifically Husserlian account, 

Fanon isn’t doing anything particularly interesting or valuable phenomenologically. 

 Even our revised and “situated” conception of the phenomenological project resists 

the inclusion of Fanon’s work. While phenomenologists like Merleau-Ponty concede that 

the phenomenological project itself starts from a rich context that affects what the 

phenomenologist sees in the world and thus what they can interrogate phenomenologically, 

the aim is still to uncover what is shared—the background structures that shape the typical 

kinds of experiences humans have in the broad context of a cultural and historical situation. 

It seems intuitive that the clearest path to this goal is to emphasize what is common to our 

experiences, not what is distinctive. Fanon, however, focuses on the experience of French-

colonial anti-Black racism in the late 1940’s and early 1950’s. His project does not 

accidentally or peripherally treat these experiences as a means towards something else; his 

project is about those experiences. Moreover, it seems that Fanon’s insights regarding the 

body schema are a result of the specificity of his experiences. In other words, he reaches 

his conclusions because of, not in spite of the specificity of his starting point. Being the 

target of mid-century French-colonial racism is an experience specific to one group in a 

distinct historical context, yet its specificity seems to have uncovered something about our 

shared experience. A phenomenologist might reasonably ask how tracing the contours of 
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this highly specific experience can tell us anything about the conditions for human 

experience generally. In other words, what method could be at work that would explain 

this? “Phenomenology,” as Dan Zahavi points out, “aims to disclose structures that are 

intersubjectively accessible, and its analyses are consequently open for corrections and 

control by any (phenomenologically tuned) subject” (Zahavi, 2007, p. 31).34 So why does 

Fanon’s work on French-colonial anti-Black racism seem to have added to this project? 

 

Conclusion 
 
 The rest of this dissertation will answer this question and pinpoint the methodology 

that allows for phenomenological insights like Fanon’s. Currently, phenomenology, while 

emphasizing the importance of experiences and their analysis, gives no pride of place to 

the variety of experiences analyzed. This is the motivation for exploring the implicit 

method in phenomenological projects like Fanon’s and for reforming the 

phenomenological method to include a standpoint approach. Fanon’s work exemplifies 

what I will call situated phenomenology—the view that social location shapes our 

phenomenological insights. This is a variation on an epistemic thesis that has been 

developed most extensively in the work of feminist standpoint epistemologists (Harding, 

1991, 1992; Hartsock, 2003; Wylie, 2004). In the next chapter, I introduce an important 

“bridge” concept that will connect classical phenomenology to this new standpoint 

approach that emphasizes situated insights: breakdown. Experiences of breakdown have 

been important starting points for traditional phenomenological analyses, but the role that 

social location plays in the kind of breakdown experiences to which one is exposed has not 

                                                
34 See also “The Phenomenal Field” in (Merleau-Ponty, 2013). 
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been explored. I argue that breakdowns often occur (or do not occur) as a result of one’s 

social location. Socially based variations in the kinds of breakdown experiences to which 

one is exposed explains why phenomenology, like epistemology, is socially situated. In 

chapter three, I will expand on this point and further show that socially situated 

phenomenological insights can develop into a privileged “meta-stance” on the 

phenomenological project as a whole—revealing flaws and distortions in the background 

presumptions and beliefs that have been smuggled into the discipline from the dominant 

social perspective. If I am right, standpoint phenomenology is both a natural development 

of and a considerable advance on the traditional methodology. This dissertation, then, will 

provide, specifically, a better understanding of Fanon’s (as well as many other 

phenomenologists’) place in the phenomenological tradition and, more broadly, a new 

avenue for phenomenological research. 
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The Methodological Role of Breakdown Experiences in Phenomenology 
 
 
 By the time he was thirty, Steven Osborne had won two major international piano 

competitions and been signed to Hyperion Records. Critics described his playing as both 

“technically immaculate” (Morrison, 2011) and “powerfully emotional” (Rohde, 2016). 

But something started to go wrong in his live performances. While performing Mozart’s 

23rd Piano Concerto, he started worrying he would forget the next notes. “The feeling got 

stronger and stronger,” he later recalled. “I didn’t actually forget anything but it felt like 

the water was rising and lapping just under my nose” (Hewett, 2014). A few years later, 

during a performance of Rachmaninov’s First Piano Concerto, he didn’t just worry he 

would forget the next notes, he actually did. “This was like an earthquake because this time 

I really did have some memory lapses, and this made me think the whole performance was 

about to go off the rails. It was so disturbing, and it kept happening. I really began to 

wonder whether my career was over. Each time, before I went on stage, I began to think, 

‘How can I go on playing the piano, if this is what it’s going to be like?’” (Hewett, 2014) 

While most performers experience some form of stage fright, performance anxiety that 

results in substantially diminished performance (or total failure) has a special name: 

choking.  

 The leading explanation of choking (or the “yips” as it’s known in golf and 

baseball) is the “explicit-monitoring” hypothesis. 35  According to this theory, choking 

occurs when stress causes a performer to try to bring under conscious control those 

elements of a performance that are routinized, part of implicit procedural memory. As 

                                                
35 See (Beilock et al., 2008; Beilock et al., 2004; Ford et al., 2005). 
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researcher Sian Beilock puts it: “Tasks that rely heavily on working-memory suffer from 

worrying. But sports skills and other activities that run largely outside working-memory 

are hurt, not because of worrying, but because of the attention and control that worrying 

produce” (Beilock, 2010, pp. 192-193). It seems these activities require a “backgrounding” 

of some elements of the activity for successful execution. When we become more expert 

at a skill, we start to “background” the more rudimentary elements that got us there in order 

to focus on other aspects of the performance. These rudimentary elements are often 

“forgotten,” inaccessible to explicit thought or analysis.36  

 Much of what you learn as you acquire a skill becomes second nature, ingrained in 

your intelligent movements, but inaccessible to explicit thought. And it’s often important 

that it stay forgotten. For the beginning piano student who is struggling one-handed through 

reading (or recalling) and playing a single melody, it’s important to think about the next 

note. They should worry about missing or forgetting the next note. Steven Osborne, who 

is juggling not one melody but many voices and harmonies, thinking about phrasing, 

pedaling, etc., should never be thinking about the next “wrong note.” Though few of us 

have this level of expertise when it comes to playing the piano, we are “everyday experts” 

when it comes to many of our daily activities. To retain our fluid comportment, much of 

what goes into these activities must remain, in the words of Heidegger, “unthought” 

(Heidegger, 1982, p. 163). As you pour yourself a cup of coffee, which movements do you 

                                                
36 This is likely one of the reasons expert performers often make terrible teachers. Thérèse Brisson, 
a member of the gold-medaling Canadian Olympic hockey team, always prefers experienced 
physical education teachers to highly skilled players when hiring youth hockey coaches. “Recently 
retired hockey players who played at high levels rarely make the ideal coaches for youth hockey. 
They know what to do, but they can’t communicate how they do it!...How exactly do you skate 
faster? Being able to communicate this type of information comes from coaching experience, not 
from playing experience” (Beilock, 2010, p. 225). 
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think about? Do you always grab the same coffee cup? And if so, what is it about the cup 

that invites you? What part of the handle are you holding? Does the smell of coffee have 

some effect on you as you pour? If you actually try to think about each movement and 

aspect of this activity, you may be able to tune into some parts of the experience you hadn’t 

been aware of before, but it’s likely that the experience would be, as a whole, quite different 

from your usual experience and probably much more awkward.37  

 This “backgrounding” of parts of our experience poses a particular problem for the 

phenomenologist. The aim of phenomenology is to understand the conditions that support 

and make possible our experience, including those parts of experience that are absorbed 

and unthought. However, as a form of philosophy, phenomenological analysis is an activity 

that requires both reflection on experience and the formulation of our discoveries via 

language. But how can we reflect on the background aspects of experience without 

distorting what seems to be their fundamentally unreflective, unthought nature?  

 Heidegger offers a unique methodological tool for dealing with this problem and 

one that might be especially productive for the development of standpoint phenomenology: 

the analysis of breakdown experiences.38 In this chapter, I explore the role breakdown has 

                                                
37 Even those who disagree with the “explicit-monitoring” hypothesis of choking acknowledge that 
many activities require some form of forgetting or “backgrounding.” Philosopher (and former 
professional dancer) Barbara Montero37 has written extensively in opposition to the “explicit-
monitoring” hypothesis, but still concedes:  

the [explicit-monitoring] principle does appear to be true in a restricted sense. Thinking 
about what we are doing as we do it, does seem to interfere with our everyday skills such 
as tying knots, typing, and going down stairs. As you are carrying a glass of water, try to 
think about what you ought to do to prevent it from spilling. Or think about just how you 
are supposed to shift from second to third gear while driving. Movement in these situations 
will be awkward, at best (Montero, 2013, p. 315). 

 
38 Though I will here focus only on Heidegger’s solution to the problem, the worry that second-
order reflection on experience may distort experience is a common one for phenomenologists. 
Franz Brentano noted that even the impulse to examine or observe an emotion like anger in oneself 
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played in traditional phenomenology and the role it should play in standpoint 

phenomenology. I begin by examining the problem of “observation distortion” that I’ve 

already briefly touched on. Drawing on the work of classical and contemporary 

phenomenologists, I pinpoint the problem as one that necessarily results from any attempt 

to “thematize” or foreground the conditions of experience, many of which are, by necessity, 

backgrounded in actual experience. I explain why Heidegger’s use of breakdown avoids 

this problem and point out how breakdown has been implicitly deployed in other 

phenomenological work (Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception and Frantz 

Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks). Finally, I’ll explain why the methodological use of 

breakdown might be a bridge connecting classical phenomenology to standpoint 

phenomenology as it maintains the classical goal of uncovering shared conditions of 

experience while accounting for the possibility that some non-shared experiences might be 

especially valuable for uncovering those shared conditions of experience. The breakdown 

methodology, in short, lays the groundwork for the standpoint commitment to situated 

phenomenology, which I will discuss in detail in chapter three. 

 
 
The Problem: Background Structures Condition Experience 
 
 The methodological use of breakdown responds to a specific tension in the 

phenomenological tradition. The tension arises because, while the goal of phenomenology 

                                                
requires that “the anger must already be somewhat diminished, and so his original object of 
observation would have disappeared” (Brentano, 1995, p. 30). Husserl argued that in turning your 
gaze toward any experience, that experience “becomes something else” as it now includes a 
reflective act (Husserl, 2012, p. 158). And Sartre pointed out that even the attempt to capture 
experience by trying to remember the original introduces new experiential aspects; after all, it is 
the experience now viewed via memory that we begin analyzing, not the experience as it was had 
initially (Sartre, 1960). 
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is to uncover the conditions of experience by drawing on experience itself, 

phenomenologists also recognize that much of experience isn’t focal—there’s a 

background that shapes experience while evading direct notice. In this section, I will briefly 

explain the relationship between the background and foreground in experience and provide 

three examples that I hope will make this commitment plausible. My goal is to illustrate 

that there is a genuine tension that, without a methodological solution, threatens an impasse 

for the phenomenological project.  

 All experience, according to the phenomenologist, is about something.39 We are 

always directed toward some meaningful object, entity, feeling, or goal. We don’t ever 

confront pure impressions in the world but always some thing. Even the most rudimentary 

of perceptions—for example, a white patch on black paper—appears to us as a white patch 

on a black background. Each point of the patch is unified with the other white points, and 

the border points that are contiguous with the black background set the patch off from that 

background. “Each part announces more than it contains, and thus this elementary 

perception is already charged with a sense” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 4). There is no 

moment of the perceptual experience that doesn’t already contain some sense or meaning. 

Lived experience does not admit of “pure impression,” which is “not merely 

                                                
39 Brentano formulated this “aboutness” in terms of intentionality: “Every mental phenomenon is 
characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle Ages called the intentional (or mental) 
inexistence of an object, and what we might call, though not wholly unambiguously, reference to a 
content, direction toward an object” (Brentano, 1995, p. 88). Husserl took up the theme of 
intentionality and too thought that it was the essential element of our conscious experience of the 
world: “In perception something is perceived, in imagination, something imagined, in a statement 
something stated, in love something loved, in hate hated, in desire, desired, etc.” (Husserl, 2001, p. 
95). Although Heidegger does not often use the language of intentionality, he clearly thinks that all 
lived experience is a “comporting to, directing itself toward” something (Heidegger, 1985, p. 37). 
Merleau-Ponty too sees intentionality as definitive of experience and focuses on its most practical 
form: “operative intentionality,” which “establishes the natural and pre-predicative unity of the 
world and of our life” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. lxxxii). 
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undiscoverable, but imperceptible” and therefore inconceivable as a moment of perceptual 

experience (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 4).40 We always comport ourselves toward some 

meaningful object, person, goal, etc.  

                                                
40 Heidegger similarly writes of our everyday dealings with things: 

…comportment itself…is in its very structure a directing-itself-toward. It is not the case 
that at first only a psychic process occurs as a nonintentional state (complex of sensations, 
memory relations, mental image and thought processes through which an image is evoked, 
where one then asks whether something corresponds to it) and subsequently becomes 
intentional in certain instances. Rather, the very being of comporting is a directing-itself-
toward. Intentionality is not a relationship to the non-experiential added to experiences, 
occasionally present along with them. Rather, the lived experiences themselves are as such 
intentional. (Heidegger, 1985, pp. 31-32) 

 

Figure 3. Image of “The Dress.” 
The Dress can be seen as either white with gold trim or 
blue with black trim depending on how the viewer sees 
the lighting conditions. ("The Dress," n.d.) 
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 Meaning emerges as result of a foreground/background structure, which allows the 

intentional object41 to emerge as an object with the sense that it has. The background both 

provides the context that allows the object to emerge with a particular meaning and it 

recedes from focus, allowing the intentional object to take center stage. The infamous 

blue/black or white/gold dress meme from a few years ago nicely illustrates these two 

features ("The Dress," n.d.). In this case, a photograph of a dress could appear either as a 

blue dress with black trim or a white dress with gold trim. The dress could appear with two 

different color “meanings.” What allowed for these drastic variations in color perception 

was the photograph’s omission of key clues about the lighting context—the background 

against which the dress color was foregrounded. In the absence of information about the 

background lighting context, the viewer automatically supplied their own “best guess” as 

to the background lighting in which the photograph was taken. Different contexts resulted 

in viewing the focal colors differently. “Our perception of color depends on interpreting 

the amount of light in a room or scene. When cues about the ambient light are missing, 

people may perceive the same color in different ways” (Corum, 2015). In other words, the 

meaning of the dress—seeing it as blue or white—could change depending on how you 

interpreted the background lighting context, because it is the background that allows a 

given color to be seen or foregrounded at all.42 “Lighting,” as Merleau-Ponty puts it, “is 

                                                
41 I use “object” here in a loose sense to mean that thing that is the focus of experience, thought, 
feeling.  
42 Merleau-Ponty highlighted exactly this phenomenon in Phenomenology of Perception: 

A blue piece of paper appears blue in gaslight. And yet, examining it with a photometer, 
we are surprised to notice that it sends to the eye the same mixture of rays as a brown piece 
of paper seen in daylight. A white wall that is weakly illuminated, which appears in 
spontaneous vision as white…appears gray-blue if we see it through the window of a screen 
that hides the light source from us. (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 320) 
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not on the side of the object, it is what we take up, what we adopt as a norm” when we 

interpret the object before us (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 324). Because the experience of 

seeing color is an organization of the background lighting context and foregrounded object 

illuminated, when we take away the contextual clues that allow us to make sense of the 

lighting, it changes the meaning of what we are seeing.43  

 Although this background lighting context is essential to the emergence of 

foregrounded color, it also evades direct notice. Consider how surprised we are to discover 

its essential role in color perception. The reason the blue/black, white/gold dress went viral 

was that to the viewers who immediately saw the dress one way, it seemed impossible or 

ludicrous that it could be viewed otherwise. We were oblivious not just to the role that 

context played in this case, but to the pervasive role it plays in general in the perception of 

color. It took quite a bit of mental effort and analysis to discover the forces at work in the 

background that give rise to the illusion. This is because in order to play the role of context, 

the background must recede from notice and cede attention to the focal object. As Merleau-

Ponty writes, “[l]ighting and reflection only play their role if they fade into the background 

as discreet intermediaries, and if they direct our gaze rather than arresting it” (Merleau-

                                                
43 Sean Kelly (drawing on Merleau-Ponty) has pointed out that the relation of background lighting 
context and foreground focal object is also what allows us to see color constancy (Kelly, 2005). 
My office walls appear to me to be white through shifts in natural and artificial lighting, which can 
range from white to red to yellowish-green, and through variations in shadow and light—although, 
I can still see the difference between the shadowed and unshadowed wall color and between the 
color in daylight and under artificial lighting at night. For example, if someone in my office says, 
“Look at the interesting pattern of shadows the trees outside make on your walls,” or “These walls 
look almost pink in the light of sunset,” I wouldn’t respond, “I have no idea what you are talking 
about, my walls are white.” I can obviously see the variation, but I don’t see it as a change in color, 
I see it as one color in a change of context, in this case, a change in lighting context. (See (Kelly, 
1999) for further explanation of this. He also provides a rebuttal, inspired by Merleau-Ponty, of the 
empiricist and cognitivist explanations of property constancy.) It is the context that allows me to 
see the color as white in the first place (as in the blue/black, white/gold dress) and see the color as 
constant through perceptible variations (as in the shadowed office walls).  
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Ponty, 2013, p. 323). The role of the background is to guide thought and interpretation, not 

become their focus. In the case of background lighting context, it is what we “take up” as 

we interpret the color before us; it is “prior to the distinction between colors and lights” 

and so often becomes “neutral” to us (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 324).44 The falling away of 

the background phenomena makes “possible the constitution of ‘things”’ (Merleau-Ponty, 

2013, p. 59) and must be passed over to focus on the relevant object or properties in 

perception—to genuinely “see them as” this or that color. 45  Perception is not like a 

spotlight in which our attention focuses on fully determinate objects around us. Rather, it 

is continually “organized around configurations or ensembles of mutually reinforcing 

components” (Carman, 2008, p. 20).46  

                                                
44 “The shadowy light in which we remain becomes so natural for us that it is no longer even 
perceived as shadowy. Electric lighting, which seems yellow to us when we first leave the daylight, 
soon ceases to have any definite color for us, and, if some remnant of daylight penetrates into the 
room, it is this ‘objectively neutral’ light that appears to us as tinted blue…the yellow light, by 
taking on the function of lighting, tends to situate itself as prior to every color, tends toward the 
absence of color, and that correlatively objects distribute the colors of the spectrum according to 
the degree and to the mode of their resistance to this new atmosphere” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 
324). 
45 This isn’t to say that we aren’t ever aware of or perceive lighting. Consider Olafur Eliasson’s art 
installation “Room for One Color” http://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK101676/room-
for-one-colour. In this piece, he floods a room with yellow lighting. The result is that no focal 
colors can be picked out. Everything seems to show up in black and white. The viewer never forgets 
the lighting, but they also stop seeing focal colors “as” anything. The result is perceptual confusion, 
and while one can try to guess what color an object “really” is, one really never does see it “as” 
that color. An even better example is the work of James Turrell. By playing with monochrome 
lighting, his “Ganzfelds” distort not just the experience of color but that of depth perception. In a 
featureless monochrome space, there are no clues about the size or distance of walls, doors, or 
projected shapes. Consequently, the viewer is unable to see anything as being a determinate size or 
at a specific distance; one can only guess. One of his explicit aims in this and other work is to 
disorient viewers to get them to think about how they see and experience things ("James Turrell," 
2019). In his words, when you view one of his pieces, you are “not only looking at the painting or 
a work of art but you are actually looking at yourself perceiving” (Howe, 2013). In other words, he 
is trying to get the viewer to notice the conditions of meaningful perception. (Thanks to William 
Blattner for pointing me to Turrell’s work.) 
46 I focus here on color, but this foreground/background relation and the emergence of meaning 
holds for many aspects of visual perception. My desktop appears to me to be rectangular, even 
though the shape projected onto my retina is almost never really rectangular (I don’t often take the 
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 The foreground/background structure underlying the emergence of meaning as well 

as the “falling away” of the background is found in many forms of experience beyond the 

perception of color. Mark Wrathall illustrates how background social norms shape the 

meaning of our intentional actions (Wrathall, 2007). Consider the social norms governing 

where you sit on a public bus. The seats at the front of the bus are reserved (or must be 

vacated) for passengers who are elderly, disabled, pregnant, or carrying small children. 

Although someone who is new to riding the bus may need to learn this, for most bus-riders 

the background norms governing who sits where aren’t something they explicitly think 

about. Upon seeing someone using a cane enter the bus, able-bodied people in the front 

seats will (usually) immediately feel discomfort about where they are sitting and get up—

often there are more people who move from these seats than are needed to accommodate 

the passengers requiring priority seating. The norm becomes a background motivation that 

initiates and guides intentional action—certain seats just seem to solicit us and others 

don’t—but it’s a motivation that we don’t explicitly call to mind47; these norms “settle 

                                                
bird’s eye view perspective of my desk). My desktop appears to me to be rectangular but from a 
particular perspective. I recognize the rectangular shape of the desktop (the focal object) from a 
partial perspective (the background context). However, I can only make sense of what I see as 
“rectangular from a perspective” if I already see the desktop as rectangular, and I can only see it as 
rectangular if I understand my perspectival stance. Similarly, my husband appears to me to be tall 
(he’s about 6’1”) whether he is standing next to me or walking towards me from a block away—
though, like my desk, the amount of my visual field he takes up in each case varies dramatically. 
Importantly, in each of these cases the constancy really appears to me: my walls look white through 
variations in shade, my desktop looks rectangular from different perspectives, my husband looks 
tall whether he is close to me or far away. I see him as a tall person (the focal object) at a distance 
(via the background context of depth). This requires both that I recognize what the object is (a man) 
so I can recognize the distance as the reason he takes up a small part of my visual field. And to see 
the small space taken up in the visual field as the product of the distance between us, I must 
recognize that it is a man that I see. We do not see color or size or shape apart from a perceptual 
context in which those properties can arise meaningfully; it is the property in context that gives rise 
to meaningful interpretation like “white,” “rectangular,” “tall.” 
47 According to Wrathall, social rules are one dimension along which we sort entities into types 
and then map those types onto each other. The seats are sorted (front and back) and passengers are 
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back” into something shadowy, “something that we don’t need to think about or pay 

attention to” (Wrathall, 2006, p. 78) so that seats just show up as appropriate or 

inappropriate. 

 According to Aron Gurwitsch, all thought has a foreground/background structure. 

Any object of thought is “surrounded by fringes, a halo of relations, references, and 

pointings of which we have only an inarticulate and vague awareness” (Gurwitsch, 1964, 

p. 309), and the “halo” of relations on the fringe is what allows us to think of any given 

object in the way that we do. Hubert Dreyfus illustrates how important this general 

background is for understanding even very simple statements (Dreyfus, 1992, p. 59) by 

using a story first developed by computer and cognitive scientist Eugene Charniak: “Today 

was Jack's birthday. Penny and Janet went to the store. They were going to get presents. 

Janet decided to get a top. ‘Don't do that,’ said Penny. ‘Jack has a top. He will make you 

take it back.’” (Charniak, 1972, p. 33) Does Penny mean Jack will make Janet take back 

the new top or his old one? There aren’t any syntactic criteria that we could draw on to 

determine what “it” refers to (like the placement of the referent noun). Yet it’s obvious to 

us that Penny could only mean that Jack would make Janet return the new one she just 

purchased. To understand what “it” refers to, you must know something about the 

permissibility of taking something back to the store (that you can’t return an item you didn’t 

buy or one that is used just because you got a newer one, for example). It’s also worth 

                                                
sorted (those that fit the description above and those that don’t). Then passengers and seats are 
mapped onto each other: front seats are mapped onto the types specified above, back seats are 
mapped onto all other types of passengers. This “sorting” affects how we interpret the seats on the 
bus (sit-able for me or not), the people on the bus (licensed to sit here or there), and the actions of 
people on the bus (an able-bodied young person who does not give up a front seat for someone who 
is elderly is judged to be rude or oblivious)—and it is only because there is a background social 
rule at work that we can interpret the action in the way that we do.  
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noting that nowhere does it state that the presents are for Jack, that the top is intended for 

Jack as a present, or that having one kind of toy means one won’t want another just like it 

(Goldstein & Papert, 1977, p. 100). Understanding this simple story or any of the 

propositions in the story requires a huge amount of background understanding; “the 

experiencing subject immediately is referred to other thoughts and facts with which the 

proposition appears connected in some way” (Gurwitsch, 1964, p. 318), and which are 

given simultaneously with the meaning. For the propositions to be foregrounded with the 

appropriate meaning, there is a network of background practices, meanings, facts, etc. that 

support the proposition; it emerges “from a field in which the theme is located occupying 

the center so that the field forms a background with respect to the theme.” (Gurwitsch, 

1964, p. 319) 48 Despite the core role this background plays in the emergence of meaning, 

it largely escapes our notice. As Dreyfus details in his book What Computers Still Can’t 

Do, the importance (and perhaps the very existence) of this background field went 

                                                
48 Thomas Kuhn wrote something similar about our ability to foreground scientific questions and 
problems. We can only begin research once a scientific community has settled answers to questions 
like: “What are the fundamental entities of which the universe is composed? How do these interact 
with each other and with the senses? What questions may legitimately be asked about such entities 
and what techniques employed in seeking solutions?” (Kuhn, 1970, pp. 4-5) To see a theoretical 
problem as a “problem” one must be familiar with the background assumptions and theorems that, 
as Gurwitsch would put it, “appear to agree or be at variance with certain facts or previously 
established theorems” and “consequences which follow from a tentatively considered solution and 
which appear to agree or be at variance with certain facts or previously established theorems” 
(Gurwitsch, 1964, p. 1). This requires familiarity with a whole network of commitments: 
conceptual, theoretical, methodological, etc. For example, in the early eighteenth century, scientists 
had accepted Newton’s laws of motion and gravitation, but they had trouble figuring out how to 
apply those laws to the motion of the moon (Kuhn, 1970, p. 39). For this to show up as a scientific 
problem in need of solving, one must already understand and commit to a network of background 
assumptions: that Newton’s laws are in some way right and adequately make sense of a whole 
range of other phenomena, that the proper instruments and methodologies are being deployed in 
observing and tracking the movement of the moon, that the moon is the kind of entity that should 
abide by the laws of motion, that there is regularity and law-like principles that can be discovered 
by humans to predict movement, etc. 



 

53	
	

unnoticed by nearly all the early researchers in artificial intelligence and is the primary 

reason their early research projects failed (Dreyfus, 1992). 

 All of these cases illustrate that while the background/foreground relation is 

necessary for constituting meaning, the background, by its very nature as background, must 

recede from direct notice in experience. The foreground, by contrast, dominates awareness; 

it dims and “dislodges the rest of what is still there for consciousness,” including the 

background that allows what is foregrounded to stand forth (Gurwitsch, 2009, p. 226). For 

the phenomenologist, this presents an especially difficult problem. Many of those 

conditions that shape experiences and give them their particular character are in the 

background. Lighting context is a condition of experience that enables us to see color in 

the way that we do. Background norms enable and shape our actions. Practices and general 

cultural understanding shapes our thought and how we make sense of what we are told. 

Additionally, the figure-ground relationship is organizing—changing one element changes 

the other, because, as Gurwitsch points out, they are brought about by “one and the same 

process” (Gurwitsch, 2009, p. 226). Since the meaning of the foreground and the character 

of the background are what they are in light of their relation to each other, and the 

background necessarily recedes from focal awareness, we cannot simply shift attention to 

the background to capture it in a phenomenological description. This would change the 

structure of the experience under consideration and distort the analysis.  

 This is a serious methodological problem for the phenomenologist—one that 

requires a special methodology that uncovers the background without distorting it. The use 

of breakdown experiences is one key way these backgrounded aspects of experience can 

themselves be recalled without distortion.  
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Heidegger’s Solution: Analysis Through Breakdown 
 
 
Experiencing a Breakdown 

 Heidegger’s analysis of the ready-to-hand—his term for the equipment and 

paraphernalia of everyday life—utilizes breakdown to lay out the contours of this normally 

backgrounded but enabling condition of experience. Ready-to-hand entities are often part 

of the background from which our goals and projects emerge, and, like other background 

conditions of intentional experience, they “disappear” so that these projects can become 

foregrounded. When I make notes in a book, for example, I am generally not aware of the 

pencil I use but of the thing I want to say or make sense of. How should I formulate the 

question or confusion I have? What phrasing should I use to facilitate understanding it 

later? I am absorbed in my goal, not the means of achieving it (the individual motions I 

make during the task of writing) and certainly not the equipment I use to achieve it (the 

look and feel of the pencil). To focus on my goal, the equipment I use must slip into the 

background. Like the examples of background lighting context and social norms, the ready-

to-hand is a background element that is navigable and useable without the need for explicit 

thought. The problem for phenomenologists trying to articulate the contours of the ready-

to-hand as a condition of experience is that receding from direct notice is part of what it is 

to be ready-to-hand. In order to “do its job” supporting the foreground, the backgrounded 

equipment must maintain its inconspicuous background character.  

 How, as phenomenologists, can we interrogate this background condition of 

experience? How do we focus on and make explicit that which, by its nature, is inexplicit? 

Simply focusing our attention on the objects that normally serve this ready-to-hand role 
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will distort their essential character as background support for the foreground. We cannot 

understand the ready-to-hand (or any background aspect of experience for that matter) 

apart from its functioning in the context in which it is an inconspicuous supporting element 

for the foreground. It would be like trying to understand how a bridge bears weight by 

looking at the individual deconstructed parts laid out side by side.  

 Heidegger devised a method that allows for the phenomenological interrogation of 

the background without distorting it by taking it out of context. When we experience a 

breakdown in equipment, we get a glimpse into this usually backgrounded structure in its 

role as background. When equipment breaks, we become acutely aware of its failure. We 

can see what the equipment ought to be doing as a background to support the foregrounded 

project and so, too, get a sense for its role as a condition shaping that experience. In other 

words, what stands out are those conditions that must be met for something to successfully 

operate as ready-to-hand in experience and for us to have the experience of using something 

ready-to-hand for some project or task. Unlike simply studying a piece of equipment, 

breakdowns allow us access to how equipment ought to operate as a background element 

that shapes and enables experience. However, the experience of a breakdown doesn’t 

automatically turn one into a phenomenologist. Nor do the background structures in 

breakdown reveal themselves in neatly articulated assertions. The story of how breakdown 

experiences can function as part of a phenomenological methodology is complicated, and 

it requires a bit of a detour via Heidegger’s view of practical intelligence (which we use in 

navigating the inexplicit background of intentional experience) and how this can develop 

into theoretical assertions (which constitutes phenomenological analysis).  
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The Mechanics of Breakdown and Its Phenomenological Use 

 Background conditions enter into our experience through a practical, non-assertoric 

intelligence. This is true of equipment, lighting, social relations, and many other forms of 

everyday comportment. Our use of tools, for example, is intelligent; we seem to “know” 

how a tool is used, for what it is used, on what can it be used, with what other pieces of 

equipment it may or must be used, etc. However, this isn’t an intelligence that we deploy 

through explicit thinking, nor does it involve the formulation of thoughts in assertions. The 

same holds for background social conditions that guide our interactions with others. On 

my first day working at the front desk of a hotel, guest after guest would talk past the 

woman training me (who was the hotel manager) to ask me questions, which I kept having 

to redirect to her. She and I were about the same age, we were both petite, and had the same 

ethnic background. However, she had braces. I realized over the course of the evening that 

this feature systematically affected how we were socially sorted by guests; she was 

automatically taken to be less experienced. The background association between youth, 

inexperience, and braces was certainly not explicitly called to mind by each of the guests. 

Yet it invariably affected how we were taken up—it was part of the background that shaped 

how guests perceived our authority and experience, and it shaped the execution of their 

intentional acts (e.g. how to find out the hours of the pool). Similarly, a background 

awareness of lighting context guides my interpretation of the color of a focal object without 

my explicit awareness of this context. Think of how surprising the discovery of the 

importance of lighting context was in the case of the blue/black, white/gold dress.  

 According to Heidegger, this non-assertoric, practical intelligence guides action 

pre-predicatively by working out the specific possibilities of a situation in three 
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“moments”: fore-having (Vorhabe), fore-sight (Vorsicht), and fore-conception (Vorgriff) 

(Heidegger, 2008, p. 189ff). In any intentional experience, we always have, in advance, an 

“inexplicit grasp…of the entire framework and environment in which we are operating” 

(Blattner, 2007, p. 14)—a fore-having. If you are on the phone and have to write down an 

address, you may look around for the tools that will help you achieve this task. In this case, 

the environment is charged by its “readiness-to-hand”; what pops out in the environment 

are entities as they are usable and manipulable. Similarly, in the case of social interactions, 

we seek out what may be relevant to social sorting. In this first moment, fore-having, we 

are vaguely aware of a totality of meaningful involvements that we could potentially latch 

onto to make sense of what we are seeing, hearing, doing, etc. The second moment, fore-

sight, “takes the first cut” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 191). Our general awareness of the 

interpretive possibilities in the environment narrows into foreground/background 

possibilities as they relate to a specific intentional goal. In the case of the ready-to-hand, 

entities in the environment will not just be lit up as ready-to-hand and usable; they now 

call to me as things usable in a certain way. When looking for the means to write down an 

address, for example, it is not just the environment as ready-to-hand that calls to me but 

that which could be used specifically to write down an address; the invitation is narrower: 

“what could I use for this goal?” So, the pen and paper, the laptop in sleep mode, the dry 

erase board could all fit the bill. In the case of social interactions, there are cues that start 

to emerge as “the things to pay attention to.” Finally, in fore-conception we push ahead 
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into one interpretation, drawing (or forcing)49 the entity or entities into specific concepts.50 

I take the pencil and paper as that which I use to write the address. I see the person with 

braces as the trainee to avoid. One set of relations becomes salient, and the entities become 

meaningful or significant in a particular way. 

 Unlike the practical, non-assertoric intelligence that is key to our experience of 

background conditions, the intelligence that guides phenomenological analysis is 

theoretical and assertoric—it is precisely the kind of thinking that is deliberate, explicit, 

and requires formulation via assertions.51 It is the way we “point out” and communicate 

                                                
49 “Anything understood which is held in our fore-having and towards which we set our sights 
'foresightedly', becomes conceptualizable through the interpretation. In such an interpretation, the 
way in which the entity we are interpreting is to be conceived can be drawn from the entity itself, 
or the interpretation can force the entity into concepts to which it is opposed in its manner of Being. 
In either case, the interpretation has already decided for a definite way of conceiving it, either with 
finality or with reservations; it is grounded in something we grasp in advance-in a fore-conception” 
(Heidegger, 2008, p. 191). 
50 Heidegger uses the term “concept” to describe what happens here, and writes that things become 
conceptualizable though the interpretation: 

Anything understood which is held in our fore-having and toward which we set our sights 
‘foresightedly’, becomes conceptualizable through the interpretation. In such an interpretation, 
the way in which the entity we are interpreting is to be conceived can be drawn from the entity 
itself, for the interpretation can force the entity into concepts to which it is opposed in its 
manner of Being. In either case, the interpretation has already decided for a definite way of 
conceiving it, wither with finality or with reservations; it is grounded in something we grasp in 
advance—in a fore-conception. (Heidegger, 2008, p. 191) 

However, by “concept” Heidegger clearly does not intend a specific word-entity. His view could 
fit a “concept as ability” view like that held by Dummett: “What is it to grasp the concept square, 
say? At the very least, it is to be able to discriminate between things that are square and those that 
are not. Such an ability can be ascribed only to one who will, on occasion, treat square things 
differently from things that are not square; one way, among many other possible ways, of doing 
this is to apply the word "square" to square things and not to others” (Dummett, 1993, p. 98). 
51 In Division Two of Being and Time, Heidegger explicitly states that phenomenology is a form 
of assertoric interpretation. He writes that the theoretical discoveries of science, which are 
formulated via assertion, arise out of circumspective concern. One might wonder what the 
assertoric character of science has to do with phenomenology. Heidegger quickly stipulates that his 
concern is with an existential conception of science—“science as a way of existence…which 
discovers or discloses either entities or Being” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 408). The “existential” 
conception of science simply is phenomenology, and so it is the theoretical discoveries of 
phenomenology that he claims are assertoric in nature and that initially arise out of circumspective 
concern. He goes on to distinguish between the “taking-as” that occurs in existential vs “logical” 
 



 

59	
	

something in experience by making it definite through predication (Heidegger, 2008, pp. 

196-197). To be methodologically useful, breakdown must offer a way to bridge these two 

forms of intelligence. Before showing how it does this, more must be said about the 

structure of theoretical, assertoric intelligence itself. 

 Theoretical intelligence shares with practical intelligence the three-part structure of 

fore-having, fore-sight, and fore-conception. However, it occurs “on the basis of what has 

already been disclosed in understanding or discovered” by practical intelligence 

                                                
assertoric interpretation. I will discuss taking-as in detail later in the chapter. For now, it’s enough 
to note the distinction Heidegger draws between the interpretive taking-as of existential science 
(i.e. phenomenology) and the interpretive taking-as of the purely logical sciences (e.g. physics, 
chemistry, biology, etc.). These are two distinct forms of theoretical discovery and two distinct 
ways in which we formulate discoveries via assertion. Heidegger presumes his reader will 
mistakenly categorize all assertoric, theoretical endeavors as the purely logical kind. So when he 
initially describes the shift to assertoric, “theoretical” discovery as occurring when “circumspective 
concern with the ready-to-hand changes over into an exploration of what we come across as 
present-at-hand” (Heidegger, 2008, pp. 408-409), the reader must keep reading. This isn’t actually 
Heidegger’s view. He is “leading us down the garden path” and will later “correct” his reader on 
this point. If we shift from seeing the hammer circumspectively to seeing it as something that is 
purely present-at-hand, then the “understanding of Being by which our concernful dealings with 
entities within-the-world have been guided has changed over” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 412) to a 
merely present-at-hand understanding. However, he writes, “a modification of our understanding 
of Being does not seem to be necessarily constitutive for the genesis of the theoretical attitude” 
(Heidegger, 2008, p. 413). For example, we might study the ready-to-hand itself, “for instance 
when one studies someone’s environment—his milieu—in the context of a historiological 
biography” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 413). He clarifies: 

In our first description of the genesis of the theoretical attitude out of circumspection, we 
have made basic a way of theoretically grasping entities within-the-world—physical 
Nature—in which the modification of our understanding of Being is tantamount to a change-
over…we overlook not only the tool-character of the entity we encounter, but also something 
that belongs to any ready-to-hand equipment: its place. Its place becomes a matter of 
indifference….its place becomes a spatio-temporal position…This implies not only that the 
multiplicity of places of equipment ready-to-hand within the confines of the environment 
becomes modified to a pure multiplicity of positions, but that the entities of the environment 
are altogether released from such confinement. The aggregate of the present-at-hand become 
the theme. (Heidegger, 2008, p. 413) 

The theoretical attitude of logical sciences does shift one’s very understanding of Being to the 
“‘realm’ of the present-at-hand” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 413), but it is not the only form theoretical 
discovery can take. 
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(Heidegger, 2008, p. 199)52; it relies on our already having “taken an entity as” something 

practically. This represents a shift in fore-having—the first moment of the “fore-structure”: 

The entity which is held in our fore-having—for instance, the hammer—is 
proximally ready-to-hand as equipment. If this entity becomes the ‘object’ of an 
assertion, then as soon as we begin this assertion, there is already a change-over in 
the fore-having. Something ready-to-hand with which we have to do or perform 
something, turns into something ‘about which’ the assertion that points it out is made. 
(Heidegger, 2008, p. 200) 
 

I have taken the entity as a hammer, but now instead of comporting myself towards it as 

something with which I can perform a task, I see it as something about which I can say 

something. Our fore-having is no longer the environment as the usable or ready-to-hand 

but the “about which” of a particular, already interpreted ready-to-hand entity. We have 

already taken the entity as a hammer; fore-having now concerns the features of the hammer 

about which I can assert something. Fore-sight is similarly altered: “in this the predicate 

which we are to assign and make stand out, gets loosened, so to speak from its unexpressed 

inclusion in the entity itself” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 199). There are many specific predicates 

that apply to the hammer, the one I’m grasping for is loosened and becomes that which I 

focus on in seeing the hammer. There is something specific I want to express about the 

hammer and many predicative candidates may fit the bill: heavy, unwieldy, impractical, 

not right for a job. Finally, the fore-conception becomes definite, one predicate becomes 

articulated. “Such an assertion will operate with a definite way of conceiving: ‘The hammer 

                                                
52 The full quote here is slightly different from my characterization: assertoric interpretation occurs 
“on the basis of what has already been disclosed in understanding or discovered circumspectively” 
(Heidegger, 2008, p. 199). I have glossed “circumspectively” as “in practical interpretation,” 
because it is the better philosophical position and more likely what Heidegger has in mind. 
Circumspective intelligence is used only in navigating the ready-to-hand—the realm of equipment 
and paraphernalia. Yet, that is clearly not the only domain about which we can make assertions. 
We can discuss other Dasein, social relations, ourselves, etc., which would stem from one of the 
other forms of practical interpretation. 
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is heavy,’ ‘Heaviness belongs to the hammer,’ ‘the hammer has the property of heaviness.’ 

When an assertion is made, some fore-conception is always implied” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 

199). 

 While the contours of these background elements of experience are usually not 

expressly available via either practical or assertoric interpretation, breakdown offers 

special insight into them. Breakdowns allow the conditions of the background to become 

the object of practical interpretation, which in turn allows them to become the subject of 

assertions. In cases where equipment, for example, has broken down, what ought to be 

happening for seamless, continuing activity becomes salient and certain conditions for the 

smooth use of equipment become practically conspicuous.53 Consider what happens when 

a tool you are using breaks. Suppose you are weeding your garden with a trowel. For a 

while, everything goes well, and what is foremost in your mind is what you are trying to 

accomplish—removing all the weeds from the garden bed. In using the trowel for the task, 

you are practically interpreting it as a trowel. Suddenly, the handle falls off. You are now 

confronted by the unusability of the trowel. The relation between the metal blade and the 

wooden handle has been disturbed, so it no longer suits the hand of a user like you. You 

can no longer use it for the task at hand—in-order-to weed your garden. Specifically, you 

can’t apply enough pressure to use it to break up and remove soil, it’s not long enough to 

reach the roots of the weeds, and it’s too unwieldy to allow you to use it without damaging 

the non-weeds in close proximity. Our practical intelligence now “sees” some of those 

                                                
53 Heidegger technically uses the word “conspicuous” to refer specifically to a form of breakdown 
in which a piece of equipment is unusable. Conspicuousness is distinguished from other forms of 
breakdown, obtrusiveness (when equipment is missing) and obstinacy (when equipment is in the 
way of other equipment). In the discussions that follow, I use conspicuousness more loosely to 
refer to the way a normally inconspicuous structure of experience becomes expressly available, the 
“object” of attention and action. 
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conditions that the trowel was relying on to seamlessly perform its role in the background 

of the task of gardening—we see who the trowel is ready-to-hand for (someone who can 

grasp and apply pressure to the handle as a lever), what it’s used for (to remove soil and 

weeds), the specific way in which it is used for this goal (digging, jabbing, and lifting plants 

and soil), and with what it is used (soil, weeds, non-weed plants). When equipment breaks 

down, the disturbance annoys or dismays us, and we often will attempt to repair or work 

around the breakdown. We “catch sight of” the conditions required for its background 

operation, because it is that (not the work at hand) with which we are now concerned. We 

now have a practical awareness of the usually backgrounded conditions of using the trowel. 

They are no longer just a background condition of our dealings, but that with which we are 

dealing. However, we are dealing with them in the context of their character as background 

support for a foregrounded project.  

 The fore-structure of practical interpretation in breakdown is something like this: 

Your use of the trowel is interrupted, and you are now concerned with this non-working 

status. The fore-having is one in which the environment around you is charged by its 

“readiness-to-hand.” The entities around you stand out as potentially usable and 

manipulable. In the case of breakdown, a tool shows up as unusable or resistant to 

manipulation, only because it first shows up as part of a milieu of that which is (or ought 

to be) usable. Your fore-sight, in taking the “first cut,” begins to narrow in on what is not 

working in the situation—what relations are broken and may need fixing to continue on. 

Finally, in fore-conception we zero in on the relation or relations that are disturbed to the 

point of work stoppage; we force the disturbed relations into specific concepts and take 

them as disturbed or broken relations. When I am aware of or attempt to repair the disturbed 
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relation, I am expressing it as a relation and lifting it into salience. This salience makes it 

possible to take these conditions up assertorically in philosophical analysis. Assertoric 

fore-having starts from the condition or conditions in breakdown and moves through the 

first cut of fore-sight (in which possible predicates are “loosened”) to fore-conception (I 

predicate something of the relation). 

 Think back to the blue/black, white/gold dress. This is a case of breakdown that for 

many led directly to the discovery of the background condition of lighting context in color 

perception. Inability to see one stable color combination is a concerning interruption in our 

regular perception. This disturbance might lead one to investigate further by shifting 

attention to what was “going wrong” in the photograph. The purely perceptual elements 

are charged as the important things to pay attention to (fore-having). Within these salient 

elements, attention narrows to specifically those that might affect color, etc. (fore-sight). 

An observant person might then narrow in on the bright backlighting as the likely culprit 

(fore-conception) even if they can’t figure out exactly how it operates to produce ambiguity 

in the dress color. The lighting context itself can now be taken up theoretically—indeed, 

to really figure out why that lighting results in different perceptions of color requires quite 

a bit of advanced theoretical work. This interrogation of the background also allows for 

generalization—lighting context guides our perception of focal colors. 

 
The Implicit Use of Breakdown Experience as a Phenomenological Methodology 
 
 Although Heidegger is the only classical phenomenologist to explicitly draw 

attention to his methodological use of breakdowns, he is not the only one to see their 

phenomenological value. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological analyses rely heavily on the 

experiences of WWI veterans who have suffered traumatic injuries resulting in drastic 
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changes to their motility, perception, and comportment. Although he himself does not 

explicitly characterize the experiences on which he draws as breakdown experiences, as 

Dermot Moran points out, his strategy seems to be one of “examining breakdowns in the 

bodily circuit [to] bring to light routines and procedures which are hidden and assumed in 

our normal conscious state,” relying on “people with malfunctioning systems in order to 

make manifest the nature of the system, which, when working properly, is invisible” 

(Moran, 2000, p. 419). Moran is right that these cases are phenomenologically useful 

insofar as they present breakdowns that, with the proper analysis, reveal background 

conditions of bodily comportment and perception; however, we should be cautious in how 

we understand the methodology at work and the use of loaded normative terms like 

“malfunction,” “normal,” and “pathological.” The experiences of these men are not 

pathological cases that merely operate as a “heuristic device that shocks one into awareness 

of what is taken for granted” (Hammond, Keat, & Howarth, 1991, p. 181), nor are they a 

“means of gaining distance from the familiar, so that one is better able to explicate it” 

(Hammond et al., 1991, p. 181). Characterizations like these suggest Merleau-Ponty’s 

methodology proceeds by comparing the objectively “pathological” experiences of one 

person or group to the objectively “normal” experiences of another. In other words, the 

breakdown status is inherent to the being of the patient and provides a useful contrast to 

the non-breakdown comportment of others.  

 Merleau-Ponty explicitly denies that the methodology he is using is a methodology 

of “differences” whereby phenomenological insight is gained via some direct comparison 

between the experience of the “normal” non-patient and the “pathological” patient 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 110). He writes that it “cannot be a question of simply 
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transferring to the normal person what is missing in the patient and what he is trying to 

recover” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 110). 

 Merleau-Ponty is right to reject framing his methodology as the discovery of 

conditions underlying what is “normal” from the “abnormal” for two reasons. First, if 

Merleau-Ponty were to declare one mode of comportment to be normal (rather than simply 

typical or average) and the other pathological, he would need to provide some argument 

supporting this normative assessment. It might seem obvious to us that some behaviors 

displayed by the patients are inefficient for a task or downright odd when compared with 

the behavior of non-patients—for example, the inability to identify and move a body part 

without looking at that body part. However, some surprising effects of patient injuries 

seem, on the contrary, to result in attitudes and behaviors that today we would intuitively 

cite as less pathological than those prevalent in early twentieth-century France. For 

example, that the patient Schneider is not aroused by obscene pictures, asserts that “a 

feminine body has no particular essence,” and holds the attitude that above all “it is the 

personality that makes a woman attractive” are depicted by doctors and psychologists as 

markers of a pathological sexuality (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 158). Today, while we might 

recognize that Schneider’s views were statistically anomalous for his time and place (they 

were certainly not the average male experience), it’s more intuitive to see the features of 

male heterosexuality that were prevalent at that time—not Schneider’s—as pathological. 

This would be a case in which what is not average is nonetheless normal. While it is of 

course possible to mount a normative argument regarding objectively normal or 
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pathological behavior,54  Merleau-Ponty never does,55  and this is a good clue that his 

methodology does not rest on this kind of distinction.  

 The second reason it is unlikely Merleau-Ponty is utilizing cases he takes to be 

“abnormal” to understand the conditions underlying “normal” experience is that Merleau-

Ponty explicitly asserts that experiences are holistic—the shape an experience takes is 

enabled by certain conditions and radical changes in the form of an experience indicates 

quite different enabling conditions. There is little reason to presume that in two beings with 

very different forms of perception and comportment, there is enough overlap in background 

conditions to export any insights regarding those structures from one to the other. Our 

perceptual and motor abilities and the conditions that enable these experiences may simply 

be, as a whole, quite different. People who are blind from birth sometimes spontaneously 

develop the ability to navigate via echo-location (Thaler et al., 2017). Comparing their 

motility to the motility of the sighted could give neither the background conditions for 

sighted comportment nor the background conditions required for echo-located 

comportment.56 It’s not clear there is enough in common to the foreground and background 

experiences that a comparison can provide insight into the experiences of either. As 

Merleau-Ponty points out, these patients exhibit a “complete form of existence” (Merleau-

Ponty, 2013, p. 110) and may have developed unique foreground and background 

                                                
54 What comes to mind first are the teleological accounts like those in the later work of Philippa 
Foot (Foot, 2001) and Michael Thompson (Thompson, 2003, 2004). 
55  In fact, it’s likely that his view of human experience as deeply culturally and historically 
contingent makes this kind of argument inconsistent with his broader commitments.  
56  And per the first objection, it would be hard to say which case should be considered the 
“breakdown” case—although the blind person cannot use light to navigate, I cannot use sound 
effectively enough to use it for the purposes of navigation and which of us was more effective at 
getting around would vary by the given circumstances (how much light was available or how much 
ambient noise is in a given space would change how good we each are at getting around). 
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conditions supporting that existence. Absent some connective material between the modes 

of perception and comportment of the patients and non-patients, it’s not clear how patient 

experiences are breakdown experiences nor how they might be phenomenologically useful 

for uncovering the background conditions of the experiences of non-patients. So how 

exactly are the experiences of these patients phenomenologically relevant for the rest of 

us? 

 There are three key points to note about Merleau-Ponty’s use of breakdown in his 

phenomenological analyses. First, the breakdown is one exhibited in the life of the patient: 

they experience their post-injury comportment as a breakdown of their comportment prior 

to injury. Prior to injury, the patient experienced a “normal” way of comporting himself. 

After the injury, his comportment, as compared with the prior version, was “pathological.” 

Although Merleau-Ponty himself is often a bit careless in his use of “pathological” and 

“normal,” these terms ought to be read as applying to changes that have occurred in the life 

and experience of the patient. It is only insofar as the structure of patient’s experiences 

prior to injury are shared generally by others, that the term “normal” can be exported to the 

non-patient case. This is the second key point: we can deduce something about our own 

experience from the patient’s condition after the injury because there are common features 

of our experiences and his prior to the injury. (This is why Merleau-Ponty never draws on 

cases in which differences in perception or comportment are congenital. Someone with 

congenital differences in their perceptual capacities will have developed entirely different 

background/foreground capacities for coping from the start.) Third, these patients, in 

addition to their own testimony regarding their experience, institute a number of behavioral 

“patches” to replace missing background conditions that are observable to third parties. 
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Because Merleau-Ponty’s focus is on perception and motility, the ability to observe the 

changes instituted by patients after the injury is especially valuable. There has been a 

radical change in what is normal for these patients. They once shared the same perceptual 

and motor experiences of the average person with the same background conditions. Their 

injuries radically changed those background conditions, causing one or more of them to 

fail, and their current comportment reveals their attempts to replace or repair those failed 

conditions. Their “substitutions must be understood as substitutions, as allusions to a 

fundamental function that they attempt to replace, but of which they do not give us the 

direct image” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 110). For the behaviors exhibited by these patients 

to give any insight into shared structures of bodily comportment, we must first recognize 

that the breakdown occurs in the life of the patient before and after the injury, second that 

the patients prior to injury did share in a bodily perception and motricity in common with 

us, and third that their current behaviors are replacement behaviors—they are means of 

replacing something the patients would have “normally” relied on in perception and 

comportment. As we will see, the “replacement” behaviors are the result of a practical 

foregrounding of background conditions (the first step in breakdown methodology), which 

Merleau-Ponty then takes up theoretically to derive phenomenological conclusions. 

 

The Schneider Case as Breakdown 

 The most prominent breakdown case in Merleau-Ponty’s work is that of WWI 

veteran “Schneider.” Although Schneider’s experiences are key to many of Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenological analyses (as illustrated by Merleau-Ponty’s work on sexuality 

mentioned above), I’ll focus on the breakdown Schneider experiences when he attempts to 
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perform “abstract” movements—movements like pointing to one’s nose, or moving a 

particular body part absent a practical task or goal—and the way this breakdown leads to 

Merleau-Ponty’s discovery of the “objective milieu”—a background condition necessary 

for the performance of abstract movements. I’ll proceed by discussing the breakdown 

experience itself and the way it gives rise to Schneider’s “practical interpretation” of the 

damaged background condition before showing how this practical interpretation in turn 

allowed Merleau-Ponty to develop an assertoric articulation of the background condition 

for phenomenological purposes. 

 Schneider suffered a serious brain injury as a soldier in WWI. After his recovery, 

he struggled to perform certain kinds of movements. While we could scratch an itch on his 

nose with ease, he was unable to simply point to that same spot on command. He could 

find his left foot easily when putting on shoes, but couldn’t wiggle it if asked (Merleau-

Ponty, 2013, p. 105). These were tasks he would have had no trouble performing prior to 

his injury, and they are tasks that most people can accomplish with ease. This, therefore, 

represents a breakdown in Schneider’s own capabilities, and it will be relevant for 

uncovering the background conditions for his pre-injury experience—a form of experience 

shared by many. 

 The breakdowns in Schneider’s bodily comportment prompted him to deploy 

several “work arounds.” Although Schneider had no trouble performing “concrete” or 

habitual actions, he could only accomplish abstract movements if he “attempt[ed] to turn 

his body into a present object of perception” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 110). If he was asked 

to move his right leg, he would have to look at his limbs or make some trial and error 

movements to try to “feel out” where that body part was—he’d move different parts of his 
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body until, using the sensations from these other body parts, he “perceived” the right leg. 

He could then localize the movement to just the right leg. In short, he could accomplish 

these movements only when he treated his body as if it wasn’t his body at all but an object. 

Schneider also had trouble performing what I call “make-believe” concrete movements in 

which he acted “as if” he was doing a particular task—pretending to comb his hair, perform 

a military salute, or use a hammer. He accomplished these tasks by using his entire body 

in just the way he might use it when actually performing the task—never (as most people 

do) reducing the action to the “strictly indispensable traits” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 107). 

When Schneider pretended to comb his hair, the right hand that holds the comb moved to 

his head, but he would also use his left hand to pretend to hold a mirror. The right hand 

that hammers would always be accompanied by a left hand holding a nail. Schneider could 

only succeed in carrying out these pretend concrete movements if he “place[d] himself into 

the spirit of the actual situation to which they correspond. When the normal subject 

executes the military salute on command, he sees nothing there but an experimental 

situation, he thus reduces the movement to its most significant elements and does not fully 

place himself in the situation” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 107).  

 These “work arounds” reveal Schneider’s practical interpretation of missing or 

damaged background conditions. Although the breakdown he experiences regarding 

abstract movements is total (forcing Schneider to adopt an entirely different form of 

movement and relation to his body), it does reveal that there is a lacuna conditioning this 

particular form of movement (abstract movement) that does not exist for concrete 

movements and that the breakdown is localized around the kind of goal he has. Schneider 

can scratch his nose, but not touch it. However, if he is able to look in a mirror and can re-
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organize the goal of touching his nose in terms of touching another object, he will succeed. 

Schneider’s “work around” for make believe concrete actions is similarly revealing. 

Instead of detaching himself from the real, concrete situation to perform a pretend action, 

he tries to make the imaginary situation as real as possible. To successfully execute a make-

believe concrete actions, he must place himself entirely within the whole affective situation 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 107). He has to make it feel real.  

 These “practical interpretations” render through negative space the outline of 

missing or damaged background conditions. It is as if Schneider is navigating invisible 

obstacles in his path, and we can make out the placement and basic dimensions of these 

obstacles by paying attention to how he moves in response to them. This is a first step in 

phenomenological analysis, pointing the phenomenologist in the right direction and 

offering the rough contour of the missing or damaged enabling background conditions.  

 When Merleau-Ponty observes Schneider’s replacement behaviors, he hones the 

articulation of the damaged background conditions, making them precise through 

language. He notes that while Schneider’s “body is available as a means of insertion into 

his familiar surroundings” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 106)—that is, he has a sense for his 

body and can use it easily when in a practical situation—he begins losing his sense of and 

ability to use his body in less concrete situations. He notes that as Schneider can rely less 

and less on the actual situation in which he finds himself to guide his action, he has less 

and less a sense for his body and how to act. In the case of abstract movement, the situation 

provides no direct stimulation to act; the agent alone dictates the goal—“I shall point to my 

nose for no other reason than that I have set that goal,” and Schneider is unable to complete 

the movement without resorting to an objectification of his own body. Merleau-Ponty does 
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not draw out in detail the important distinctions between these situations, and one might 

object that combing one’s hair too is a kind of goal that one sets and accomplishes for no 

other reason than that one has set it. To understand how different these two kinds of 

activities are, consider how hair-combing is an activity and goal that has many practical 

connections with other goals, activities, and pieces of equipment. I might comb my hair to 

look professional, it is a habit that I may have acquired over time or might be part of a daily 

routine, and it is done in conjunction with other human equipment and paraphernalia (like 

a mirror). There are a lot of practical connections that anchor hair-combing to the rest of 

my life and my understanding of the world. Pointing to my nose, on the other hand, floats 

free of any real situation. There is no reason for it beyond my whim, nor does it have any 

secure place in my general way of making sense of things—for example I might have lots 

of meaningful associations with combed hair (being professional, uptight, etc.) but few or 

none with nose-pointers. So, in fact, the general sense of situation that accompanies 

concrete versus abstract movement is quite different. 

 Merleau-Ponty identifies this breakdown as one occurring in Schneider’s capacity 

to handle different kinds of situation or as Merleau-Ponty calls it, background milieu 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2013, pp. 81, 113).57 Practical tasks are elicited by and made sense of by 

a vast network if interconnected goals, tasks, and demands—the “concrete” milieu of the 

real world to which one has familiar or habitual responses. Bodily perception as charged 

by this concrete milieu is “enclosed” in the actual; we respond immediately to the demands 

of the situation and environment. Merleau-Ponty writes that when we perform practical 

                                                
57 Although Merleau-Ponty uses the French word “milieu” to describe this background, he often 
parenthesizes it as “Umwelt” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, pp. 89, 341), directly linking this concept to 
Heidegger. 
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tasks, we often experience the body as the “envelope of habitual action” (Merleau-Ponty, 

2013, p. 106). By this he means that there is an immediacy between the call of the situation 

and our response and consequently a thinness to our bodily experience. 58  Abstract 

movement on the contrary:  

…hollows out a zone of reflection and of subjectivity, it superimposes a virtual or 
human space over physical space…[concrete movement] adheres to a given 
background, [abstract movement] sets up its own background. The normal function 
that makes abstract movement possible is a function of ‘projection’ by which the 
subject of movement organizes before himself a free space in which things that do 
not exist naturally can take on a semblance of existence (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 
114).  
 

Abstract movement requires an “objective” milieu that gives the environment as one that 

is “open to verbal and fictional situations that [one] can choose for [oneself] or that a 

researcher might suggest” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 111). Consider the distinction between 

swatting away a fly and pointing to one. In the first case, it’s the environment (specifically 

the fly) that “supplies” a goal for bodily movement. I am merely responding immediately 

(perhaps even somewhat automatically) to something given—an annoyance in my 

environment. In the case of pointing, I supply the goal and the situation becomes charged 

and made sense of almost entirely in terms of that goal. It is not that the fly calls to me 

automatically as a thing to be pointed to, my goal makes it so. For this to be possible, there 

must be an objective milieu that allows one to step back and consider the environment more 

                                                
58 For example, when I have an itch on my nose, I will scratch it without any real thought about the 
hand that is doing the scratching. There is a “thinness” to my experience of the hand that does the 
scratching, because it disappears into the task. I am aware primarily of the discomfort of the itch 
and the desire to ease that discomfort. If, however, you ask me to touch my nose with my left hand, 
my body becomes present to me in a “thicker” way. I am left-handed, and whenever I am asked to 
discriminate between left and right, I feel my way to the answer by feeling the readiness of my left 
hand to write—that’s the left hand and the non-writing hand is the right. I would lean on that extra 
step to perform this abstract movement. What I am doing is setting up an imaginary concrete task 
to feel out my body, which means my body cannot disappear into the task in the same way it does 
in the first case. 
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abstractly, as supplying stimuli that may elicit a variety of possible responses (Merleau-

Ponty, 2013, p. 111). Instead of the environment shaping my projects and eliciting 

responses, my “projects polarize the world, causing a thousand signs to appear there, as if 

by magic, that guide action, as signs in a museum guide the visitor” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, 

p. 115). The objective milieu is, in effect, a “blank check”—the stimulus appears to me, 

but my own projects do the organizing, “constructing upon the geographical surroundings 

a milieu of behavior and a system of significations that express, on the outside, the internal 

activity of the subject” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 115). According to Merleau-Ponty, this 

ability to stand back from the given environment and supply one’s own goals is what makes 

abstract movement possible, and Schneider’s breakdown experiences as they relate to 

abstract and make-believe movements, reveal this general and pervasive condition of 

typical comportment. 

 

Standpoints and Breakdowns 
 
 Equipmental breakdown, as Heidegger describes it, is a phenomenologically 

revelatory experience open to all individuals. However, as Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of 

Schneider’s behavior shows, there are certain sorts of breakdowns that only some 

individuals or groups experience. Merleau-Ponty draws on a breakdown that might be 

experienced by a fairly select group of people—those who have suffered a specific kind of 

brain injury. These experiences nevertheless reveal a shared condition underlying average 

perceptual and motor experiences. It is plausible that other breakdowns that might be 

distinctive of the experiences of a particular group, might be similarly revelatory. 

Contingent personal histories are often systematically different depending on one’s social 
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location (e.g. being a man or a woman, being gay or straight, being Black or white, etc.). 

Some social locations (or social groups) might be more likely to experience certain kinds 

of breakdowns as a result of these histories, and these breakdowns might become the basis 

for phenomenological insight. 

 In fact, we have already come across one of these socially situated breakdowns: 

Fanon’s experience of corporeal malediction. Like Schneider’s breakdown experience, 

corporeal malediction is not an experience that is generally shared. Rather, it is distinctive 

to individuals belonging to socially marginalized groups. It occurred to Fanon, specifically, 

because he was a Black man living in a colonial anti-Black context. But, like Schneider’s 

breakdown, corporeal malediction revealed shared conditions of experience—opening the 

way for a more nuanced theoretical assessment of the body schema and showing how social 

identity affects one’s perceptions, comportment, and goals (Alcoff, 2006) not just for 

members of racially oppressed groups, but for everyone.59  

                                                
59  There is an obvious asymmetry between Schneider and Fanon. In Schneider’s case, the 
experience of perceptual and motor breakdown is reported by Schneider and also (in the case of his 
motor responses) observed by his psychiatrists. However, it is Merleau-Ponty who puts Schneider’s 
experiences to phenomenological use to thematize the objective body schema. Fanon draws on his 
own experience and it’s not clear that anyone who did not share his social position could recognize 
the features of experience he describes or come to similar phenomenological conclusions. More 
troublingly, regardless of whether or not someone from a different social position could 
independently uncover the features Fanon identifies, one may wonder whether such a person might 
even be able to appreciate his insights as phenomenologically relevant at all. This is a problem that 
parallels the “demographic inaccessibility” worry in standpoint epistemology. The worry is that 
rationally warranted insights issuing from an epistemically privileged social group may not be 
warranted by individuals in other social groups. This would mean it’s not rational for those outside 
of the privileged community to accept the knowledge claims of those in the privileged group (Kukla 
& Ruetsche, 2002). I’ll address this concern in detail in chapter five. For now, the only symmetry 
between Schneider and Fanon I want to emphasize is the general use of breakdown experiences. I 
take Schneider’s case to be a “classical” use of breakdown that echoes Heidegger’s equipmental 
breakdown. Fanon’s use of breakdown is part of a different standpoint methodology that I’ll explain 
in detail in the next chapter. 
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 In both the case of Schneider and that of Fanon, a breakdown that is tagged to some 

fairly particular attributes is used to reveal conditions enabling experiences that are 

generally shared. While both cases illustrate how one’s contingent personal history can 

shape the phenomenological insights one has, Fanon’s experience shows something 

more—it shows that one’s social location can shape one’s access to phenomenological 

insights. This is the thesis of situated phenomenology. In chapter one, I presented Fanon’s 

articulation of the historico-racial schema as a methodological puzzle for 

phenomenologists. How is it that highly distinctive, socially situated experiences can 

uncover generally shared conditions of experience? In this chapter, I have drawn out one 

method used (often implicitly) in classical phenomenology that might start to explain why 

this is possible. So far, I have stayed within the realm of phenomenological orthodoxy. 

However, the way I have drawn out the methodological use of breakdown experiences will 

serve as a bridge for a standpoint approach to phenomenology. Breakdown is the 

foundation for an argument supporting situated phenomenology—the phenomenological 

analogue to standpoint epistemology’s thesis of situated knowledge. I will return to the 

methodological use of breakdown experiences at the end of the next chapter to more 

securely place it within a standpoint phenomenological framework. However, I must first 

turn to two theses of standpoint epistemology–situated knowledge and inverted 

epistemological privilege–to show how their development in feminist epistemology might 

inform two analogous theses in standpoint phenomenology: the theses of situated 

phenomenology and inverted phenomenological privilege.  
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Breakdown and the Achievement of a Standpoint 
 
 
 A few years ago, I took my husband with me to a law school open house—where 

accepted students spend the day going to mock lectures, meeting faculty, and getting a 

general feel for the school. At lunch, the dean of the law school walked from table to table 

introducing herself to everyone. When she got to our table, she reached across me to shake 

my husband’s hand and congratulate him on his acceptance. She did this even though I was 

the one wearing a name tag and holding the bright blue folder of information that was given 

to accepted students. My husband uncomfortably told her that I, not he, was the potential 

student. The situation became even more awkward when he made a self-deprecating joke 

about “helping me with my homework,” and she took it to be sincere. “Oh, you are a lawyer 

already,” she said, “That’s helpful.” My husband is a chef.  

 I don’t know that my gender had anything to do with how she perceived us,60 but 

some difference was salient enough to override other clues about who was the potential 

law-school student and who the spouse. Not only did this interaction annoy and embarrass 

me, it signaled to me that a career in law might not be right for me. Future clients and 

bosses might have a hard time taking me to be a competent member of the profession. It 

might mean the difference between having the trust of a client or being micromanaged by 

                                                
60 One never knows for sure how one’s identity affects one’s life. Ross Gay tells the following story 
about a friend: 

A friend of mine here at Indiana University, the late black writer and creative-writing 
professor Don Belton, came to my house one day looking especially weary. Don told me 
he had been at the bookstore, where a young white woman had asked if he needed any 
help, and he’d snapped, “Do I look like I need help?” I’m sure this behavior didn’t make 
sense to the poor woman trying to assist him. Don thought he was being perceived as a 
criminal. “Can I help you?” twisted in his ear into “Are you stealing something?” I tried to 
tell him that I’d seen the clerks at that store ask everyone who walked in the same question. 
Don held his head in his hands. “I’m just so tired,” he said. (Gay, 2013) 
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one; it could be the deciding factor in a hiring decision or translate into being paid less than 

other equally competent and qualified colleagues. It might also affect how a judge weighs 

my objections and petitions. Anyone who has felt their social identity as an obstacle to 

certain goals or projects knows, perhaps only implicitly and inchoately, that identity has a 

material effect on what people expect of you and what they think you can accomplish. The 

effect produced by this specific interaction was embarrassment and discomfort. I suddenly 

felt that I didn’t belong. I also saw how my identity might impact my future professional 

experience and job potential. I did not go to law school. 

 Experiences like this exemplify a key presumption underlying standpoint theory: 

one’s social identity has a profound material effect on one’s life, which in turn affects what 

one knows and understands. The lives of those occupying different social groups are often 

structurally different, and systematically so (Hartsock, 2003; Smith, 1974; Wood, 2005; 

Wylie, 2004). A few years ago, a stunning economic report showed that the income gap 

between Black and white Americans seemed to be driven entirely by the vast difference in 

wages and employment of white and Black men (not women), and, given that factors such 

as parental marital status, education, and family wealth were controlled for, this gap is most 

likely attributable to their racial and gender identity. Young Black men are less likely to 

finish high school and go to college, and they have significantly lower incomes than young 

white men raised in families at similar income levels. Black men raised at the top of the 

income scale are far more likely to end up in poverty than their white counterparts (Chetty, 

Hendren, Jones, & Porter, 2018). As Raj Chetty, one of the authors of the study, said, “it's 

something unique to what's happening to Black men in America that I think is really a 

concern for generations going forward in terms of perpetuating inequality by race” (Chetty, 
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2018). That’s a pretty striking material difference. It’s also important to note that, while 

this report was met with some surprise by the general public, it echoes what Black 

Americans themselves have reported for years.61 Their racial and gender identity has had 

a material and systematic effect on their lives, and they understood it long before it was 

confirmed empirically. 

 It sometimes takes a lot of work to uncover the way one’s social grouping 

systematically affects one’s life as an individual. My husband at first didn’t think I could 

chalk up the law-school faux pas to gender: “It was just a mistake,” “It’s because you are 

petite, and I’m not,” or “I’m sure it’s only because you are quiet and I’m loud.” The impulse 

to forgive and excuse these mistakes is persistent not just for bystanders but for the people 

that are the subject of the “mistake.” As Sandra Bartky points out, one aspect of oppression 

is psychological oppression. Members of marginalized groups receive the message that 

they are inferior and may begin to believe that message—their marginalization is not, after 

all, the result of oppressive structures, but the natural result of some internal flaw in them 

(Bartky, 1979). When you are treated as inferior in a way that lines up with these messages, 

it may not strike one as wrong but as right. One has internalized oppressive attitudes, and 

it takes work to uncover the grooves and channels these attitudes have traced in one’s own 

psyche. A breakdown has occurred, but it may take some effort and critical distance to 

recognize it as a breakdown at all. If this recognition occurs, it is itself a kind of 

achievement, for it requires some understanding of the role power and privilege play in 

knowledge production—specifically, the way they can produce and reproduce distortions 

                                                
61 See, for example, (M. Anderson, 2019; Discrimination in America: Experiences and Views of 
African Americans, 2017)—especially the differences between the perceptions of racial 
discrimination in employment and education as reported by men versus women.  
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in knowledge. For example, I know both that it is incorrect that being loud, large, and male 

makes one more suited to doing the work of being a lawyer, and I also know that fitting 

that stereotype might give one an arbitrary and unfair advantage as it is a persistent and 

pervasive bias. In other words, I know the way the dominant perspective “sees” and how 

that sight is distorted. This is a second component of standpoint theory: differences in what 

one knows that result from a marginalized social position can lead to the development of a 

standpoint on knowledge production—an achievement that results from reflection on 

oppression and an understanding of the power relations at play. A standpoint develops from 

one’s situated knowledge to uncover distortions in the way we think about knowledge 

production (Hartsock, 1983, p. 231ff.; Wylie, 2004; 2012, p. 57).  

 In this chapter, I’ll examine how insights from standpoint epistemology may be 

used to develop a standpoint phenomenology. There are two key theses in standpoint 

epistemology that I will draw on in the development of standpoint phenomenology: the 

thesis of situated knowledge and the inverted epistemological privilege thesis. In the first 

section, I examine the thesis of situated knowledge in both standpoint epistemology and 

standpoint phenomenology. According to the situated knowledge thesis, what we know 

and understand is shaped (and often limited) by our social location (Wylie, 2004, p. 343). 

Similarly, I will argue, social location shapes one’s phenomenological insights to the extent 

that it shapes the phenomenologically relevant breakdowns to which one is exposed. 

Individuals at some social locations will experience certain breakdowns more frequently 

and some that are unique to their social position. The inverted epistemological privilege 

thesis further asserts that in some contexts, epistemic advantage is inversely related to one’s 

social location and this context-specific epistemic advantage (an advantage in acquiring 
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knowledge about specific things or in certain areas) can translate into an epistemological 

advantage (an advantage when it comes to theorizing about knowledge and its production) 

(Harding, 1991; Narayan, 1988; Wylie, 2004, p. 346)62. In the second section, I explore 

three ways feminist epistemologists have connected social marginalization to context-

specific epistemic advantages: increased access to evidence, specially honed inferential 

acuity, and critical distance from dominant background presumptions. I show how these 

epistemic advantages can develop into inverted epistemological privilege. I then argue that 

there is an analogue for each of the epistemic advantages in phenomenology supporting a 

similar inverted phenomenological privilege thesis.  

 Standpoint epistemologists assert that reflection on systematic differences in how 

one’s own situated knowledge is shaped by and differs from the dominant group’s 

knowledge results in a special standpoint on knowledge. Similarly, I argue, 

phenomenological standpoints can emerge from marginalized or oppressed social 

positions, and they will have an advantage when it comes to criticizing and reforming the 

background presumptions and starting point of classical phenomenology. I close the 

chapter by examining how these standpoints on phenomenology might contribute to a more 

complete or privileged view of the conditions of experience. The upshot of standpoint 

phenomenology is not just that the breakdowns that result from oppression are revelatory 

phenomenologically, but that they offer a necessary critique of dominant 

phenomenological analysis. Standpoint phenomenology, in short, is a theory about how 

                                                
62 This is often put in terms of epistemic advantage that accrues to a social location (what I call 
simply epistemic advantage) and an epistemic advantage that accrues to one’s standpoint (what I 
call epistemological advantage) (Wylie, 2004, p. 346). 
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phenomenology ought to be done to avoid a distorted or incomplete mapping of the 

conditions of experience. 

 

Personal History, Situated Knowledge, and Standpoint  
 
 
From Personal History to Situated Knowledge 

 One’s personal history makes a difference to what one knows. I spent four years 

studying music in college. I know the theme of the first movement of the Dvorak cello 

concerto cold, and I know that it has a prominent French horn solo. If I hadn’t had that 

drilled into me by a year of music history, I wouldn’t know either of those things. My 

husband has worked in kitchens since he was fourteen. He knows the difference between a 

mince, a brunoise, and a dice—I definitely don’t. Over the course of our lives, we’ve been 

exposed to different things and have acquired access to different facts. Some 

epistemologists more controversially claim that personal history can make a difference to 

what we know, not just because we are exposed to different facts, but because our personal 

history shapes the very epistemic faculties with which we are working. John McDowell, 

for example, draws on Aristotle’s conception of second nature and argues that, like virtues 

of character, epistemic virtues are not natural but arise as the result of practice and habit 

(Aristotle, 1999, II.1; McDowell, 1996, p. 84). Personal history affects not just the 

experiences one has but our very perceptual sensitivities—the way we’ve been socialized 

influences our “initiation into conceptual capacities” and thus our ability to recognize and 

properly conceptualize certain forms of evidence as evidence for knowledge claims 

(McDowell, 1979, pp. 331-332): “Our nature is largely second nature, and our second 

nature is the way it is not just because of the potentialities we were born with, but also 
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because of our upbringing” (McDowell, 1996, p. 87).63 There is a history to knowing. That 

history may simply concern the evidence to which we have been exposed. Or, more 

controversially, our contingent personal history may have shaped the very functioning of 

our epistemic faculties. Either way, different histories provide knowers differential access 

to evidence and differential claims to knowledge. 

 If you add to this view (that personal history shapes knowledge) the thesis that 

social location may shape one’s history in epistemically relevant ways, then you have a 

thesis of situated knowledge (Haraway, 1988; Intemann, 2010; Wylie, 2004). For example, 

on the uncontroversial personal history view (contingent personal history influences only 

the evidence to which one is exposed), people of different economic statuses might be 

exposed to different facts regarding the price of things. George H.W. Bush famously did 

not know the price of a gallon of milk, but I bet he knew more about the price of crude oil 

                                                
63 Ernest Sosa likewise argues that because we are social animals, our “linguistic and conceptual 
repertoire” is heavily influenced by the society in which we live. A society tends to adopt concepts 
useful to it. It is highly useful to communities to have standards that guide information-sharing—
standards that dictate when someone can be considered a “dependable source of information over 
a certain field in certain circumstances” (Sosa, 1991, p. 275). So, concepts surrounding epistemic 
justification will be society specific. “A concept of epistemic justification that measures the 
pertinent virtues or faculties of the subject relative to the normal for the community will be useful 
to the community. The community will hence tend to adopt such a concept” (Sosa, 1991, p. 276)—
meaning whether or not one is justified in one’s beliefs can be tagged to the society in which one 
has been raised. Linda Zagzebski similarly argues that beyond the perceptual sensitivities, there are 
intellectual virtues that we acquire through socialization and practice: “the ability to recognize the 
salient facts; sensitivity to detail,” “insight into persons, problems, theories,” “fairness in evaluating 
the arguments of others,” “ability to recognize reliable authority,” and “the detective’s virtues: 
thinking of coherent explanations of the facts” (Zagzebski, 1996, p. 114). These are all affected by 
social development and come down to one’s contingent personal history. They are excellences 
acquired through the imitation of those with the intellectual virtue and require practice “which 
develop[s] certain habits of feeling and acting” (Zagzebski, 1996, p. 150). Like Aristotle’s moral 
virtues, there is a degree of luck in whether or not we are in the right social position to acquire these 
epistemic virtues (i.e. are exposed to those with epistemic virtues, live in a community that prizes 
these virtues generally, etc.) (Zagzebski, 1996, pp. 70-72).  
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than I ever will. 64 The more controversial virtue-epistemic view becomes a theory of 

situated knowledge if you think that one’s social history might shape one’s very epistemic 

faculties. If, as Rebecca Kukla and Laura Ruetsche point out, the ability to perceive facts 

is an inculcated capacity of one’s second nature, there is no “prima facie reason to think 

that we share it in all of its specific details” (Kukla & Ruetsche, 2002, p. 401). Different 

epistemic histories may produce different second nature rationalities and sensitivities to 

objective features of the world. Social identity (gender, race, sexual orientation, etc.) may 

include “dimensions interestingly relevant to the constitution of second nature 

rationalities” (Kukla & Ruetsche, 2002, p. 395)—meaning social location has a profound 

effect on what one knows.65 

                                                
64  Some feminist standpoint theorists, like Kristen Intemann, would object to this way of 
characterizing the situated knowledge thesis. She writes that if this were right, “belonging to an 
oppressed group is not unique in this way. If the claim is merely that people who have different 
experiences will know about different things, members of privileged groups will also have 
experiences that result in knowledge that members of oppressed groups will not have” (Intemann, 
2010, p. 784). She is right that this would be the conclusion, but I think it is true that social location 
shapes what we know and it confers privilege in more than one direction. The wealthy really do 
have a better sense of some things. For this reason, unlike Intemann, I do not run together the thesis 
of situated knowledge and the inversion thesis. While it may be true that social location shapes and 
limits what one knows, conferring advantage and disadvantage differently across the social 
spectrum, the socially disadvantaged, I will argue, do have one clear epistemic advantage: they can 
develop a standpoint on knowledge production and the biases and distortions inherent in knowing 
from the dominant perspective. 
65 The thesis of situated knowledge is sometimes misinterpreted as an essentialist claim. See, for 
example, (Bar On, 1993, p. 92 ff.; Hekman, 1997, p. 349 ff.) However, situated knowledge need 
not imply any essentialist understanding of gender or an erasure of the differences between the 
experiences of women. Social location shapes what one knows only insofar as it shapes the kinds 
of experiences one has. In oppressive systems, social identity has a marked impact on one’s life 
affecting employment, education, living conditions, health, and safety. These material differences 
result in different experiences. These differences aren’t essential but contingent, and they are often 
not uniform. In those societies and cultures where race, gender, sexual orientation, etc. 
systematically shape the power and privilege accorded to one, those aspects of one’s identity may 
likewise affect what one knows and, “contingently, with respect to particular epistemic projects” 
may confer some epistemic advantage (Wylie, 2004, p. 346). Which isn’t to say that all women 
have the same or similar experiences; their experiences may overlap a little or a lot and the domains 
in which individuals have an epistemic advantage may overlap a little or a lot.   
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 One need not adopt a virtue epistemic position to support the thesis of situated 

knowledge. There is a large body of literature on the way location shapes and limits 

knowledge (E. Anderson, 2015; Code, 1991; Collins, 1997; Harding, 1991; Rolin, 2006; 

Wood, 2005). In its broadest articulation, situated knowledge is simply the claim that in a 

situation where one’s social identity systematically impacts the material conditions of one’s 

life, it will also affect the experiences one has, the evidence one is exposed to, and the 

concepts to which one has access to make sense of their experience (Wylie, 2004, p. 343). 

For better or worse, social location shapes what one knows.  

 

From Personal History to Situated Phenomenology 

 The thesis of situated knowledge translates nicely into a phenomenological setting. 

As we saw in the last chapter, the experience of breakdown can be phenomenologically 

revelatory. The breakdowns to which one is exposed are a matter of one’s contingent 

personal history. Merleau-Ponty drew extensively on Schneider’s perceptual and motor 

breakdowns to uncover the body schema. These breakdowns were the result of his specific 

combat history and injury. Fanon’s experience of French-colonial racism resulted in the 

breakdown of corporeal malediction, which allowed him to critique Merleau-Ponty’s body-

schema and revise it to include the historico-racial schema. This kind of breakdown 

(between one’s intentions and those dictated by a historico-racial schema) is one that is 

quite rare for someone not subject to racial oppression. So, his social location influenced 

the kind of phenomenologically revelatory breakdowns to which he was exposed. In her 

book Queer Phenomenology, Sara Ahmed presents a phenomenologically revelatory 

breakdown that occurs more frequently to her due to her identity as a lesbian. She writes 
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that while on a resort vacation with her female partner, she noticed a male-female pattern 

always emerged in the dining room at mealtimes. 

I face what seems like a shocking image. In front of me, on the tables, couples are 
seated. Table after table, couple after couple, taking the same form: one man sitting 
by one woman…. Of course, I “know” this image—it is a familiar one, after all. 
But I am shocked by the sheer force of the regularity of what is familiar: how each 
table presents the same form of sociality as the form of the heterosexual couple. 
How is it possible, with all that is possible, that the same form is repeated again and 
again? (Ahmed, 2006b, p. 82) 

 

Ahmed is quick to notice this heterosexual norm because she and her partner do not fit the 

norm—there is a distance between the composition of their romantic partnership and what 

she rightly sees as the expected norm of heterosexual romantic partnership. Her discomfort 

in confronting this reality is a breakdown that occurs when there is a gap between the 

dominant social norms and one’s own comportment. Phenomenologically, it reveals an 

important condition underlying social experience: “distantiality” or our awareness of both 

social norms and how we stand in relation to these norms—how we are failing, meeting, 

or exceeding those standards (Heidegger, 2008, p. 165 ff.). This is a kind of breakdown 

that we have all experienced. However, because it is more common to those in social 

positions that are in opposition to dominant norms, it will be experienced more frequently 

and with greater variety by these individuals.66  

  
  

                                                
66 The point here is simply that social position can make a difference to one’s phenomenological 
insights, because it impacts the kinds and frequency of the phenomenologically relevant 
breakdowns to which one is exposed. However, I think it’s plausible that an increase in the 
frequency of certain breakdowns increases one’s ability to capture the nuance and fine detail of the 
underlying conditions in breakdown. 
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Inversion Thesis 
 
 This brings us to the second core commitment of standpoint theory: the thesis of 

inverted epistemological privilege. This thesis relies on distinguishing between epistemic 

advantage (an advantage when it comes to specific instances of knowing) and 

epistemological advantage (an advantage when it comes to the project of theorizing about 

how knowledge itself is achieved or produced). Those who are subject to structures of 

domination, which systematically marginalize and oppress them, may be epistemically 

privileged in some contexts—that is, they have better or more complete access to some 

facts about the world (Harding, 1991; Hartsock, 1983; Wylie, 2004). Feminist standpoint 

theorists have noted several ways that oppression can provide some unique epistemic 

opportunities. I’ll present three of the most striking advantages: access to evidence, 

specially honed inferential acuity, and critical distance from dominant background 

presumptions. These illustrate how marginalization can provide unique access to 

knowledge. As we will see, in each case the tie between marginalization and advantage is 

not accidental but causal—it is the lowered social position that provides the advantage. 

Each of these epistemic advantages extends the situated knowledge thesis by arguing that 

not only does social location shape what one knows, marginalized social positions 

sometimes offer unique or privileged access to certain facts. However, this doesn’t yet 

amount to a thesis of any “on the whole” inverted privilege; marginalized agents are not 

always epistemically privileged nor do they have a tout court epistemic edge over those 

that are not marginalized. It is also true that social privilege sometimes translates into 
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epistemic privilege.67 However, unlike the epistemic advantages that come with social 

privilege, the epistemic advantages of the marginalized can translate into epistemological 

privilege—that is, when it comes to theorizing about the production of knowledge, social 

marginalization puts one in a privileged position to do epistemology. There is no analogous 

advantage for the socially privileged. I draw on Patricia Hill Collins’s work on privileged 

standpoints in sociology to show how and why this is the case. I then argue that each of the 

three epistemic privileges I discuss has some analogue in phenomenology and can similarly 

result in a standpoint that provides a privileged “meta” position from which to assess the 

phenomenological project itself. 

 

Access to Evidence 

 The first form of epistemic privilege tied to social marginalization involves access 

to evidence. 68 As we have seen, social location shapes what one knows, and there are some 

                                                
67 The director James Cameron was the first solo explorer to return to the bottom of the Mariana 
Trench since 1960, collecting a vast trove of data and samples. Why was he given this honor? 
Because he had $10 million dollars to privately develop and built the submarine that could do it. 
This seems to have provided him with an epistemic advantage when it comes to deep sea 
exploration (Jeffries, 2013; Than, 2012). Similarly, as Jeffrey Epstein’s involvement in child sex-
trafficking comes to light, so too does his astonishing level of access to academics and intellectuals 
at the highest levels (Raymond & Stieb, 2019; Stieb, 2019). Command performances from people 
like Stephen Hawking and Steven Pinker seem to classify as epistemic advantages.  
68 This aspect of feminist standpoint theory is traceable to Hegel’s master/slave dialectic. According 
to Hegel, the slave comes to accept the master’s point of view as the objective one, taking on the 
projects and values of the master as their own. “The slave works on things for the master, and 
thereby affirms for him that what counts in the world is what satisfies the master's desires” (Pinkard, 
1994, p. 60). But the dominance of the master’s point of view is merely a social fact; as Terry 
Pinkard puts it, the master’s point of view has “no metaphysical or epistemic priority over the 
slave's point of view,” rather it is merely the result of the “slave's coming to accept that point of 
view as his own” (Pinkard, 1994, p. 60). Through their labor, the slave begins to recognize this. 
The slave does the master’s work, creating and maintaining artifacts in line with the master’s values 
and projects. The slave has internalized the master’s subjective point of view as the objective point 
of view, and so recognizes the value of the artifacts upon which they work. However, they also 
recognize that it is only their own labor that gives the objects value; “without his working on them, 
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contexts in which access to evidence increases inversely in proportion to one’s social 

position—less social power can give one greater access to evidence and vice versa. The 

most obvious examples concern knowledge regarding oppression itself; those who have 

first-hand experience of oppression have greater access to evidence regarding its harms and 

means. The full impact of oppressive harms may be hard to understand or appreciate 

without first-hand experience as the effects are complex and often unfold over time. After 

being the target of racist hate mail, philosopher George Yancy felt a wide range of emotions 

and physiological symptoms: fear, anger, disgust, nausea. He writes of one particularly 

vitriolic hand-written letter: “Every time I’ve touched it, as I must do now for purposes of 

transcribing it word-for-word, I wash my hands afterward” (Yancy, 2018). He worries that 

the words themselves might contaminate him physically—a reaction that seems a surprise 

even to him. Shame, rage at the group to which the perpetrator belongs, self-loathing, and 

even pity for the perpetrator may be part of one’s reaction. Ross Gay describes how the 

physical effects of an encounter with a state trooper resurfaced a day later as he worked in 

his garden. Doubled over with sudden back seizures that left him unable to stand for days, 

he writes: “I wasn’t thinking of it, though it seems my body was: the seemingly 

insignificant run-in I’d had with the police the night before. For a black man any encounter 

with the police is tense, and that tension had found its way into my muscles, if not my 

mind” (Gay, 2013). Someone who hasn’t experienced something similar would have a hard 

                                                
they count for nothing for the master and hence count for nothing per se” (Pinkard, 1994, p. 62). 
The slave now recognizes not only that natural objects of the world “count as things of value only 
to the extent that he, the slave, integrates them into a scheme of satisfying desire,” but that “he is a 
slave by contingency only and that his own activity is also constitutive of something's counting as 
a thing of value—he sheds the complete hold that the master had over his self-consciousness” 
(Pinkard, 1994, p. 62). As Hegel writes, “through work…the bondsman becomes conscious of what 
he truly is” (Hegel, 1977, p. 118). 
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time understanding the full contours of the harm and, as Uma Narayan points out, may thus 

“fail to do justice to the costs of that experience” (Narayan, 1988, p. 36). Similarly, the full 

scale of the oppressive forces that shape daily life may be hidden from those who don’t 

experience them. People who must “negotiate social, legal, and economic institutions from 

a position of marginality may quite literally see a side of society that can be ignored by 

those who are comparatively privileged and that is systematically obscured (or inverted) 

by dominant world-views that legitimate entrenched hierarchies of privilege” (Wylie, 

2004, p. 347).69 

 An inversion thesis of access to evidence sometimes applies more broadly—that is, 

to evidence that does not concern the effects and mechanisms of oppression itself. 

Divisions of labor that often track gender, race, and/or economic status when combined 

with the invisibility that often accompanies a marginal identity provides inverted access to 

evidence generally. Domestic labor—often done by women, with the paid variety done 

often performed by Black or Hispanic women—provides a clear example. You learn a lot 

about people when it’s your job to do their laundry, run their errands, and clean up their 

messes. Patricia Hill Collins has noted that Black women working as domestics were 

“privy to some of the most intimate secrets of white society” (Collins, 1986, p. S14), seeing 

these white families “from perspectives largely obscured from their Black spouses and 

from these groups themselves” (Collins, 1986, p. S26). The invisibility that often 

accompanies social marginalization compounds this evidential access. People occupying 

marginal social positions are regularly ignored; they, after all, are socially powerless and, 

                                                
69 The origin of this idea is in Marx. Marx was explicit that the proletariat knew more about the 
oppressive forces of capitalism in part because, unlike the bourgeoisie, they were exposed to the 
oppressive conditions of their labor. Later feminist standpoint theorists exported this insight to 
cover other forms of oppression. See also (Harding, 1992, p. 442). 



 

91	
	

additionally, are many times deemed epistemically incompetent. This means that the ability 

to gather evidence can increase in direct proportion to one’s social invisibility (i.e. social 

powerlessness). Over the course of her study on domestic labor and Black women, the 

sociologist Judith Rollins did fieldwork by posing as a domestic. Her various employers 

routinely “forgot” she was there. From turning down the thermostat in the middle of winter 

when they left her to work (Rollins, 1985, p. 208) to literally locking her in the house when 

leaving for a doctor’s appointment (“I realized that when leaving the house, they must have 

locked it as they would when leaving it empty” (Rollins, 1985, p. 209)). While frustrating, 

this also means that people will sometimes reveal information or do things they wouldn’t 

think of doing in front of a peer. Rollins experienced this over and over again—from a 

frank conversation between a woman and her sixteen-year-old son (“They talked openly as 

if I weren’t there…I was surprised at how much rather personal information they exposed” 

(Rollins, 1985, p. 207)) to an intimate conversation between a husband and wife (“my sense 

of being invisible was so great that I took out paper and started writing field notes. I wrote 

for about ten minutes, finished my lunch and went back to work. They showed no evidence 

of having seen their domestic doing anything unusual; actually, they showed no evidence 

of having seen their domestic at all” (Rollins, 1985, p. 209)). 

 A similar advantage to evidential access occurs in phenomenology. We have 

already seen how social location may affect the kinds of breakdowns to which one is 

exposed. Those who are socially marginalized are more likely to experience certain forms 

of breakdown—namely those breakdowns that result from oppressive forces themselves. 

These individuals will be in a unique position to thematize those conditions of experience. 

For example, Fanon’s experience of French colonial racism directly resulted in the 
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breakdown of corporeal malediction. His own projects and goals were in tension with those 

determined to “fit” a Black male body. This was the source of his insight into the historico-

racial schema—a schema constricting the pre-personal body schema. This is an insight 

about a condition of experience that plays a key role in maintaining an oppressive social 

hierarchy. While it may be that the historico-racial schema restricts the activities of people 

generally, part of its function is to retrench and reproduce the standing oppressive hierarchy 

at the level of bodily comportment by severely limiting the activities of certain bodies and 

not others. Fanon, in other words, as someone occupying a marginalized social identity, 

had an advantage when it came to evidential access. He was more likely than his white 

peers to experience the breakdown of corporeal malediction, because it is a condition of 

experience that has a special role in reproducing oppression. 

 

Seeing with Emotion and Special Inferential Acuity 

 Experiencing oppression can also give one an emotional sensitivity that trains one’s 

perception of oppression, and it can often provide special epistemic insight into its broad 

patterns and effects.70 As Nancy Sherman has pointed out, the import of the emotions for 

perceptual acuity goes back to Aristotle. On his account, an important part of virtuous 

action is knowing “how to construe the case, how to describe and classify what is before 

one” (Sherman, 1989, p. 29). In large part, it is our emotions that make us sensitive to what 

is salient ethically: “what for a human being counts as suffering or cruelty, what is unfair” 

(Sherman, 1989, p. 38). Our emotions give our seeing depth, and can allow key facts to 

                                                
70 As we will see later, this can directly lead to an epistemological advantage as some of the patterns 
and effects of oppression have to do with knowledge production and knowledge attribution. 
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stand out from the background in a way that is forceful and resonant (Sherman, 1989, p. 

47). There can be, for example, no purely cognitive accounting of an act of cruelty; if your 

perception does not include feeling compassion for the victim, anger at the perpetrator, and 

outrage at the act, then you are not seeing it properly: you aren’t really seeing the cruelty 

of the act. In these cases, one might recognize a situation that can be classified as cruel 

because of its resemblance to cases that are uncontroversially considered cruel. However, 

if you only know to count something as cruel because of its strong family resemblance, 

you don’t really have the vision for cruelty, nor will you be able to make it out in its more 

“occult convolutions.” This requires experience; it requires, as Sherman puts is, “having 

lived and suffered” (Sherman, 1989, p. 49). Having worked in restaurants for years, I have 

experienced many humiliations by patrons. I know fully the harm done in ways that others 

might not. For example, a large part of the humiliation is the feeling of powerlessness. 

Most restaurant workers can be fired for any (or no) reason with no recourse and many live 

paycheck to paycheck. This insecurity magnifies the harm. Below what an outsider sees 

when a patron humiliates a server is the additional shame at having to take the insult 

without retaliation. My experience from the inside allows me to see the full consequences 

of the act, and knowing its inner machinery of humiliation, I can see its many permutations; 

having felt it, I can see it elsewhere. To paraphrase Aristotle, I see correctly because 

experience has given me the eye (Aristotle, 1999 1139b10; Sherman, 1989, p. 48).71 

                                                
71 Sherman notes that, according to Aristotle, ethical maturity might require living though certain 
experiences or witnessing them “up close” in others. One might, for example, fail to help someone 
in distress, not because they don’t see that they are in distress, but because they don’t understand it 
or its consequences. “It is not merely that the novice cannot reliably discriminate the objects of due 
sympathy, etc., but that even if he could, his response would most likely lack a depth and insight 
which comes only from having lived and suffered” (Sherman, 1989, p. 48-49). 
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 Experiencing oppression provides an eye. Having felt the sting of a particular 

oppressive harm can make one more alert to its occurrence even in its most subtle forms. 

Uma Narayan points out, for example, that while outsiders recognize the most overt forms 

of racism or sexism—using slurs or invoking sexist stereotypes, they often miss subtler 

forms of oppression—not making eye contact with female students or stiffening when a 

Black passenger sits nearby on the bus. An insider, however, who has been the subject of 

similar treatment is sensitized to these covert expressions of prejudice and “will often pick 

up cues ranging from facial expressions to body language that an outsider may simply fail 

to spot…As a consequence, the insider is far more likely than the outsider to know the 

extent to which a form of oppression permeates a society and affects the lives of its victims 

and of the very subtle forms in which it can operate” (Narayan, 1988, p. 39). This is an 

ability not just to see evidence, but to see the broad patterns align into an overarching view 

of society. This isn’t to say that experiencing oppression automatically produces this 

insight, but that it can confer a special sensitivity to facts and to patterns of oppression 

broadly. 

 Similarly, outsiders with no emotional connection to acts of oppression may not be 

able to spontaneously export their knowledge of oppression to new contexts. A man may 

be sensitive to the “hepeat” in a professional setting—an idea introduced by a female 

colleague is ignored only to receive uptake when a male peer repeats (and receives credit) 

for it later (Beck, 2017). However, he may miss the same phenomena when it occurs later 

in a casual setting; he may himself do it to a female friend at a party or over dinner. The 

concept of the hepeat as it occurs in the specific context of a work environment has been 

explained to him; he understands it and its unfairness in an abstract way. However, he did 
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not spontaneously become aware of the phenomenon of the hepeat, nor has he himself felt 

the gut punch of having an idea stolen in this way. Someone who has persistently 

experienced this is much more likely to “see” the same phenomena spontaneously in a new 

setting or when directed at a different group of people. As Narayan puts it, insiders are 

“more likely to make these connections and to carry over what they have learned to new 

contexts because they become more vigilant in their attitudes the more they are exposed to 

the oppression” (Narayan, 1988, p. 40).72 

 Even in traditional phenomenology, emotions play a part in lifting out conditions 

of experience in breakdown. To borrow again from Nancy Sherman’s descriptions of the 

perceptual role of emotions, they “are not blind feelings like itches or throbs, but intentional 

states directed at articulated features of an agent's environment” (Sherman, 1989, p. 45). 

The condition underlying the breakdown of a tool can be thematized phenomenologically 

in part because one feels frustration at it. The frustration highlights the condition.73  

 In standpoint phenomenology, the first-person experience of a breakdown provides 

an important starting-point for theory, because the emotional response evoked directs 

                                                
72 There are also many incentives to not see the extent of this form of oppression if you benefit 
from it. It feels good to think you’ve come up with a genius interpretation of a new movie or novel 
over drinks with friends and bad to realize you are just parroting what a female friend said five 
minutes ago. It would feel very bad to know that you’ve been doing this for years and are not very 
insightful but rather an unwitting participant in a pervasive form of oppression. 
73 Heidegger himself does not emphasize the language of emotion in his primary description of the 
analysis of tool breakdown, but it is such an intuitive part of the story that the translators of Being 
and Time, Macquarrie and Robinson, draw on emotions in their explanatory footnotes for these 
passages: “In this case the missing article too is 'un-ready-to-hand', but in another way—in that it 
is not there to be used. This is annoying, and the articles which are still ready-to-hand before us, 
thrust themselves upon us in such a way that they become ‘obtrusive’ or even ‘obnoxious’” 
(Heidegger, 2008, p. 104). Although Heidegger doesn’t discuss the role emotion plays in revealing 
the conditions of experience in the specific case of breakdown, he later emphasizes the disclosive 
role of mood generally: “mood brings Dasein before the ‘that-it-is’ of its ‘there,’” (Heidegger, 2008, 
p. 175). 
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attention to the relevant conditions of experience. Breakdowns that result from social 

oppression are often not visible to outsiders at all. Only recently have women begun to find 

language for a range of breakdowns that have been prevalent but unnoticed by those who 

do not themselves experience them—mansplaining, manspreading, the hepeat. When 

Caroline Turner runs workshops about women in the workplace, she tells a story about 

something that commonly happens to her: “In a meeting, I offer a thought or idea that I 

think is valuable. There is no response. A few minutes later . . .” When she pauses here, 

several women chime in to finish the story “. . . a man says the same thing and the other 

guys think it’s brilliant.” “They can finish the story,” she writes “because this happens to 

women regularly.” When she first told her boss about this behavior, he didn’t believe her, 

until it happened at the very next company meeting. Her boss “looked a bit wide-eyed, but 

said quickly, ‘Bill, it looks like you agree with what Caroline said.’ Now aware of this 

phenomenon, my boss is able to validate other women whose ideas are ‘stolen’”(Turner, 

2012). Presumably she and her boss had been at the same meetings. Yet she saw something 

he was missing, because she was experiencing the frustration and anger as each instance 

of hepeating that occurred to her and to other women. Fanon’s own experiences of 

corporeal malediction are equally difficult to perceive “from the outside.” They are the 

result of a slow drip of accumulated frictions and disturbances. Because it is precisely the 

dominant point of view that institutes and sanctions these oppressive acts, they do not show 

up as oppressive harms from that same perspective. What makes them visible is the 
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emotional response of those who suffer the harm. This is also what makes them available 

for phenomenological thematization.74 

 

Explanatory Leverage 

 A marginalized social position is by definition some distance from the dominant 

perspective. Sometimes this distance can develop into a critical distance in which one 

identifies and recognizes the differences between the two perspectives—the development 

of what Du Bois calls a “double consciousness” (Du Bois, 1903, p. 3). This critically distant 

perspective might offer a better vantage point for identifying and criticizing the basic 

assumptions and background beliefs in the dominant perspective. Marginalized individuals 

have to understand the dominant social perspective in order to live, work, or in any way 

participate in society. This includes understanding the dominant perspective on them and 

their lives. However, they also have a first-person understanding of their motives, actions, 

and values. This first-person understanding may contrast sharply with the characterization 

given in the dominant discourse, and the gap between the two provides enough distance 

for a critical perspective on the dominant understanding. To modify an example from de 

Beauvoir, a woman might recognize that she is deemed silly and frivolous for putting all 

of her energy into grooming, picking out clothing, and endless dieting—in short, making 

herself attractive. However, in a situation (a common one) in which her success, happiness, 

and security is bound to the fate of whatever husband she is able to attract, she may also 

                                                
74 This doesn’t mean that an individual who experiences oppression will necessarily be able to 
thematize the conditions of experience in breakdown. As I explore in the section on achieving a 
standpoint, often the dominant perspective inhibits and distorts attempts to think about oppressive 
harms, even by those who experience them. However, it is an important first step that is necessary 
(though not sufficient) for developing a phenomenological standpoint.  
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recognize that this is perfectly rational behavior. She’s not silly and frivolous, she’s shrewd 

(Beauvoir, 2010, p. 638 ff.). The same double understanding is not required of those who 

occupy a dominant social position, so there is an asymmetry in which social positions can 

develop this critical perspective. As Lugones and Spelman put this point: “…we have had 

to learn your culture and thus your language and self-conceptions. But there is nothing that 

necessitates that you understand our world; understand, that is, not as an observer 

understands things, but as a participant, as someone who has a stake in them understands 

them” (Lugones & Spelman, 1983, p. 576).75 

 Those in socially oppressed positions have a greater opportunity for identifying 

distortions and flaws in the prevailing worldview, providing them with an epistemic 

advantage. Nancy White worked for decades as a domestic cook. She tells a story about 

her white employer being unable to countenance the possibility of a published cookbook 

having a mistake. When she and the woman she worked for attempted to make bread using 

a recipe out of this cookbook, it never came out right: 

Now, she just kept on making it the same way and every time it would come out 
the same. I figured that if she wanted to do that, it was her kitchen. Now I went 
home and made this dern bread and it come out right. The book was wrong! To 
make that bread with what we had, you just had to do other things and you had to 
know something about bread. Now, this Frenchman might be right in France—
maybe they have different kinds of flour—but it didn’t make any sense to just keep 
on making this bread just like the book said if the bread didn’t come out right. 
(Gwaltney, 1993, pp. 145-146) 
 

                                                
75 Not only is there a lack of friction enabling the critical revision of concepts and background 
assumptions, one who occupies a dominant perspective actually has some reason to avoid 
confronting the way their own dominance benefits them epistemically. Individuals who occupy the 
dominant social position have a vested interest in not recognizing the effects of power that support 
and reinforce their privilege. 
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According to Nancy White, at least part of the reason she could trace the source of the 

failed bread-making to the cookbook itself is because she isn’t white. “You know that a 

book can be wrong, but most white people don’t know that. Those white fools just gave up 

on that light bread and made something else” (Gwaltney, 1993, p. 146).76 There was, as 

she saw it, a pattern in the dominant, white perspective of assigning far too much authority 

to published work. She came to understand this habit of the dominant perspective as she 

had to deal with its consequences (being forced to follow the same flawed recipe over and 

over again) while also having some distance from that perspective—as she did not share it. 

 The epistemic advantage of double consciousness has been especially well 

developed in the discipline of sociology.77 As Patricia Hill Collins notes, white men have 

long been its primary practitioners. As a result, the sociological worldview reflects that of 

their own social group. This shared social background unknowingly insulates the 

community from criticism that might arise from alternative perspectives (Intemann, 2010, 

p. 788) and covers over many core assumptions that “most practitioners do not even 

recognize they hold” (Wylie, 2004, p. 348). Black women sociologists, like Collins, must 

understand and learn to navigate the standard sociological presumptions and background 

beliefs to be taken seriously as practitioners. Though they will also recognize the ways in 

which their own perspective differs (Collins, 1986, p. S26). This allows them to see the 

limitations and flaws in many standard sociological concepts, methods, and presumptions. 

For example, Black women sociologists often have Black mothers and many are 

                                                
76 She also recognized that while a credibility excess granted to the flawed cookbook meant its 
contents wouldn’t be questioned (even when clearly incorrect), she herself would always receive a 
credibility deficit: “Now, I wouldn’t say that to a white man because he think I can’t teach him a 
thing” (Gwaltney, 1993, p. 146). 
77 See (Collins, 2000; Smith, 1974; Wood, 2005) for useful overviews of this. 
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themselves mothers. Yet, if they study Black communities as sociologists, they will almost 

immediately encounter “distorted versions of themselves and their mothers under the 

mantle of the Black matriarchy thesis” (Collins, 1986, p. S28)78 They additionally note that 

while the Black mother is depicted as overbearing, her absence in sociological jargon is 

noted in moralistic terms: “the standard sociological jargon for impaired relations with a 

mother is ‘maternal deprivation’ while the father equivalent is ‘father absence’” (Scott, 

1977). These sociologists also have more insight into the causes of some the phenomena 

they study: “for those Black women who confront racial and sexual discrimination and 

know that their mothers and grandmothers certainly did, explanations of Black women's 

poverty that stress low achievement motivation and the lack of Black female ‘human 

capital’ are less likely to ring true” (Collins, 1986, p. S27). From racist and sexist 

descriptions of Black women’s lives to disputes regarding the adequacy of key sociological 

concepts themselves, the Black woman sociologist is especially well positioned to notice 

these distortions and correct for them. They are also better positioned to propose more 

accurate hypotheses and explanations for the phenomena they encounter.79 

 A similar advantage regarding explanatory leverage exists in phenomenology. A 

phenomenologist starting from a marginalized social location can be particularly well 

positioned to recognize the distortions and lacunas of classical phenomenology. Sara 

Ahmed’s work on queer orientations, for example, draws on Heidegger’s and Merleau-

Ponty’s views on existential spatiality. She accepts both Merleau-Ponty’s assertion that we 

                                                
78 The “Black matriarchy thesis” is the view that Black women “have had, and continue to have an 
unnatural dominant role in Black families, and this role has had deleterious effects upon Black 
society” (Scott, 1977). 
79 For a parallel development of this inversion thesis in the hard sciences see (Harding, 1991, 
Chapter 5). 
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are orientated in space by our tasks and projects (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 260) and 

Heidegger’s notion of existential closeness—what is close or far is not a matter of 

“measured distances” but our ability to manipulate and use what is in our vicinity 

(Heidegger, 2008, p. 135). An awl and a coffee cup might be the same “measured distance” 

from me, but the coffee cup is closer existentially if I’m making coffee and need something 

to put it in. As Heidegger writes, “[e]very entity that is ‘to hand’ has a different closeness, 

which is not to be ascertained by measuring distances. This closeness regulates itself in 

terms of circumspectively ‘calculative’ manipulating and using” (Heidegger, 2008, p. 135). 

However, Ahmed’s experience of disorientation exposes an implicit presumption in both 

Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger—that there is some neutral or universal starting point for 

proximity and orientation. 

 According to Ahmed, the existential closeness of a thing has a social history. The 

existential proximity of tools and equipment varies depending on your social identity. 

When equipment is existentially far from one due to social identity, the tasks and projects 

that depend on those tools are more difficult to engage in and sustain. Trying to pursue 

these tasks, far from orienting one, disorients. For example, Husserl’s writing desk has a 

closeness that allows him to work and is orienting both spatially and in terms of his 

understanding of himself. Husserl describes sitting at his writing desk and letting his 

attention wander from his writing to the books behind him in his office, to the garden, to 

the children in the summer house. What orients him is first and foremost his desk and the 

work at this desk. “It is from here that the world unfolds” (Ahmed, 2006a, p. 546). Writer 

Adrienne Rich, on the other hand, is unable to orient herself using her desk and work. There 

is a distance between her and the writing desk created by overlapping and conflicting 
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expectations of domesticity and motherhood. Whenever Rich begins to write, her children 

pull her away; “giving attention to the objects of writing, facing those objects, becomes 

impossible: the children, even if they are behind you, literally pull you away.” (Ahmed, 

2006a, p. 547) There is an “uneven” distribution of existential closeness among writers and 

the tools of writing. For Rich (but not Husserl) writing “becomes an orientation that is not 

available, given the ongoing labor of other attachments” (Ahmed, 2006a, p. 547). The tools 

are distant, the orientation elusive. This makes writing, for Adrienne Rich, a queer 

orientation. Every time she turns to the task, she is turned away and so cannot “right” 

herself; each failed attempt disorients and “defrauds” her of “living even for fifteen minutes 

as myself” (Rich, 1991, p. 23). 

 Ahmed draws on her own experiences as a lesbian to identify what is missing in 

the traditional analysis of existential spatiality—specifically her existential distance from 

certain objects and the disorientation she feels as a result. Ahmed’s parental home, for 

example, is a site of disorientation for her, because it is filled with existentially distant 

objects. Some objects are so distant, they are felt as an absence. (“The room always feels 

cold and dark. And empty. And yet, it is full of objects” (Ahmed, 2006a, p. 559)) The 

distance of these objects is rooted in their suggestion of heteronormative intimacy—the 

prominently displayed (but never used) fondue set that was a wedding gift to her parents, 

the conspicuous display of her parents’ and siblings’ wedding photographs. This space 

signals to her that a family is built on a heterosexual bond, indicating (in an uncomfortably 

clear way) who belongs in the family home and who does not. The distance of these objects 

and her inability to orient in light of them disorients. Her orientation in her family home is 

queer. 
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 Ahmed accepts that all our experiences are conditioned by an orientation, but her 

work highlights how orientations are themselves the result of a tension between the straight 

and the queer. Importantly, her point is not that the queer social identity in particular 

influences orientation. Rather, her point is that social identity in general influences one’s 

orientation; it is a shared condition of experience, but it is one that she uncovered in part 

because her own queer identity made this shared feature especially salient. Furthermore, 

because someone occupying a marginalized identity will generally still understand the 

dominant perspective, Ahmed could understand that there was a distinct difference 

between the orientations of each perspective. It was identifying this difference between 

perspectives that led her to theorize orientation as socially charged. As we will see in the 

next section, this critical distance will allow Ahmed to develop not just specific 

phenomenological insights, but a standpoint on the phenomenological project itself. The 

distance not just between the queer and straight experience but between the 

phenomenological insights in classical phenomenology (that has smuggled in certain 

presumptions from the straight perspective) and her own queer phenomenology will allow 

her to identify the distorting background presumptions that give rise to Heidegger and 

Merleau-Ponty’s work on existential spatiality. 

 

Achieving a Standpoint 
 
 
Epistemological Standpoints 

 Standpoint epistemologists emphasize that standpoints do not automatically arise 

from situated knowledge (even privileged situated knowledge). As Alison Wylie points 

out, a standpoint is best thought of as an epistemic advantage in the specific domain of 
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knowledge production (Wylie, 2004, pp. 343-344); standpoints offer, as I have been calling 

it, is an epistemological advantage. More specifically, it seems to me that standpoints are 

a variety of advantage by “explanatory leverage” applied to knowledge production itself—

either the norms and standards of knowledge production in a specific discipline (e.g. 

sociology) or in the theory of knowledge itself (i.e. epistemology). In these cases, outsider 

status allows one to adopt a critical distance to identify and critique the predominant 

epistemological norms and concepts. This isn’t to say that the other two forms of epistemic 

advantage play no role in achieving a standpoint. Rather, increased access to evidence and 

special inferential acuity provide genuine epistemic advantages that, upon reflection and 

comparison with the impoverished knowledge claims generated from the dominant 

perspective, provide the catalyst for thinking about the norms and standards of knowledge 

production itself. Standpoints in particular enable the identification of distortions in the 

dominant modes of knowledge production and the role social location and power play 

generally in the production of knowledge and ignorance (Harding, 2004, p. 31; Hartsock, 

1997, pp. 96-97; Wood, 2005, p. 61; Wylie, 2004, p. 344).80 

 The case of the “hepeat” shows how an epistemic privilege in identifying discrete 

cases of oppression can translate into an epistemological advantage or standpoint on 

knowledge production. If one is more sensitive to individual cases in which the 

participation of certain epistemic agents is barred, one will have greater sensitivity to the 

broad patterns that emerge, and one starts to get a picture of what the “hepeat” reveals 

about the epistemic consequences of marginalization on the whole. The “hepeat” only 

                                                
80 It is an open question whether the achievement of a feminist standpoint is had by women in 
particular. While it is women’s experiences that provide the basis for a standpoint, it is a feminist 
standpoint. It’s possible that the advantage belongs to feminists in general regardless of gender. 
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works because there is a pervasive habit of ignoring the epistemic contributions of women. 

Women do not show up as competent epistemic agents, which is why their contributions 

can be so easily ignored. Even more interesting is the fact that the men who take up the 

ideas of women as their own don’t seem to do it consciously. On the contrary, when they 

repeat the ideas of their female colleagues, they are convinced they are presenting an 

original idea (Mejia, 2017; Turner, 2012). They both hear and don’t hear the contributions 

of women—a fascinating epistemic grey space.81 

 That a standpoint is an epistemic achievement and not something that automatically 

issues from a marginalized social position is clear for few reasons. First, if we follow Wylie 

in thinking of standpoints as privileged positions on knowledge production, they are clearly 

theoretical achievements; they are meta-positions on knowledge itself. A second, but 

related point, has to do with the way members of marginalized social positions often have 

to work just to achieve epistemic self-trust. As Kristen Intemann writes, “we can easily 

think of cases where members of oppressed groups have a less accurate view of the world 

either because they have internalized their own oppression or have lacked the educational 

resources useful for achieving certain kinds of knowledge” (Intemann, 2010, pp. 783-784). 

A woman who internalizes the belief that women in general are epistemically incompetent 

may not trust that her own situated knowledge is indeed knowledge at all. If her conclusions 

come in conflict with received wisdom, she may simply reject them. In this case, her 

situated knowledge does her no good at all; she cannot uncover the distortions inherent in 

the dominant view as she uncritically accepts them. If one is denied educational resources 

                                                
81 This experience isn’t unique to women. After the term “hepeat” was coined on twitter, several 
people pointed out that this also occurs to people of color. “I'm gonna go ahead and coin 'rewhite' 
then, for every time a person of color says something and is ignored until a white person says it" 
(Park, 2017). 
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or barred from participation in philosophy generally, one will obviously never develop the 

expertise necessary to understand and critique epistemological standards. Similarly, one 

must have access to the appropriate resources to make sense of one’s experience in a way 

that sets it up as a “foil” to the dominant perspective. As Harding points out, women once 

had to “learn to define as rape those sexual assaults that occur within marriage. Women 

had experienced these assaults not as something that could be called rape but only as part 

of the range of heterosexual sex that wives should expect" (Harding, 1991, p. 123). In this 

case, there is what Miranda Fricker calls a “gap in collective understanding” (Fricker, 2008, 

p. 69). Women still experienced the harm of these assaults, but lacked the ability to name 

or talk about them. This ability requires not just the experience of a harm, but a recognition 

that there is a gap in the collective conceptual resources that restricts one’s ability to 

appropriately make sense of that harm.82 Without being able to carve out conceptually 

one’s experience in a way that opposes the dominant perspective, it’s hard to get an 

oppositional knowledge claim off the ground. How can someone know something about 

the world that is at odds with the dominant interpretation, if they don’t have the concepts 

to articulate their conclusions?  

 There is one last feature of epistemological standpoints that must be addressed 

before turning to phenomenological standpoints—this is the issue of inverted privilege. 

The thesis of inverted epistemological advantage—that a marginalized social position can 

                                                
82 See also the case of Carmita Wood who, while working in Cornell’s Laboratory of Nuclear 
Physics, endured persistent unwanted sexual advances by a prominent professor there. She began 
to suffer chronic back pain and tingling in her right thumb, which she attributed to the stress she 
felt at the prospect of further assaults, and ended up having to quit. At the time, there was no 
appropriate concept that captured the experience or the harm done. She was ultimately denied 
unemployment insurance, because she was unable to find the right words to give the claims 
investigator (Brownmiller, 1990, pp. 280-281) as cited in (Fricker, 2006). 
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lead to a privileged perspective on knowledge production—applies specifically to 

standpoints. Unlike socially situated epistemic advantages, social marginalization, but not 

social privilege, can give rise to a privileged epistemological standpoint. This is because a 

standpoint on epistemology requires both inculcation into and critical distance from the 

norms and background presumptions of the discipline. Think back to Patricia Hill Collins’s 

description of the outsider within (Collins, 1986). Collins pointed out that the dominant 

presumptions and background beliefs supporting disciplinary norms of knowledge 

production will reflect the perspective of the dominant practitioners. Historically, the 

dominant practitioners in many fields have been socially privileged individuals, and much 

of their perspective might be smuggled into and deeply shape disciplinary practices. 

Someone who becomes trained in the disciplinary norms but does not share this same social 

background may be able (with some effort) to see and critique these practices. Whereas 

someone occupying a social position that lacks any distance from that of the dominant 

practitioner cannot utilize this distance to develop a critical perspective on knowledge 

production in a given field.83  

 

Phenomenological Standpoints  

 Doing phenomenology from the margins likewise provides a standpoint on the 

project of phenomenology itself and provides insight into the foundational presumptions, 

concepts, and the conclusions of classical phenomenology. A phenomenological 

standpoint is a privileged position from which one may critique traditional phenomenology 

                                                
83 This doesn’t mean that only people form marginalized social positions can critique and revise the 
knowledge practices of a discipline. It does mean that in these cases, it is not social location that 
helps enable the critique.  
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and its background assumptions. It is a standpoint on phenomenology that is achieved by 

reflecting on the differences between conditions uncovered when phenomenological 

inquiry starts from a dominant versus marginalized perspective. 

 Like an epistemological standpoint, a phenomenological standpoint is not 

automatic but achieved. This achievement is a theoretical achievement regarding the 

background presumptions and flawed practices of the tradition itself. However, part of this 

achievement is the recognition and articulation of a breakdown. Because oppression often 

operates in a way that conceals its very existence, the breakdowns that result tend to be 

covered over and the resources to make sense of them are meager.84 As Susan Babbitt 

writes, “The effects of oppression may be such that people are psychologically damaged, 

possessing interests and desires that reflect their subservient social status. They fail to 

recognize that social and institutional structures discriminate against them in deep ways 

and that as a result many of their own perceptions and reactions are not fully representative 

of their own real needs and aspirations” (Babbitt, 1993, p. 246). In these situations, it can 

be hard to recognize that a breakdown has occurred. Take, for example, Richard 

Rodriguez’s experience of corporeal malediction. Although he feels his ambitions to be a 

writer and public intellectual in the United States are in tension with his Native Mexican 

ancestry, he himself does not conceptualize this as a breakdown (the way Fanon does) but 

rather thinks of his identity as an obstacle to be overcome. (It is what makes his work so 

controversial in the Mexican-American community.) He emphasizes the importance of 

assimilation and expresses suspicion of attempts to retain fluency in a native language 

through bilingual education. (“What I needed to learn in school was that I had the right—

                                                
84 This contrasts sharply with the kinds of breakdowns that provide a starting point for traditional 
phenomenology. 
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and the obligation—to speak the public language of los gringos” (Rodriguez, 2004, p. 18)). 

He writes: “Only when I was able to think of myself as an American, no longer an alien in 

gringo society, could I seek the rights and opportunities necessary for full public 

individuality” (Rodriguez, 2004, pp. 26-27). Though (as he notes) he cannot escape the 

physical markers of his ancestry, he tries to overcome them as much as possible. He 

attempts to bring himself in line with a more “American” identity—as if his “public” 

ambitions really aren’t suitable for a Native Mexican young man. In other words, unlike 

Fanon, he seems to accept the limits imposed by the historico-racial schema. Though 

Rodriguez holds on to his ambitions, marginalized people often form adaptive preferences 

to meet the constraints of oppression—stifling the development of opposition ambitions 

from the start. As Ann Cudd puts it, these preferences have a typical “fox and grapes” 

structure—“that is, if the grapes are out of the agent’s reach, the agent’s preferences, if 

they are like the fox’s, will turn against the grapes, the agent declaring them sour anyway” 

(Cudd, 2006, p. 180). It takes work, in these cases, to recognize something is going wrong. 

The ability to take these situations as ones of breakdown already implies some oppositional 

achievement—the first step in being able to adopt a critical phenomenological standpoint.85 

 The privilege of a phenomenological standpoint, like that of an epistemological 

standpoint, is inversely related to a practitioner’s social privilege. Like sociology, 

                                                
85 There are a few ways this “breakdown recognition” may be helped along. Maria Lugones’s 
notion of world-traveling is especially relevant here. Lugones describes experiencing herself as 
both having and not having the attribute of playfulness. She is playful in some worlds and not in 
others. Moreover, she not only experiences herself as playful and not playful, others experience her 
as having or not having that attribute depending on the world in which they know her. As she 
‘travels’ from one world to the other, she can nevertheless “remember” other worlds and herself in 
them (Lugones, 1987, p. 11). Like certain attributes, it may be that breakdowns occur in some 
worlds and not others. So, a world traveler may have both breakdown experiences and non-
breakdown experiences that allow a recognition of the breakdown. 
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phenomenology was founded and primarily practiced by one dominant segment of the 

population who implicitly drew on the worldview of their social group in shaping the 

discipline. Both the standpoint epistemologist and the standpoint phenomenologist must 

first and foremost be epistemologists and phenomenologists respectively. This means that, 

like Black women sociologists, standpoint phenomenologists are steeped in the tradition. 

They understand and can operate within the tradition’s background presumptions, standard 

disciplinary concepts, and methodologies. However, they are also in a position to notice 

how these norms conflict with their own experiences and knowledge of the world, and how 

the norms are genealogically tied to standard dominant background presumptions, 

including importing those beliefs that are racist, sexist, classist, or heteronormative. 

Phenomenologists from marginalized groups are more likely to have phenomenological 

insights that contradict or contrast with these basic assumptions, and therefore have a key 

advantage when it comes to identifying the distorting background presumptions and 

practices of the discipline that have hampered the discovery of conditions of experience. 

Take, for example, Merleau-Ponty’s description of the “universal” features of sexual 

intentionality. Merleau-Ponty draws on the case of Schneider, whom he describes as 

“sexually disinterested”; he is characterized as abnormal, because obscene pictures, the 

sight of a female body, and sexual conversations do not arouse him. This betrays more than 

just a heteronormative starting point. As Judith Butler notes, “One wonders what kind of 

cultural presumptions would make arousal in such contexts seem utterly normal. Certainly, 

these pictures, conversations, and perceptions already designate a concrete cultural 

situation, one in which the masculine subject is figured as viewer, and the yet unnamed 

feminine subject is the body to be seen” (Butler, 1989, p. 92). Merleau-Ponty’s attempt to 
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uncover the essential features of sexual intentionality are thwarted from the start, because 

the only sexual experiences he takes to be “normal” are male, heterosexual, and 

objectifying. Butler points out that Merleau-Ponty’s description of sexuality contains “tacit 

normative assumptions about the heterosexual character of sexuality” (Butler, 1989, p. 86). 

Not only does he assume sexual relations are heterosexual, but also that they are 

fundamentally objectifying and that men are the “active” participants (Butler, 1989, p. 86). 

In other words, he takes a culturally specific form of straight, male sexual orientation (the 

one dominant when and where he was writing) to be “normal” or neutral. So, while he is 

attempting to provide a description of the pervasive and shared structures of bodily 

experience, the subject he ends up describing as the abstract universal is clearly a 

heterosexual male in a highly specific cultural and historical situation. This is, as Butler 

points out, less a general phenomenological account of sexuality and more “an expression 

of sexual ideology” (Butler, 1989, p. 93). Merleau-Ponty almost certainly makes this 

mistake because there is no critical distance between his own experience and that of the 

dominant views on sexuality in the culturally specific situation in which he was writing. 

Judith Butler does not have this disadvantage. 

 

Conclusion 
 
 In this chapter, I’ve presented a case for situated phenomenology and the inversion 

thesis using the backing of standpoint epistemology. These theses support the idea of a 

phenomenological standpoint—a privileged position from which the presumptions 

underlying dominant phenomenological analysis may be assessed and revised. These 

standpoints thus promise a more complete, less biased view of the conditions of experience. 
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However, so far, we have only the general outline of standpoint phenomenology. In the 

next chapter, I’ll expand on the points made here using phenomenological “case studies.” 

Through these case studies, I develop standpoint phenomenology in detail and offer 

important contrast cases to highlight, especially, how the methodological use of 

breakdowns in standpoint phenomenology differs from that of traditional phenomenology 

in important ways. 
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The Phenomenological Standpoint in Action 
 
 
 In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon recounts the story of Monsieur Achille, a Black 

schoolteacher at the Lycée du Parc in France. Achille is a devout Catholic. One day a priest, 

upon seeing a Black face in the crowd, calls to him in pidgin-French: “You go ’way big 

Savannah what for and come ’long us?” Achille, though startled by this, gives him a polite 

and truthful answer. Everyone who overhears the exchange laughs, “and it was not the 

young fugitive from the Savannah who came off the worse” (Fanon, 2008, p. 19).  

 Laughter at the priest’s expense may have been gratifying, but it is unlikely that 

Achille himself found the situation amusing. Black people living in 1940s France 

constantly faced experiences like this. Asking for directions to a train’s dining car, might 

be answered with: “Sure, fella. You go out door, see, go corridor, you go straight, go one 

car, go two car, go three car, you there” (Fanon, 2008, p. 23). A visit to the doctor would 

elicit the inquiry: “Where does it hurt, huh? You not feel good, no?” (Fanon, 2008, p. 20) 

In fact, any verbal interaction at all might provoke the surprised observation: “You speak 

French so well!” As Fanon writes, “A white man addressing a nègre behaves exactly like 

an adult with a child and starts smirking, whispering, patronizing, cozening” (Fanon, 2008, 

p. 19). Surprise and sometimes anger is expressed when the addressee does not respond in 

the expected way—like a grateful child. 

 Part of the presumption expressed in these interactions is that a Black person is not, 

cannot be, French, and so cannot have mastered the French language. But, as Fanon points 

out, this is not the whole of it. There is an additional automatic primitivizing and 

decivilizing of the addressee that occurs in conjunction with their presumed alien status 
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(Fanon, 2008, p. 20). Fanon observes that non-French white Europeans, even if they in fact 

speak the language very poorly, are not treated in the same demeaning way: 

I meet a Russian or a German who speaks French badly. With gestures I try to give 
him the information that he requests, but at the same time I can hardly forget that 
he has a language of his own, a country, and that perhaps he is a lawyer or an 
engineer there. In any case, he is foreign to my group, and his standards must be 
different. When it comes to the case of the nègre, nothing of the kind. He has no 
culture, no civilization, no “long historical past.” (Fanon, 2008, p. 21) 
 

What is presumed in the case of the Black woman or man during this period in France is 

not simply that they don’t speak the French language; it is that they don’t speak any 

language. It is not that they do not share this culture; rather they have no culture. To the 

white French person, the Black person is seen as having no history or past of their own. 

They are spoken to as children, because they are seen as children—as having no past, no 

acquired language, and no real culture. 

 In chapter one, I presented Fanon’s analysis of corporeal malediction—experiences 

in which negative stereotypes or “myths” relating to one’s identity stifle bodily 

comportment. The situations detailed above make explicit the colonial mythology that 

undergirds the corporeal malediction Fanon experienced, the way in which the colonial 

subject’s actual past is replaced with a myth that in turn restricts the roles the individual is 

expected to take up. For Fanon, it was the myths of “tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual 

deficiency, fetishism, racial defects” (Fanon, 2008, p. 85) that made his occupation as a 

doctor so “exceptional” and that elicited (or perhaps required) special comment and 

explanation: “Our doctor is colored. He is very gentle” (Fanon, 2008, p. 88). It is the weight 

of these myths and expectations that produced the experience of corporeal malediction. 

“[B]rittle as I was becoming, I shivered at the slightest pretext. I knew, for instance, that if 

the physician made a mistake it would be the end of him and of all those who came after 
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him. What could one expect, after all, from a nègre physician?” (Fanon, 2008, pp. 88-89) 

This experience, we learned, revealed the social sensitivity of the body schema and 

necessitated a revision of Merleau-Ponty’s analysis. 

 In this chapter, I return to Fanon’s analysis of the body schema to apply the work 

of the last two chapters. As a standpoint phenomenologist, Fanon implicitly relies on a 

breakdown experience (corporeal malediction) to reveal a shared condition of experience 

(the social sensitivity of the body schema), which, as we saw in chapter two, connects the 

standpoint methodology to that of the classical phenomenologists Heidegger and Merleau-

Ponty. I also show that Fanon’s analysis of the body schema provides an example of both 

situated phenomenology and inverted phenomenological privilege (both introduced in 

chapter three). Along the way I provide two contrasting “case studies”—Merleau-Ponty’s 

initial analysis of the body schema and Jorge Portilla’s analysis of zozobra—to emphasize 

the unique features and contributions of standpoint phenomenology. I close by examining 

Alia Al-Saji’s return to Fanon and corporeal malediction. Al-Saji draws on Fanon and her 

own experience to explore the way temporality itself is racialized. She draws out the 

specifically temporal elements of corporeal malediction with which I opened this chapter—

the replacement of the past with myth, the restriction of the roles one is expected to occupy, 

and the “hesitation” that accompanies present comportment. This work, I argue, beautifully 

illustrates the method of standpoint phenomenology (the use of a socially situated 

breakdown) and its special contributions to the field (socially situated insight that in turn 

provides a privileged standpoint on the phenomenological project itself). 
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Fanon’s Revision: The Body Schema as Social and Varied 
 
 
Corporeal Malediction: A Phenomenologically Revelatory Breakdown 

 Recall from chapter one that the body schema is a condition underlying and 

enabling meaningful human perception and comportment. It is that which allows us to go 

about our everyday activities in an intelligent and creative way without explicitly thinking 

about each bodily movement and sensation. Its four key characteristics (as articulated by 

Merleau-Ponty) are that it is non-intentional; an integration of body, environment, and 

project; dynamic; and pre-personal.  

 Fanon’s experience of corporeal malediction, however, revealed the limits of this 

characterization of the body schema, showing that, in addition to the four characteristics 

described by Merleau-Ponty, the body schema must also be sensitive to one’s social 

identity and the expectations attached to it. We can now identify corporeal malediction as 

a breakdown experience that interrupts all four facets of the body schema detailed by 

Merleau-Ponty. Under the white gaze (actual or internalized) that triggered Fanon’s 

corporeal malediction, even routine actions became strained and overwrought. The 

stereotypical expectations of the white gaze interrupted his comportment in part by forcing 

him to focus on his body, interrupting the non-intentional operation of the body schema 

and replacing it with a “third-person consciousness” of his body (Fanon, 2008, p. 83). The 

easy integration of body, situation, and project, too, ceases in corporeal malediction. Fanon 

describes becoming “locked” into a racialized body of contracted bodily possibility (Fanon, 

2008, p. 175) and literally shaking at the thought of failure. (“What could one expect, after 

all, from a nègre physician?...I was walled in” (Fanon, 2008, pp. 88-89).) Corporeal 

malediction also revealed the way social identity can mute one’s ability to respond 
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dynamically to a situation. One becomes “fixed” (Fanon, 2008, p. 87) to the bodily task in 

progress and the bodily approach with which one has begun. We saw this in Richard 

Wright’s description of Bigger Thomas struggling to complete two simple motor tasks 

under the gaze of his white employer (Wright, 1998, p. 47). Finally, in corporeal 

malediction one’s easy participation in a pre-personal style of bodily response is blocked. 

Instead of calling on an inculcated store of average bodily responses—picking up a hat as 

one does or entering a restaurant as one does—Fanon’s responses are already routed 

through a racialized set of possibilities. When corporeal malediction is triggered, the pre-

personal habits of perception and response are withdrawn and one is confronted with 

racialized expectations of comportment.  

 Fanon argues that the body schema can break down in these ways because there is 

a structure inherent in the body schema that allows for this differential social experience. 

Fanon theorizes that there is a historico-racial schema “underlying” the body schema, 

which helps enable or (as evidenced by corporeal malediction) stifles our comportment in 

the world. The “historico-racial” schema is a mechanism by which social expectations tied 

to racial identity might be looped into the body schema resulting, in some cases, in the 

experience of corporeal malediction. In chapter one, I offered a few additions that develop 

this insight. I argued that rather than think of the historico-racial schema as a new structure 

“beneath” the body schema, we should consider the body schema itself to be socially 

constituted and differentially so. This differential social characteristic is global, meaning it 

affects all other features of the body schema (that it is non-intentional; an integration of 

body, situation, and project; dynamic; and pre-personal). The body schema has a social 

“tint,” so that when triggered by corporeal malediction, one, a few, or all of the 



 

118	
	

characteristics of the body schema described by Merleau-Ponty might give out. The 

breakdown of corporeal malediction, in other words, revealed that the body schema is 

already socially diverse. 

 

Fanon’s Socially Situated Phenomenological Insight 

 Classical phenomenologists have traditionally focused on stripping away what is 

specific or idiosyncratic in a given experience to reveal the shared, general conditions 

underlying that experience. Fanon, however, focuses on his own highly specific 

experiences. Moreover, the value of his insights is drawn from this specificity. His 

phenomenological insights are socially situated. 

 As we saw in the previous chapter, phenomenological insights can be socially 

situated, because social location affects the kinds of experiences to which one is exposed 

and, more importantly, the kinds of breakdowns one experiences—a key methodological 

tool that allows the phenomenologist to make explicit the normally inexplicit background 

conditions that shape experience generally. In Being and Time, Heidegger first used the 

experience of equipmental breakdown to uncover the inexplicit conditions that support and 

enable our experience of everyday equipment and paraphernalia or the “ready-to-hand.” 

While he did not consider how breakdown experiences might vary with differences in 

social identity or standing, it seems intuitive that the kinds and frequency of the breakdown 

experiences one has might be directly affected by one’s social location.  

 We now can clearly identify corporeal malediction as one of these socially specific 

(and phenomenologically revelatory) breakdowns. Fanon experienced corporeal 

malediction as a result of being a Black man from Martinique in a situation of French-
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colonial white supremacy.86 And the breakdown of corporeal malediction enabled him to 

catch sight of the way in which the body schema is itself sensitive to racial and social 

expectations. Although the breakdown is tied to his marginalized social identity, it reveals 

a general and shared condition of embodied experience. It isn’t, after all, the white subject’s 

insensitivity to their social location that enables confident and easy comportment; it is 

precisely their attunement to their whiteness and the possibilities that whiteness extends 

that allows it.  

 This form of socially situated breakdown differs from other methodological uses of 

breakdown experiences in phenomenology—even those that occur as a result of specific 

features in one’s contingent history. Consider, in contrast to this socially specific 

breakdown, the experiences of WWI veteran “Schneider.” On its face, his breakdown 

experiences seem to possess some key structural similarities to Fanon’s corporeal 

malediction. Like corporeal malediction, this is a breakdown that is attached to Schneider’s 

unique personal history and that provides revealing insights into the conditions of 

experience. Recall that Schneider suffered profound brain injuries on the battle field that 

radically altered his perceptual and motor abilities. Schneider’s attempts to perform certain 

activities as he “normally” would have prior to injury fail. There is a breakdown in his 

perceptual and motor abilities as many of the background conditions he used to rely on 

have been destroyed or radically altered by his injuries. Merleau-Ponty focuses on 

Schneider’s attempts to complete these tasks by “reworking” the activity—he must see his 

                                                
86 As Linda Alcoff points out, corporeal malediction is not solely experienced by individuals who 
are socially marginalized. She provides the example of Jack Kerouac experiencing corporeal 
malediction as a result of his white identity (Alcoff, 2006, p. 186). However, it is far more likely 
to occur to people occupying marginalized social identities, primarily because they are more likely 
to be subject to negative stereotyping and to be in contexts in which their social identity is made 
salient (e.g., being the only Black student in a classroom or the only woman at a tech startup). 
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leg in order to point to it, to shake his arm he must move his whole body and then localize 

the movement (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, pp. 105, 112). These ad hoc replacement behaviors 

highlight those damaged or missing conditions that once enabled his pre-injury perceptual 

and motor responses. Uncovering, in this way, the conditions enabling the average 

perceptual and motor abilities of people who share Schneider’s pre-injury perceptual and 

motor abilities—what Merleau-Ponty sometimes (less accurately) refers to as “normal” 

perception and comportment (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 105ff.). These breakdown 

experiences result from Schneider’s unique and contingent personal history, and Merleau-

Ponty uses them to uncover the shared conditions of average perception and embodiment. 

However, unlike corporeal malediction, this breakdown is not the direct result of nor is it 

uniquely attached to Schneider’s social identity; it is not a socially situated breakdown. 

Serious and life-altering brain injuries may impact a person of any social location. Because 

the initial phenomenological insight is not socially situated in this way, it doesn’t spring 

from a social background that has the kind of distance from the dominant 

phenomenological viewpoint which may develop into a critical distance and standpoint on 

the phenomenological project itself. The phenomenological discoveries garnered through 

examining Schneider’s experience of breakdown might add to the phenomenological 

project, but they do not do so by highlighting and upsetting background presumptions of 

the dominant social perspective that have been implicitly imported into the project. 

Schneider’s experiences add to the project without offering the possibility of showing how 

the project has been distorted by certain unacknowledged background beliefs.87 

                                                
87 I should note that this doesn’t mean that there aren’t standpoint phenomenological insights that 
originate in experiences of disability. Consider especially the insights of those with disabilities who 
experience breakdowns that result not from any “physical impairments” but “the disabling 
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Fanon’s Inverted Phenomenological Privilege 

 Fanon’s work also exhibits inverted phenomenological privilege. The insights 

garnered from his socially situated breakdown develop into a privileged standpoint on the 

phenomenological project itself. We saw in chapter three Collins’s demonstration of how 

inverted privilege arises in sociology (Collins, 2000). Because white men have long been 

the primary practitioners in sociology, the sociological worldview reflects that of their own 

social group, and this shared social background unknowingly insulates the community 

from recognizing many of their shared assumptions (Wylie, 2004, p. 348) and from 

criticism that might arise from alternative perspectives (Intemann, 2010, p. 788). Black 

women sociologists, like Collins, are initiated into the practice of sociology (and thus learn 

the standard background beliefs of the practice) but remain social outsiders and so 

recognize the ways in which their own perspective differs (Collins, 1986, p. S26). This 

allows them to see the limitations and flaws in many standard sociological concepts, 

methods, and presumptions.  

 Phenomenology, like sociology, was founded and primarily practiced by one 

dominant segment of the population who implicitly drew on the worldview of their social 

group in shaping the discipline. I’ve argued that a phenomenologist starting from a 

marginalized social location can be particularly well positioned to recognize the distortions 

and lacunas of classical phenomenology. Phenomenologists from marginalized groups are 

more likely to have phenomenological insights that contradict or contrast with these basic 

assumptions and can develop a privileged standpoint on phenomenology by reflecting on 

                                                
barriers…faced in society” (Oliver, 2013, p. 1024). Insofar as someone experiences these kinds of 
breakdowns, they may be better positioned to uncover certain conditions of experience. 
Furthermore, if these insights conflict with ableist background presumptions in traditional 
phenomenology, they will be the site of a standpoint critique on the discipline itself.  
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the differences between conditions uncovered when phenomenological inquiry starts from 

a dominant as opposed to marginalized perspective. 

 Fanon’s revision of the body schema reveals Merleau-Ponty’s reliance on a 

presumption of social neutrality, which ultimately distorts his analysis of the body schema. 

Merleau-Ponty writes that “To have a body is to possess a universal arrangement, a schema 

of all perceptual developments and of all intersensory correspondences beyond the segment 

of the world that we are actually perceiving” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 347). Our schema 

is supposed to operate in a world that is equally shared and “lived” by us all; our pre-

personal corporeal habits are said to be held in common and “outline a human 

environment” (Merleau-Ponty, 2013, p. 347). However, the human world is not universally 

shared in this way, and the expectations for bodily response are tied to the kind of person 

we are—to our race, gender, and class (among other social markers). The presumption of 

social neutrality or human “universality” is not a mistake Fanon could afford to make: 

…this nègre who is looking for the universal. He is looking for the universal! But 
in June, 1950, the hotels of Paris refused to rent rooms to nègre pilgrims. Why? 
Purely and simply because their Anglo-Saxon customers (who are rich and who, as 
everyone knows, hate the nègre) threatened to move out. The nègre is aiming for 
the universal, but on the screen his nègre essence, his nègre “nature,” is kept intact:  

always a servant 
always obsequious and smiling 
me never steal, me never lie 
eternally ‘’Me like Banania’ 

The nègre is universalizing himself, but at the Lycée Saint-Louis, in Paris, one was 
thrown out (Fanon, 2008, pp. 143-144 translation altered). 88 

                                                
88 Banania is a French banana and chocolate drink. It has been marketed since 1915 with a smiling 
Senegalese soldier and (until 1977) the motto “Y’a bon Banania” ("Banania No Like Racism—
Tweaks Ad Slogan," 2006). The original translation of Fanon’s use of this same phrase as “Sho’ 
good eatin’” doesn’t retain the association with the degrading and racist marketing of Banania.  
The original French is: 
« J'étais tout à la fois responsable de mon corps, responsable de ma race, de mes ancêtres. Je 
promenai sur moi un regard objectif, découvris ma noirceur, mes caractères ethniques; et me 
défoncèrent le tympan l'anthropophagie, l'arriération mentale, le fétichisme, les tares raciales, les 
négriers, et surtout, et surtout : ‘Y’a bon Banania.’» (Fanon, 1971) 
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Fanon understands the concepts, theories, and methodology of the phenomenological 

tradition. However, he also recognizes there is distance between the presumptions of social 

neutrality in Merleau-Ponty’s thought (and common in the tradition) and his own 

experience as someone operating outside of the socially dominant perspective. For Fanon, 

this presumption is conspicuous, and he recognizes it as a distorting influence in 

phenomenology. 

 In contrast to this example of inverted phenomenological privilege, consider Jorge 

Portilla’s exploration of a breakdown called zozobra. This analysis is a rare example of a 

phenomenological insight that is socially situated but (primarily because it does not spring 

from a marginalized social location) does not offer the possibility of developing into a 

critical standpoint on the project as a whole. According to Portilla, zozobra is a particular 

form of angst or anxiety that is felt in the absence of a communal horizon of understanding, 

and it was pervasive in the Mexican culture of the 1940’s (Portilla, 2017). In the experience 

of zozobra, an individual is anxious because they are uncertain of the “community’s 

reception or response in regard to [their] action” (Portilla, 2017, p. 11), and they cannot 

confidently interpret the actions of others. In the movie Midsommar, for example, 

American college students visiting the Swedish Hårga commune are never sure of how 

their own actions will be taken up or how to interpret the actions of those in the community. 

When the American who has been crowned “May Queen” spits out the good luck cod that 

will help her bless the crops, it is met with delighted laughter. When another student 

urinates on a rotting log, however, he receives a death sentence. Actions that the viewer is 

quick to interpret as those of a love-sick adolescent turn out to be something else entirely 

in the context of the Hårga culture (Aster, 2019). Over the course of the film, this leads to 
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a growing feeling of anxiety both in the American characters and in the viewer watching—

every interaction is a minefield: “…as if waking from a dream, incapable of understanding 

our very presence where we stand, incapable of understanding, moreover, any of the 

actions taking place in it” (Portilla, 2017, p. 7). The film trades on this deep sense of 

zozobra, but one need not immerse oneself in a foreign culture (or watch a horror movie) 

to experience the anxiety of zozobra. As Francisco Gallegos points out, this often happens 

as communal standards change within a community—“a person from an older generation 

may find, to his dismay, that what once counted as a funny joke or a nice compliment is 

now interpreted as an instance of racism or sexual harassment” (Gallegos, 2018, p. 4). 

Portilla felt that the political and cultural fracturing that Mexico had undergone after the 

1910 revolution made zozobra a persistent and pervasive part of the Mexican experience. 

 Zozobra is a breakdown, and Portilla utilizes this specific form of anxiety to reveal 

the way an integrated communal horizon of norms conditions meaningful action. Shared 

communal horizons, he writes, “serve as a wall against which the meaning of our actions 

bounces back like an echo” (Portilla, 2017, p. 7). The shared concepts and norms of a 

community provide the framework for comprehensible action, because actions are always 

performed “in community.” By this Portilla does not mean that all actions require an 

audience or are performed with the expectation that others will witness and react to our 

action. Rather, we cannot perform or understand our own action (whether performed in 

Times Square or on a desert island) without a “halo” of community attached to it—“one of 

approval or reproach, of incentive or obstacle, whose source is the community, those 

‘others’” (Portilla, 2017, p. 11). Under normal circumstances we are unaware of the role 
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this shared framework plays in action, but we notice its absence immediately.89 In these 

cases, we have trouble understanding the actions of others and find that our own actions 

are interpreted in unexpected ways. As Gallegos puts it, “we may find it difficult to 

properly make a joke, give a compliment, and do things that express our character” 

(Gallegos, 2018, p. 4). 

 Zozobra is a breakdown that is not just a contingent experience in one’s personal 

history (like Schneider’s), it is additionally socially situated. What allowed Portilla to see 

zozobra as a breakdown and use it to explore the way communal norms are a condition for 

meaningful action is specifically his perspective as a member of the generation born after 

the 1910 revolution, who grew up during Mexico’s attempt to build a unified national 

identity, and who as an adult witnessed the failure of this project. He experienced both the 

push for a unified Mexican culture and shared language and later he saw what (by the 

midcentury) appeared to be the failure of this project.90 The Mexico of his adulthood 

seemed not simply culturally diverse, but fractured to the point that it was not a genuine 

community. “[C]ommunity in Mexico is lived at a distant and unarticulated horizon that 

does not offer a precise orientation or consistent support for individual action” (Portilla, 

2017, p. 13). Without the shared communal horizon, there was no ground for serious and 

meaningful action, just zozobra, which many dealt with by ceasing to attempt any 

                                                
89 Heidegger, too, writes about the importance of these generally unnoticed social norms. What I 
see others doing makes sense to me insofar as I can place it within a horizon of intelligibility—I 
can connect it to social norms and standards with which I am familiar. Additionally, part of how I 
make sense of my own action is in terms of a shared social background. Even when we are alone, 
the norms of a community are in force, shaping what we do and coloring how we think about our 
activities (Heidegger, 2008, pp. 156-157).We are essentially, according to Heidegger, “being-with” 
(Heidegger, 2008, p. 154ff.). 
 
90 See (Gallegos, 2018, p. 3) for an especially clear and concise description of this. 
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meaningful activity. “I belong to a generation whose best representatives lived for many 

years in an environment of the most unbearable and loud irresponsibility that could be 

imagined” (Portilla, 2012, p. 125). 

 While this is a socially situated phenomenological insight, it is not the kind of 

insight that might develop into a critical stance on the phenomenological project itself. 

Inverted phenomenological privilege arises in standpoint phenomenology when socially 

located breakdown results in the revelation of a condition of experience that more 

adequately captures the phenomena and the insight is made possible because the 

practitioner’s own background habits, presumptions, and commitments differ from those 

of the dominant social perspective of the tradition. This distance is required, because it is 

the distance that enables the identification of any normally implicit background belief of 

the discipline and allows the standpoint phenomenologist to trace the influence of this 

belief on other phenomenological analyses. Portilla’s insight does not adopt a background 

presumption that unsettles the predominant presumptions of the phenomenological 

tradition. In short, there is no distance between the background beliefs used to formulate 

his phenomenological insight and the classical phenomenological background beliefs that 

might develop into critical distance.  
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Travel Bans and Racialized Temporality 
 
 In contrast to Portilla, we see in Alia Al-Saji’s work on racialized temporality a 

phenomenological insight that is socially situated and provides an inverted 

phenomenological privilege regarding the phenomenological project as a whole. Al-Saji 

draws out the temporal implications of Fanon’s analysis of corporeal malediction and adds 

to this her own experience of “racialized temporality” using a breakdown experience that 

I will call temporal malediction. I argue that her analysis of temporal malediction can be 

used to critique Heidegger’s originary temporality and reveals a background presumption 

of social neutrality that (like Merleau-Ponty’s work) distorts Heidegger’s phenomenology. 

When applied to Heidegger’s view of temporality—specifically his view that the 

temporality of everyday practical comportment is “embedded” in this more originary 

temporality—Fanon’s and Al-Saji’s work also explains the strong connection between 

corporeal malediction and temporal malediction. Alia Al-Saji’s work, in other words, 

provides both a situated phenomenological insight and the opening for inverted 

phenomenological privilege on the phenomenological project as a whole. 

 

Corporeal Malediction, Temporal Malediction 

 Fanon’s analysis of corporeal malediction already draws on notions of temporality. 

As Al-Saji points out, past, present, and future are all invoked to explain why social identity 

affects comportment even at the level of the body schema. What Al-Saji does not point out 

is the way her analysis fits easily into Heidegger’s description of originary temporality.91 

According to Heidegger, we (Dasein) are unique in that our being is an “issue” for us 

                                                
91 Al-Saji is explicitly drawing on a Bergsonian understanding of temporality (Al-Saji, 2014, 2018). 
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(Heidegger, 2008, pp. 32, 67ff.). We are entities that care about who we are and how we 

are doing—whether or not we are good people, citizens, parents, etc. This caring is always 

going on the background, even if we don’t explicitly think about it much if at all. For 

example, we can hurt others’ feelings by teasing them about not being masculine or 

feminine enough or for having a dirty house or not making enough money only because 

people are worried about who they are and who they ought to be. There is a form of 

temporality that makes this kind of “caring” experience possible—originary temporality. 

As will become clear in the analysis that follows, originary temporality does not describe 

sequentially ordered or distinct successive events. Rather, it is the way future roles or 

projects are available and matter to us on the basis of the past.92 Fanon’s and Al-Saji’s 

experiences of what I will call temporal malediction reveal the way originary temporality 

is already, in Al-Saji’s words, “racialized.” These accounts of temporal malediction, I will 

argue, reveal that originary temporality must already be sensitive to social location and 

expectations. I will discuss in turn the past, future, and present of originary temporality and 

show how each breaks down in temporal malediction. 

 

The Past 

 In caring about who I am, I am always thinking in terms of who I ought to be, which 

will set the standards by which I judge myself and my actions. However, there are limits 

on the roles that I can take up. The originary past limits who we can be and thus the 

framework we use to understand and assess how we are doing in two ways. First, there are 

                                                
92 As Heidegger writes, “Temporalizing does not signify that ecstases come in a ‘succession’. The 
future is not later than having been, and having been is not earlier than the Present. Temporality 
temporalizes itself as a future which makes present in the process of having been” (Heidegger, 
2008, p. 401). 
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limits placed on us by the world. There simply are limitations set on the kinds of roles one 

can occupy in a cultural form of life. I cannot take up the role of a town crier. The 

occupation of yelling out the latest news and laws in the city center no longer exists, and if 

I were to attempt it, no one would understand what I was doing (and I would likely be 

arrested). It’s simply not a real cultural possibility anymore. Similarly, while being a child 

star is still a cultural possibility in the here and now, it isn’t a possible role I could take up 

as I am no longer a child. Any role or activity I can genuinely consider is already limited 

by the world (Blattner, 1992, p. 107; Heidegger, 2008, p. 182ff.). Secondly, there are limits 

imposed by the individual’s own history and what they already do care about. What counts 

as a genuine possibility is limited by how the available possibilities strike you. I am already, 

as Heidegger says, attuned the possibilities of the world in a specific way; things already 

matter to me or don’t (Heidegger, 2008, p. 172ff.). I don’t have the “liberty of indifference” 

(Heidegger, 2008, p. 183). My mother-in-law once told me she didn’t understand why 

people read fiction. At first, this shocked me. My mother is a reading teacher, and my father 

is a writer. Reading, hearing, and thinking about stories has deeply shaped who I am from 

childhood. Fiction matters to me a great deal. However, when I thought about what did 

matter to her, I understood her attunement. She’s a pediatric oncologist and spends all her 

time reading and thinking about medicine. What matters to her is saving the lives of 

children and easing their pain when treatment fails. Reading, writing, and discussing fiction 

just doesn’t matter. Being a writer will never be a role that appeals to her or even shows up 

as a real possibility. Moreover, when she retires, many “real” possibilities will confront 

her. She might start volunteering full time at the hospital’s children’s garden or become 

the medical director of a summer camp for children with cancer. She may decide to write 
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a (non-fiction, of course) book about her experiences. But even these possibilities will not 

all strike her in the same way. She will not be “indifferent” between the choices even in 

this case. “Each possibility,” as William Blattner writes, “means something” (Blattner, 

1992, p. 108); they mean something already and speak to different parts of who she is.93 

In corporeal malediction, both the limits placed by the world and those placed by an 

individual’s affective attunement are further restricted by one’s identity. 

 In the experience of corporeal malediction, one is “fastened” to the myths and 

stereotypes woven from anecdotes, stories, and legends (Fanon, 2008, p. 84). The limits on 

one’s possibilities are far more restrictive than those placed by the general cultural and 

historical situation. In other words, the “world-limits” of originary temporality are more 

restricted for Fanon and are restricted on the basis of Fanon’s social identity—specifically, 

his race. When Fanon is encountered in the “white world,” he is “fastened” to an effigy, an 

“essence” of the Black man that has been crafted in the white imagination (Fanon, 2008, 

p. 22). As Fanon writes, “I was simultaneously responsible for my body, responsible for 

my race, for my ancestors. I subjected myself to an objective analysis. I discovered my 

blackness, my ethnic characteristics; and I was battered down by tom-toms, cannibalism, 

intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial defects, slave-ships, and above all else, above all: 

‘Me like Banania’” (Fanon, 2008, p. 85 translation altered). One is limited not just by the 

actual world, but additionally by a stereotyped and mythical world. As Al-Saji puts it, 

“prior to his interpolation94 as black, Fanon could imagine all ‘civilizational’ history as his 

                                                
93 See (Blattner, 1992, p. 108) for a clear explanation of this point.  
94 Al-Saji uses the word “interpolate” throughout the text. For example: “An encounter with a 
racializing gaze transforms this state of affairs, however, for this gaze interpolates the black subject 
by identifying him with his skin colour and positioning him within a racialized frame of reference 
(linked to a black past)” (Al-Saji, 2013b, p. 5). Given the context in which the word appears, it 
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own, he was now limited to those historical elements that made up a stereotyped black 

past” (Al-Saji, 2013b, p. 6). This is clearly illustrated in the example of Monsieur Achille 

with which I opened the chapter—a Black colonial subject is often spoken to as a child in 

pidgin-French, because they are presumed to have no language at all, no rich culture, no 

long historical past; their past is a separate and impoverished past. 

 Affective attunements (what matters to one) are also changed by the experience of 

corporeal malediction. Al-Saji describes her experience of this during the 2017 U.S. travel 

bans, which limited the ability of citizens from certain predominantly Muslim countries to 

enter the United States. Al-Saji is an Iraqi-Canadian philosopher who often travels to the 

United States for talks and conferences. Iraqis, initially included in the ban, were ultimately 

allowed entry with “special scrutiny” at the border. As Al-Saji writes, “Iraqis were still 

problems, each a potential terrorist threat; yet they were useful in fighting Daesh, and while 

they ‘should be subjected to thorough review,’ they would not be blocked as a whole” (Al-

Saji, 2018, p. 333). The ban reduced her Iraqi past to its salience for United States foreign 

policy in order to carve out “safe” and “dangerous” identities. Her Iraqi past is taken up 

only along the vector of threat or ally. She writes of searching through the text of the ban 

and the court rulings that followed to determine how it might affect her and the feeling of 

relief at “not being singled out and dissociating from those who are” (Al-Saji, 2018, p. 

334). In doing so, she begins to take up this impoverished past—feeling safe in the 

inclusion as ally and distancing herself from the “others” excluded as threats (Al-Saji, 

2013b, p. 4; 2018, p. 334). Her past “is experienced as the reduced and negative mirror of 

                                                
seems related to Althusser’s “interpellation”—the process by which cultural values become 
internalized and begin shaping identities. However, Al-Saji never flags this, nor does she explicitly 
address her choice to use “interpolate” instead of “interpellate.” 
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a white civilizational past, as an ossified dimension” (Al-Saji, 2013b, p. 9). This affects the 

way tasks and projects matter to her. “Could I still attend the institution [SPEP] in which I 

had invested so much and which has been my home for doing philosophy? Would that 

come at the cost of not visiting my family in Iraq again?” (Al-Saji, 2018, p. 333) She 

reconsiders each invitation to speak, adjusts travel plans, and withdraws from conferences. 

She now approaches this important part of her scholarly life with a new attunement—“a 

feeling of nausea and of enclosure” (Al-Saji, 2018, p. 335).  

 Corporeal malediction involves a breakdown of the originary past. Being saddled 

with a counterfeit past, one that is impoverished, or a combination of these two because of 

one’s identity can affect the world of possibilities available to one and the way one is struck 

by the possibilities that are available. The past is, as Al-Saji writes, “differentially 

remembered, cognized, and felt by differently positioned subjects” (Al-Saji, 2018, p. 337). 

  

The Future 

 In caring about who I am, I am always thinking in terms of who I could or ought to 

be. I have what Heidegger calls a “for-the-sake-of-which” (Heidegger, 2008, pp. 116ff., 

182ff.)—a role I throw myself into that structures my actions and my understanding of how 

I am faring. I can care about who I am only if I have this “futural” element structuring that 

care—a role that I am always pushing forward into. As Blattner points out, this is not a 

future in the sense of a goal I set for myself that is “later” in time. Rather this aspect is 

futural in the sense that it is what directs and orients me; it’s the kind of person I want to 

be. These roles are never something that are finished or accomplished. Even a specific role, 

like one’s profession, isn’t something one is ever done accomplishing. “Casting myself as 
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a lawyer is something that is always futural with respect to action. Casting myself in a role 

is not something that I can have behind me and take for granted. I am a lawyer only so long 

has I cast myself thus. When I stop casting myself as a lawyer, I am not a lawyer anymore” 

(Blattner, 1992, p. 105). 

 Corporeal malediction affects the originary future. Often corporeal malediction 

occurs when one aspires to a role that clashes with those admitted by the mythical and 

stereotypical past with which one is beset. As Fanon writes, although it was hardly a rarity 

to meet a Black priest, physician, or professor, “something out of the ordinary still clung 

to such cases. ‘We have a Senegalese history teacher. He is quite bright…Our doctor is 

colored. He is very gentle’” (Fanon, 2008, p. 88). Put simply, cases in which people show 

surprise or note the exceptional status of Black men and women in these professions reveal 

the presumption that these are unusual roles for them to press ahead into. Moreover, when 

one does attempt to press ahead into these roles, it is always with the sense that one can 

never truly cast oneself in that way; the roles that have already been cast in the shape of 

someone else, and you don’t “fit.” Al-Saji draws special attention to Fanon’s description 

of feeling he has come “too late” (Al-Saji, 2013b, p. 7). He writes of there being an already 

existing “white world” that confines him but that he has come to “too late” to truly 

participate in (Fanon, 2008, p. 92). He experiences a “world of exhausted and used-up 

possibilities,” possibilities that have been already “defined in relation to other (white) 

bodies” (Al-Saji, 2013b, p. 8) and that have been molded to fit just those bodies, and more 

broadly—just those identities. “Everything is anticipated, thought out, demonstrated, made 

the most of. My trembling hands take hold of nothing; the vein has been mined out. Too 

late!” (Fanon, 2008, p. 91). This doesn’t mean that someone experiencing corporeal 
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malediction can’t cast themselves in certain roles at all. After all, Fanon was a successful 

doctor, psychiatrist, and writer. However, even as he casts himself in these roles, he 

confronts resistance—as if he and the role he is attempting to press ahead into are two 

positive magnetic poles. As he tries to enact the role, he finds himself having trouble 

actually occupying it and instead settles for following the “rules” of the role. One way to 

think about the difference between the “normal” futural distance of a role that is never 

accomplished and the resisted futural role experienced in corporeal malediction (the role 

one is always “too late” for) is the difference between exemplifying a role on the one hand 

and following a set of static rules on the other. As Terry Pinkard puts the point: 

…it is a mistake to take our individual acts simply as singular applications of 
something like general rules. It is better to say that we exemplify in better or worse 
ways what it is for us to really be us—for example, in friendship, chess-playing, 
vegetable-chopping or citizenship. The generality of the practice sets the terms in 
which I can flourish as any one of these things. Yet it is I who sets the way in which 
I exemplify the practice…. (Pinkard, 2019) 
 

In Fanon’s case, the feeling is that one must just follow the prescribed rules of the role. He 

is “too late” to set the terms of the practice or exemplify the role in his own way. The way 

Fanon acts as a doctor, for example, has no room for the exemplification of “funny” doctor 

or “stern” doctor or whatever Fanon himself could bring to the role. He cannot take up the 

role as genuinely his, as a way for him to be. In Heideggerian terms, he can never “find” 

himself in the roles before him (Heidegger, 2008, p. 184). He must simply try to follow the 

rules. The field of possibility, thus, “loses its playfulness and imaginary variability” (Al-

Saji, 2013b, p. 8).  
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The Present 

 The originary past (a world that already matters to us) and the originary future (the 

roles we cast ourselves into) opens an originary present of actual tasks, projects, and things 

to do. The originary present just is the world of everyday activities—the things we do on 

the basis of what matters to us and who we want to be. There is a specific kind of 

temporality that structures the way we think about doing tasks, which is different from 

originary temporality. In fact, the entire past-present-future structure of this practical, task-

centered temporal structure is embedded in the originary present.95 Heidegger calls this 

task-centered temporality the “temporality of circumspective concern.” According to 

Heidegger, the equipment and paraphernalia we use to accomplish tasks is always 

experienced as already having specific uses and relations to other pieces of equipment 

(Heidegger, 2008, pp. 115ff., 404).96 If we pay attention, this already speaks to us in 

temporal language—equipment is present to us as equipment insofar as we have a sense 

for how and with what it and things like it have been used in the past and so long as we 

have the expectation that it can be used to do some task or work in the future. The focus 

on equipment and paraphernalia in particular might seem narrow—conjuring images of 

carpenters and shoemakers, but included in the broad designation of what Heidegger calls 

the ready-to-hand is all the human stuff we use in our daily activities: computers, clothes, 

                                                
95 The “embeddedness” of pragmatic temporality in originary temporality is the term for the relation 
introduced by William Blattner. See (Blattner, 1992, pp. 117-120) for a more in-depth explanation 
and analysis of this relation.  
96 This is true even in cases where we don’t know anything about the piece of equipment. If a Mars 
rover captured pictures of a mysterious metal object with levers and gears, scientists might have no 
idea what this piece of equipment was for, who made it, or what else might be used with it. Yet to 
see it as equipment (and not a natural object or a piece of Martian art), they must have the 
expectation that it has a use and users and might be used with other pieces of equipment, and they 
would immediately start trying to figure out the answers to those questions. 
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offices, bridges, roads. It includes all of the things we need to do the tasks that allow us to 

cast ourselves in the roles of who we want to be. 

 The impoverished originary past with which the colonial subject is saddled and the 

limits of the roles they can exemplify in the originary future all conspire to limit their 

absorbed comportment in the present. In the present, what the subject experiences is 

corporeal malediction in which the whole temporal structure of circumspective concern—

past, present, and future—becomes unsteady. In Fanon’s case, he “shivered at the slightest 

pretext” knowing one false step would finish his career as a doctor (Fanon, 2008, pp. 88-

89). To imagine this more specifically in terms of an interruption in absorbed tasks, one 

might imagine Fanon fumbling with his stethoscope, feeling conspicuous in his doctor’s 

coat, or being ill at ease with the arrangement of furniture in the exam room. Although he 

still experiences these entities as ready-to-hand, lost is his sense that he can count on them 

as reliable and that they will accomplish the task at which he is aiming. For Al-Saji, 

corporeal malediction manifests as constant “hesitation” as she adjusts travel plans, when 

she accepts and rejects conference invitations, and, of course, in those tense interactions 

with U.S. border security. She cannot count on airlines, airports, etc. to get her where she 

needs to go. She does not know that she will be able to achieve the intermediate tasks of 

giving talks and attending conferences to support her in her overarching role as a scholar. 

She has no sense of whether or not her attempt to convince border security that she is 

simply an academic traveling to the US will succeed or fail.  

 Corporeal malediction is made possible not just by a differential social sensitivity 

of the body schema, but a differential social sensitivity to past, present, and future. 

Temporal malediction accompanies corporeal malediction, because there is an 
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interdependence between social sensitivity of the body schema in everyday comportment 

and that of originary temporality.97 Fanon can feel the limits of a racialized body in the 

present because he senses the limits of a racialized originary future—there are roles that 

will resist him—and the weight of a racialized originary past—his past becomes the 

mythologized Black past of the white imaginary that “weighs down” his present 

comportment. On the other hand, if Fanon didn’t already feel the limits of his racialized 

body, the racialized originary future and past would not speak to him as real limitations; 

they would be toothless. When I initially introduced corporeal malediction in chapter one, 

I identified it as an older articulation of what is now called “stereotype threat,” and one 

particular finding by stereotype threat researchers clearly supports this last point. When 

Claude Steele began studying the way stereotype threat affects Black students, he found 

that instances in which one’s race became a salient negative factor in one’s performance 

led to what he called “disidentification” (Steele, 1999). It is, among other things, stressful, 

painful, and disheartening to find one’s performance stifled, to be talked to as a child, to 

second guess every movement, and feel uneasy in one’s own body because of one’s race. 

One way of reducing these feelings is to “learn to care less about the situations and 

activities that bring it about—to realign [one’s] self-regard so that it no longer depends on 

how [one] does in the situation” (Steele, 1999). In the face of specific instances of corporeal 

malediction, one learns to lessen emotional pain by “ceasing to identify with the part of life 

in which the pain occurs.” The temporal way of putting this is that feeling discomfort due 

to one’s race results in a readjustment of what matters to one (the originary past) and 

                                                
97 To formulate this form of interdependence, I draw heavily on William Blattner’s explanation of 
the general existential interdependence of the temporality of everyday comportment and originary 
temporality (Blattner, 1992, pp. 114-117).  
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realignment of the roles into which one casts oneself (originary future). So, the racial 

sensitivity in the present that lead to practical breakdown of one’s projects in corporeal 

malediction is in turn part of what shapes the racialized originary past and future. If the 

intermediate tasks and interactions associated with being a doctor are stressful and 

demoralizing encounters, why continue to cast oneself as a doctor? Why care about being 

esteemed as smart and selfless? It becomes easier to cast oneself in the roles that are 

prescribed and lean into the affective attunements that are expected. Corporeal malediction 

makes it so the mythologized past really becomes the basis for one’s present and the 

narrowed down originary future truly constrains how one casts oneself. As Steele points 

out, the cost of this can be quite high. “When stereotype threat affects school life, 

disidentification is a high price to pay for psychic comfort. Still, it is a price that groups 

contending with powerful negative stereotypes about their abilities—women in advanced 

math, African-Americans in all academic areas—may too often pay” (Steele, 1999). 

  

Inverted Privilege 

 Although Al-Saji and Fanon focus on racialized temporality, one can find examples 

to support the influence of gender (Young, 1980), sexual orientation (Ahmed, 2006b), and 

disability (Diedrich, 2001) on temporal experience. The point is not to enumerate the many 

ways social identity can affect our experience of the originary past, present, and future, but 

to point out that originary temporality must also be socially tinged to explain why this 

differential experience based on social location is possible. Our social location 

fundamentally shapes our experience of the originary past, present, and future. The social 

sensitivity of the body schema supports and is supported by the socially charged structures 
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of originary temporality. This sensitivity is missing from Heidegger’s initial articulation of 

originary temporality, because he adopted, like Merleau-Ponty, a presumption of social 

neutrality.98 

 This insight provides a privileged standpoint from which to assess the predominant 

background presumption of the phenomenological project. It’s worth pointing out, 

however, that this isn’t a “new” insight into the project. Rather, I am riding on the initial 

privileged insight of Fanon—traditional phenomenology imports from the dominant social 

perspective a presumption that our specific social location doesn’t matter to the conditions 

enabling experience. Fanon discovered this distorting background belief in his analysis of 

corporeal malediction and his revision of Merleau-Ponty’s body schema and it was because 

of his discovery that I knew to look for a similar distorting background presumption 

elsewhere—in this case, Heidegger’s analysis of originary temporality.  

 This is an important element of standpoint phenomenology that I will develop more 

fully in the final chapter: discoveries of inverted phenomenological privilege that concern 

                                                
98 It’s highly plausible that the "narrowing down" of the originary past, future, and present that I 
describe is a form of inauthenticity. In these cases, an agent is trapped in, as Blattner puts the point, 
“kind-relative social norms” without being able to take ownership of the social position in a way 
that specifies it in a “distinctive manner” (Blattner, 2017, p. 68). This, indeed, seems to pretty well 
match Fanon’s experience of being a doctor as I’ve described it above and his sense that he must 
simply “follow the rules” of the role. In other words, corporeal malediction generates a culturally 
specific form of temporal inauthenticity. One might at this point object that if this can be recast in 
terms of inauthenticity, perhaps Heidegger’s view can completely accommodate these experiences 
and the narrowing down I describe does not reveal 1) a gap in his account of temporality or 2) a 
presumption of social neutrality of the sort that informed (and distorted) Merleau-Ponty’s 
articulation of the body schema. While characterizing these experiences as a culturally specific 
form of temporal inauthenticity seems right, I would argue that we would still need to reform 
Heidegger’s view on temporality to make sense of how this form of inauthenticity gets off the 
ground. How is it that this form of inauthenticity might threaten only individuals form certain 
groups and not others if there isn’t already a differential social sensitivity to the possibilities of 
past, present, and future? Past, present, and future are already “social”—temporality is racialized, 
gendered, heteronormative, etc. This is the gap in his account, and it is a gap opened by his 
presumption of social neutrality.  
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the background beliefs of the project as a whole can “travel.” When one uncovers a 

distorting background presumption in the traditional canon, it’s a presumption that is 

almost certainly at work in other phenomenological analyses. Standpoint phenomenology, 

in other words, works in a hermeneutic circle. From the individual insights garnered 

through socially situated breakdown, one can discover the background presumptions that 

shape the project as a whole and, having identified these background presumptions, see 

their influence in other phenomenological analyses. In the final chapter, I’ll discuss this 

aspect of the methodology more fully and show how the identification of one major 

distorting presumption may be harnessed to effect many revisions to the phenomenological 

project. 
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Sharing the View from the Upper Air 
 

“…we take our start from what lies prior to all standpoints: from the total realm of 
whatever is itself given intuitionally and prior to all theorizing, from everything 
that one can immediately see and seize upon—if only one does not let himself be 
blinded by prejudices and prevented from taking into consideration whole classes 
of genuine data” (Husserl, 1983, pp. 38-39). 
 
“The most enduring prejudices are the comfortable ones, those hidden up close; 
seeing the world as it is requires some distance, a view from the upper air” (King, 
2019a, p. 345). 
 
“I stand on middle ground and know both sides” (Ella Cara Deloria to John D. 
Rockefeller Jr., 1934).99 

 

 In this final chapter, I want to examine the way the advantage that accrues to a 

phenomenological standpoint might be shared with and utilized by those from different 

social locations. I’ll start by examining the work of anthropologist Ella Deloria. Her work 

illustrates the theses of situated knowledge and inverted privilege as developed in 

standpoint epistemology. It also provides a concrete case that illustrates the possibilities 

and pitfalls of sharing standpoint insights generally that I will use as a jumping off point 

for examining the sharing of standpoint phenomenological insights specifically. While 

Deloria’s insights were widely influential, in part because they could be taken up by those 

that did not occupy her same social location, her case is especially useful for examining 

the obstacles that come with trying to share inverted privilege. Individuals from 

marginalized groups are often subject to what Miranda Fricker calls credibility deficits—

their testimony, research, and insights are downgraded because of their identity (Fricker, 

2003). So, while marginalized social identity provides the potential for inverted privilege 

when it comes to critiques of disciplinary practices and background presumptions, it can 

                                                
99 As quoted in (Cotera, 2008, p. 41). 
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also impede the uptake of these insights. I’ll develop a parallel account for standpoint 

phenomenology, arguing that phenomenologically situated insights into the conditions of 

experience can be shared. I will also illustrate how privileged insights into the flaws of the 

discipline might be utilized by those who do not occupy the social location that initiated 

the standpoint. In this way, the insights of standpoint phenomenology can be fruitfully 

taken up and applied by others to generate new phenomenological insights and critiques of 

the discipline. This potential for standpoint “traveling” opens the way to substantial and 

rapid reform of the field.  

 

Sharing the View of a Standpoint 
 
 When Ella Deloria was tasked with corroborating James Walker’s descriptions of 

Oglala Sioux ceremonies, it seemed an easy follow-up job for which she was uniquely 

suited. Deloria was an anthropologist of Dakota heritage who grew up on Standing Rock 

(King, 2019a, p. 233). She spoke both English and Dakota in all of its dialects, and the job 

itself was simple—go talk to living members of Oglala society and make sure the earlier 

account given by Walker in his book The Sun Dance and Other Ceremonies of the Oglala 

Division of the Teton Dakota was correct.  

 Deloria found out almost immediately that this would be a much more difficult job 

than she anticipated. Some of the “facts” Walker reported were things that no one Deloria 

spoke to had ever heard of; some were clearly variations on Biblical tales that might have 

been the influence of recent Christian missionaries. Other facts about Oglala myth and 

practice, Deloria conceded, may have been believed or practiced at some point, but if it 
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had, it was certainly not part of the current culture (King, 2019a, p. 237).100 She found 

Walker’s treatment of Oglala myth especially vexing, saying that it “…strikes no 

responsive chord anywhere. ‘That must be from another tribe’—‘That may be from the 

Bible’—‘Somebody made that up according to his fancy,’—‘That’s not Dakota!’ Not once, 

so far, has anybody said of this part that ‘Maybe it was so believed in the past’” (Deloria, 

June 28, 1938). 

 Given what feminist standpoint epistemologists have uncovered regarding 

epistemic privilege (discussed in chapter three), it should come as no surprise that Deloria’s 

social location provided better access to Oglala culture. Deloria knew, for example, how 

to develop a rapport with Oglala people so that they would provide candid and true 

descriptions of their cultural practices and beliefs. She writes to Franz Boas (who was 

funding her research): 

I cannot tell you how essential it is for me to take beef or some food each time I go 
to an informant—the moment I don’t, I take myself right out of the Dakota side and 
class myself with outsiders. If I go, bearing a gift, and gladden the hearts of my 
informants, with food, at which perhaps I arrange to have two or three informants, 
and eat with them, and call them by the correct social kinship terms, then later I can 
go back, and ask them all sorts of questions, and get my information, as one would 
get favors from a relative. It is hard to explain, but it is the only way I can work. To 
go at it like a white man, for me, an Indian, is to throw up an immediate barrier 
between myself and the people. (Cotera, 2008, p. 52)101 

 

Deloria also understood that the Oglala culture prized privacy and that questions perceived 

as intrusive or abrupt might lead those questioned to dissemble—something that Deloria 

suspected had occurred to Walker on a least a few occasions. Deloria knew how to make 

                                                
100 See also (Cotera, 2008, p. 52ff.) for a description of Deloria’s discoveries regarding Walker’s 
work. 
101 Initially from (Deloria, July 11, 1932). 
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the right introductions and knew also to be on the lookout for red-herrings.102 She also 

knew how to position her identity to elicit the most candid responses. Her status as an older 

unmarried woman would seem unusual and perhaps suspicious to many Oglala people. 

However, by reframing her marital status as that of the “perpetual virgin” she was able to 

tap into the long-standing Dakota role of the virginal woman as tribal record keeper—in 

one stroke explaining away a “suspicious” personal characteristic and providing an 

accepted explanation for her inquiries (Cotera, 2008, p. 50ff.). As a native speaker, she also 

had a feel for the language, its uses, and its ambiguities, which “prized wit, puns, 

juxtapositions, intentional mistakes, wordplay, and jokes well told” (King, 2019b, p. 

242)—features that might easily mislead a non-native speaker like Walker. Deloria was in 

a far better position to gather and recognize the data Walker was seeking. She had, in short, 

an epistemic advantage due, in part, to her social identity.  

 Reporting the flaws in Walker’s work to her funder, Franz Boas, proved 

complicated. Although Deloria was sure that much of what was reported by Walker was 

either his own invention or that of a “creative Native storyteller” (Cotera, 2008, p. 56), 

Boas refused to believe her. After her initial reporting, Boas wrote back: “I hope you will 

try and get as much information as possible in regard to these matters. I do not think it 

likely that Walker invented the whole mythology” (Boas, February 10, 1938). “When you 

look after the Walker material, please do not ask in such a way as to discourage people to 

tell anything they may know about a creation myth. I think it would be very curious if you 

                                                
102 “…the Dakota people observe strict social rules regarding the transmission of tribal information 
and view both inquisitiveness and willingness to share information as aberrant social traits. Deloria 
clearly realized that these social strictures, unbeknownst to non-Indian ethnographers, had shaped 
relations between Indian informants and non-Indian fieldworkers, and she suspected that they had 
led to much misinformation about the Sioux” (Cotera, 2008, p. 50). 
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should not find some trace of what may be behind Walker’s information….Please do make 

a serious effort to clear up this matter” (Boas, February 28, 1938). She was now tasked not 

with deploying her anthropological expertise, but with troubleshooting the work of one 

anthropologist. To appease her funder, she had to find out why Walker’s work was so 

terribly flawed, and in doing so, she would develop a standpoint on anthropology itself—

turning her epistemic advantage into an epistemological one—an advantaged insight into 

the way anthropology produced knowledge and the flaws in its current modes of knowledge 

production.  

 Deloria could point to a few obvious flaws in Walker’s methods of data collection 

that were not connected to any deep problems in the discipline itself—his lack of skill with 

the language, his reliance on a poor translator, and his bias toward a thesis of a common 

global mythology (he often tried to link Oglala and Greek myth). However, the more 

interesting problems Deloria unearthed were problems in how anthropologists in general 

approached and understood their work. Walker’s description of Oglala ceremonies, for 

example, relied on the accounts given by only a handful of people—usually the chiefs or 

other notable community members. To most anthropologists at the time, this would have 

seemed a sound mode for collecting cultural information. However, as Deloria points out, 

this rests on a deeply flawed background presumption about the culture being studied. Only 

if you thought the cultural norms were set and static could you presume to rely on the 

reports of only a few people to capture it. There was, as Deloria pointed out, a pervasive 

and incorrect presumption that the cultures being studied were “dead”—not living and 

changing with the practices of hundreds or thousands of members. Margaret Mead (a far 

more capable anthropologist than Walker) was explicit about this presumption. She wrote 
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of her time studying Omaha culture: “It’s just nothing at all. A thing like this isn’t a culture, 

hardly even the remains of one” (King, 2019a, p. 225). Studying the Omaha was, she wrote, 

an exercise in “too-late ethnology” in which all the most interesting parts of the culture 

were gone—“killed off by poverty and white invasion” (King, 2019a, p. 241). As a member 

of a very much living Dakota culture, Deloria knew this presumption was wrong; she was 

more than just “a ghost with a cardboard suitcase” (King, 2019a, p. 241). Moreover, a 

background presumption that the cultures being studied were dead or dying could radically 

shape the collection and interpretation of data. Walker, for example, only asked a few 

trusted authority figures about cultural practices and rituals, because he assumed they could 

offer an authoritative view on them. However, in an evolving and living culture, you can’t 

just ask a few people and expect to get a full sense of the culture. A living culture is flexible 

and shaped by the ongoing practices of its members, so you have to ask lots of people from 

all social strata in order to understand its general contours. In a living and evolving culture, 

one can also expect to find subtlety and variation in beliefs and practices. Someone 

recording a living culture should be on the lookout for fine distinctions and slight 

modifications in what is reported. As she reviewed Walker’s work, however, Deloria was 

struck by the simplification of his reporting. There was, if one took Walker at his word, 

one standard ritual performed by young men at a particular time in life. But Deloria’s own 

experience and collection of data told her that “it was difficult to nail down one 

unambiguous form for Sioux ceremonies” (King, 2019a, p. 237), because there wasn’t one 

preserved culture, but many “women and men who weren’t stuck in history but, like 

Deloria herself, were feeling their way through it” (King, 2019a, pp. 241-242). It was this 

idea of a dead culture hovering in the background that distorted the way evidence was 
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collected and interpreted, and it was Deloria’s social location that enabled her to develop a 

privileged standpoint from which to examine and correct this background presumption. 

 I’ve presented Deloria’s insights in some detail to make the case that they follow 

the general pattern of a standpoint and, in this way, parallel fairly closely the standpoint 

phenomenological insights we’ve encountered. Like Deloria, standpoint phenomenologists 

Fanon, Ahmed, and Al-Saji start with situated phenomenological insights—insights gained 

through breakdown experiences that are tied to their social identity, and, like Deloria, 

where these specific insights are in tension with the “received wisdom” of the tradition in 

which they are working, they are prompted to reexamine the implicit background 

presumptions of that tradition—leading to a privileged standpoint on the discipline. 

However, the goal of this final chapter is to take the parallel further.  

As has already been hinted, Deloria had trouble getting her work taken seriously 

even by her friends and champions. I draw on Deloria’s struggle for recognition to illustrate 

some of the obstacles to sharing standpoint insights that will arise, too, for standpoint 

phenomenologists. I argue that, while standpoint phenomenology can avoid most worries 

about the in-principle inaccessibility of standpoint insights (the worry that others simply 

cannot understand the insights garnered from a standpoint), testimonial injustice presents 

a serious challenge, as standpoint phenomenologists may routinely be assigned less 

credibility than they are due as a result of their social identity. One key, mitigating 

difference for standpoint phenomenology is the articulation and argument in support of its 

methodology—the work of this dissertation. Although standpoint phenomenologists will 

still face many obstacles when it comes to receiving uptake, a detailed argument in support 

of these kinds of insights with a solid foundation in classical phenomenological 
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methodology will take on some of the burden of justification.  

 

Avoiding the Worry of Inaccessibility 

 There is a worry in feminist standpoint epistemology that knowledge achieved 

through a standpoint may not “travel.” That is, standpoint knowledge may not be shareable 

with those who do not occupy the standpoint. As Kukla and Ruetsche point out, there are 

really two related worries here.103 The first is that traditional models of justification and 

rationality (what Kukla and Ruetsche call “rarefied rationality” (Kukla & Ruetsche, 2002, 

p. 391)) may be unable to capture the warrant of knowledge garnered through a standpoint. 

The second concern is that knowledge garnered through a standpoint might be inaccessible 

to people who do not occupy the same social location or that (even if they do have a similar 

social location) have not achieved the critical distance of a full standpoint. These are, 

respectively, the thesis of inaccessibility and the thesis of demographic inaccessibility 

(Kukla & Ruetsche, 2002, p. 405). I’ll examine each in turn and discuss their implications 

for standpoint phenomenology.  

 What Kukla and Ruetsche refer to as “rarefied rationality” can roughly be thought 

of as the traditionalist view in epistemology that neatly separates justification from the 

discovery and recognition of evidence and that presumes all the “epistemic achievements 

worth tracking” are on the side of justification (Kukla & Ruetsche, 2002, p. 391).104 

                                                
103 Kukla and Ruetsche are writing specifically about their account of feminist second nature 
rationality—one epistemic model that would support claims of a privileged standpoint. I am 
generalizing the concerns they lay out to apply to all standpoint accounts. 
104  This bias toward rarefied rationality is currently playing out in the debate on epistemic 
permissivism—the question as to whether or not two agents with the same evidence can rationally 
reach different beliefs. While almost all of the debate surrounds what happens after agents are 
presented with the “same” evidence, as Kopec and Titelbaum point out, the “notion of evidence 
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Because standpoint epistemologists are committed to situated knowledge—the idea that 

social location shapes what one knows—and the notion of an epistemic advantage for the 

socially marginalized in some contexts, it seems clear that something epistemically 

interesting and “worth tracking” is occurring prior to or in tandem with justification. 

Models of rarefied rationality that leave no room for theorizing about the context of 

discovery and its tight connection to justification may indeed lack the resources to account 

for the warrant of standpoint knowledge. The inaccessibility thesis, in short, asserts that 

there are standpoints from which beliefs might be warranted that are unwarrantable by 

exercises of rarefied rationality, as the context of discovery and recognition of evidence 

might be a key epistemic achievement that rarefied rationality cannot account for. Take, 

for example, Deloria’s insights about Oglala culture. Deloria certainly had some important 

skills (like being a native speaker) that enabled her greater access to evidence (perhaps the 

way the expertise of a cave diver provides better access to geological evidence in 

underwater caves). However, much of her epistemic advantage came from just seeing 

things differently. She rejected as evidence what Walker accepted and discovered evidence 

he could not, in part because she was just more sensitive to the overall context in which 

she was gathering evidence. She was better attuned to the situations in which people might 

be truthful, misleading, or making a joke. Deloria actually sees the Oglala world quite 

differently from Walker and most outsiders. So, it is possible that her beliefs cannot be 

warranted using only epistemological models that focus on the justificatory process. Her 

standpoint might warrant beliefs that may not be warranted by rarefied rationality (Kukla 

                                                
one employs is going to do a great deal of work,” yet it is “very unclear what most writers even 
mean when they invoke the concept of ‘evidence’ – a highly contentious topic that hasn’t attracted 
the kind of careful attention it deserves” (Kopec & Titelbaum, 2016, p. 198).  
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& Ruetsche, 2002, p. 405). Although I’ve framed this as a “concern” about inaccessibility, 

in fact, it is a feature not a flaw of standpoint epistemology. If rarefied rationality cannot 

account for the warrant of a standpoint, so much the worse for rarefied rationality—all the 

more reason for rejecting it and adopting a different epistemic model. 

 The closest analogue to rarefied rationality in phenomenology would be classical 

phenomenological methods. Husserl’s method, as discussed in chapter one, of stripping the 

specific and idiosyncratic features from an experience through eidetic variation in order to 

unearth the “essential features” of experience (Husserl, 1983, pp. 7-17; 177-181) might 

indeed be the kind of methodology that couldn’t support the standpoint phenomenological 

insights we’ve examined. Like the standpoint epistemological response to rarefied 

rationality, the standpoint phenomenologist’s response might be—so much the worse for 

Husserl’s methodology. However, other methodologies of classical phenomenology seem 

to account for and support privileged standpoints. In particular, the methodology of 

interrogating breakdown experiences accounts for why some phenomenological insights 

might be socially situated and some standpoints on phenomenological practices privileged. 

The goal of this dissertation has been to connect the insights of standpoint 

phenomenologists to the methods of classical phenomenology. If I have been successful, it 

means that classical phenomenology itself can warrant these insights. This case parallels a 

more conciliatory position between rarefied rationality and standpoint epistemology. It 

could be, as Kukla and Ruetsche point out, that standpoint deliverances are “accessible, 

perhaps inelegantly and at far greater cost, to exercises of rarefied rationality” (Kukla & 

Ruetsche, 2002, p. 404). Similarly, while social location might more directly lead to 

uncovering certain shared conditions of experience and critiques of phenomenological 
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practices, or a marginalized social position might may make these discoveries more likely, 

“this doesn’t rule out the possibility that in principle we could eventually discover 

justifications for these claims…perhaps by costly, inefficient, or roundabout means” 

(Kukla & Ruetsche, 2002, p. 404). My project, in other words, is the “costly, inefficient, 

roundabout” means of justifying the insights of standpoint phenomenologists using the 

tools of classical phenomenology. While standpoint phenomenologists might be directly 

warranted in their discoveries and critiques, I am providing the tools for warranting their 

discoveries using classical phenomenology. So, this dissertation as a whole might provide 

a means of avoiding the problem of inaccessibility. 

  The demographic inaccessibility thesis is that even if one recognizes that the 

context of discovery is an important part of epistemic achievement, it could be that people 

with different capacities for evidential recognition might not be warranted in believing the 

same things. So, a person who occupies a feminist standpoint might be warranted in 

concluding something that is “unwarrant-able” from outside of that standpoint; this 

knowledge is, thus, inaccessible to other demographic starting points (Kukla & Ruetsche, 

2002, p. 405). In its most extreme version, demographic inaccessibility would mean, for 

example, that while Deloria and others who occupy her particular social position can 

understand and be warranted in accepting her anthropological conclusions about Oglala 

culture, no one outside of that social position can. It counts as knowledge just for her social 

group and for no one else. This result would be highly troubling, supporting, as Kukla and 

Ruetsche point out, epistemic “separatism” and undercutting calls for diversity in an 

epistemic community (Kukla & Ruetsche, 2002, p. 406). This is a complex problem in 
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feminist epistemology with various nuanced responses.105 However, it is a problem that 

one might attempt to avoid by utilizing the solution I’ve outlined to the general 

inaccessibility problem. One could argue that someone from any social position can, in 

principle, follow the logic of the standpoint phenomenological methodology as laid out in 

this dissertation to be warranted in accepting the discoveries and critiques enabled more 

directly by the social location of standpoint phenomenologists. However, this would be a 

slightly unsatisfying response in the case of phenomenology for a few reasons. 

 The response to demographic inaccessibility outlined above relies on getting those 

outside of a social location or standpoint to accept conclusions and critiques by 

understanding the logic of the methodology used. However, given that the aim of 

phenomenology, as I have articulated it, is to disclose shared conditions enabling 

experience, it would be odd if standpoint insights were assented to solely on the basis of 

accepting the methodology used to uncover them. If these conditions structure our 

experience, we should be able (perhaps with some effort and assistance) to find their trace 

in our experience. By connecting the methodology of standpoint phenomenology to the 

analysis of breakdown experiences in classical phenomenology, I’ve tried to make the case 

that the logic of standpoint phenomenology is accessible to anyone—that is, it gives even 

those operating outside of the standpoint a good reason to accept 1) situated 

phenomenological insights and 2) the critiques of the project of phenomenology generated 

                                                
105 Kukla and Ruetsche solve this problem by proposing a “plastic” second nature rationality such 
that while “a gendered standpoint conditions a second nature yielding access to results duplicated 
neither by rarefied rationality nor by other second natures as they are currently constituted….these 
results can become accessible to others through the education of their second natures” (Kukla & 
Ruetsche, 2002, p. 408). The virtue of this position is that while it preserves the epistemic privilege 
of a standpoint, it doesn’t result in “gender separatism” or undercut calls for diversity among an 
epistemic community (Kukla & Ruetsche, 2002, p. 406). 
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from a standpoint, but this is akin to accepting a scientist’s conclusion that smoking causes 

cancer by understanding and appreciating the methods one can use to reach a conclusion 

about the effects of smoking. If you suspect that this kind of knowledge is impossible to 

achieve, seeing how one can come to reliable conclusions on the matter does give you more 

reason to accept their conclusion. However, just knowing that a methodology makes some 

knowledge possible is not the same as seeing the truth for oneself. I think that both situated 

phenomenological insights and standpoint critiques can be understood in this deeper way 

“for oneself” by those from different social locations. Below I will offer a few reasons to 

think this is plausible, but I leave the details of resolving this problem to future work.  

 What would it mean for someone from a different social location to “genuinely” 

understand situated phenomenological insights? It would mean that a condition uncovered 

by a socially situated breakdown might also be seen as shaping one’s own experience. For 

example, after reading Fanon’s work on the historico-racial schema, could a white person 

(not subject to racialized forms of corporeal malediction that enabled Fanon’s discovery) 

see the trace of the historico-racial schema in their own perception and comportment or, 

more broadly, have a sense of the way social location generally shapes the way they 

perceive and move in the world? My intuitive response is yes—of course this can happen. 

That this is possible I know by reflecting on my own experience. Sara Ahmed recounted 

her shock at seeing the unbroken pattern of male-female seating every time she and her 

partner took their meals on vacation. When she describes the way this and many other 

subtle forms of heteronormativity continually exert a disorienting force on her, it suddenly 

seems obvious to me—not just plausible, but obvious and apparent in my own experience. 

There are constant orientations towards heterosexuality, and I could feel the way they 
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shaped my experience, though, as a heterosexual woman, they generally are not 

disorienting for me as they are for Ahmed. This lack of disorienting breakdown makes 

them less salient to me than they are to Ahmed—and far less likely to be captured by my 

own phenomenological analysis. However, once Ahmed drew my attention to it, I was able 

to see it in my own experience. I did not need to trace her methodological use of breakdown 

or remind myself of the way social position shapes experience to understand the truth of 

what she’d uncovered. So, situated phenomenological insights do seem to be directly 

accessible to others (at least in some cases) once pointed out. 

 What would it mean for someone from outside of a standpoint to “genuinely” take 

up a standpoint critique? There are two ways this might happen. The first is to take up the 

critique “mindfully”—to explicitly rely on the content of the critique to seek out the 

distorting influence of the background presumptions in question in other phenomenological 

work. This is the tack I’ve taken in extending Fanon’s initial criticism of presumed social 

neutrality to Heidegger’s view of temporality. I knew explicitly what I was looking for and 

used the critique as a way of orienting my own work. This is a genuine way of taking up a 

critique and a necessary first step for practitioners who do not share the social location that 

initially generated the standpoint. Remember that the source of a standpoint critique is 

distance between the background presumptions of a marginalized social location and those 

of the dominant perspective that has shaped the practice. If, as a practitioner, I share the 

dominant perspective, I will have to continually and explicit remind myself of the distortion 

in both the disciplinary background and my own. However, this explicit guidance by 

standpoint critique can only be a first step if the goal is to reform the discipline as a whole. 

For this reform to occur, the critique itself has to become part of the disciplinary 
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standards—it has to be a habit for practitioners and itself part of the background of the 

discipline. One of the goals of standpoint phenomenology is to understand and change 

background presumptions and practices so that they do not merely reflect those of the 

dominant social group. For this to happen, practitioners have to first move through the 

phase of explicitly checking for the influence. Eventually, having an awareness of certain 

distorting influences will become just another habit of the discipline. Many of us have had 

to learn to hear dog whistles and subtle forms of sexist, racist, or homophobic language, 

but once we were properly attuned to them, they became fingernails on a chalkboard. 

Similarly, presuming social neutrality would eventually just feel wrong to practitioners of 

phenomenology.  

 

Addressing the Problem of Testimonial Deficit 

 Although the conclusions of standpoint phenomenologists are in principle 

warranted from other social locations, in practice, standpoint phenomenologists are likely 

to meet quite a bit of resistance from those occupying the dominant social perspective. 

Ironically, the social position that provides a phenomenological advantage will often 

become a disadvantage when it comes to receiving uptake. As Collins puts the point, “[a]n 

oppressed group's experiences may put its members in a position to see things differently, 

but their lack of control over the ideological apparatuses of society makes expressing a 

self-defined standpoint more difficult” (Collins, 2000, p. 44). This is not an issue of in-

principle access to knowledge, but an issue of testimonial injustice. Although, I want to 

touch on and acknowledge this barrier to appropriate uptake, I should say at the start that 

there is no easy solution to it—not generally and not in the specific domain of standpoint 
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phenomenology. I will lay out the problem of testimonial injustice, how it impacts 

standpoint phenomenology, and examine the possibility that a sustained examination of the 

methodology undergirding standpoint insights might once again go some way in reducing 

resistance to uptake. 

 Miranda Fricker has written extensively about testimonial injustice, which occurs 

when speakers receive more or less credibility than they are rationally due because of their 

social location or identity (Fricker, 2003, 2007). Who we take to be suspect or trustworthy 

is often tied up in the power structures, ideologies, and biases that hold sway in a culture. 

This prejudice may, as Fricker puts it, “surreptitiously raise or lower the hearer’s degree of 

belief, by inflating or deflating the credibility he affords the speaker” (Fricker, 2003, p. 

165). Women, people of color, the economically marginalized, for example, are at times 

deemed less capable and trustworthy epistemic agents because of their identity—an 

assessment that may have nothing to do with their actual epistemic trustworthiness in a 

given situation.  

 Deloria’s struggle to get her own work taken seriously helps illustrate this point. 

While her expertise as an ethnologist and her intimate knowledge of Dakota culture was 

obvious and often celebrated by her peers, her scholarly work did not receive much 

attention. Deloria’s lack of academic credentials106 and concerns about her “objectivity”—

a thinly veiled reference to her ethnicity—made her, in the eyes of many, a less credible 

and authoritative scholar (Cotera, 2008, p. 43). While her own manuscripts languished 

                                                
106  Despite working for years for members of Columbia’s department of anthropology, co-
authoring a book with one of the leading anthropologists at the time, and being recognized among 
many prominent anthropologists as the preeminent expert on Dakota culture, not having a graduate 
degree in anthropology was a continual sticking point in receiving funding and recognition (Cotera, 
2008, p. 42). 
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unpublished in the archives of the American Philosophical Society and the files of the 

University of Oklahoma Press (Cotera, 2008, pp. 60-61), work was being published (and 

receiving uptake) by non-Indian scholars who drew heavily or almost exclusively on her 

unpublished work and field reports (Cotera, 2008, pp. 48-49). “[W]hile less experienced 

and younger colleagues’ careers were ascendant during this period, Deloria remained at the 

margins of the discipline, a contract worker for scholars who built their early reputations 

on her research” (Cotera, 2008, p. 49). Deloria was receiving a testimonial deficit due to 

her lack of academic credentials, but also due to her ethnicity. This is brought into stark 

relief in her objections to Walker’s account of Oglala ceremonies. Neither Walker nor 

Deloria had degrees in anthropology (Walker was a reservation physician and anthropology 

hobbyist). Although Deloria had received training in anthropology from Franz Boas 

himself, was a native speaker of the language, and was already familiar with much of the 

culture, it took her months to get her mentor and funder, Boas, to take her worries regarding 

Walker’s work seriously, resulting in a rift between the two that lasted for almost a year. 

As Cotera writes, “Boas’s refusal to accord her and her informants the authority to describe 

their own mythology, religion, and ceremonial life, and his faith in a literary account of 

these cultural practices—by an amateur ethnologist who didn’t even speak Lakota—must 

surely have been galling to Deloria” (Cotera, 2008, p. 58). What, one might ask, was the 

salient difference between Walker and Deloria? Deloria spoke the language, understood 

the culture, and had been trained in current methods of anthropological data collection. 

Walker was white. 

 In the context of standpoint phenomenology, testimonial injustice takes the same 

form as it does in sociology, anthropology, and everyday interactions. The privilege of a 
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privileged phenomenological standpoint rests on experiences of marginality. This same 

marginality will often limit the degree to which those occupying a privileged standpoint 

are taken as authority figures. It may, for example lead to not having one’s 

phenomenological insights taken seriously as phenomenology (as happened to Fanon) or 

to having these insights persistently re-framed as contributions to feminist philosophy or 

philosophy of race. As I noted at the start of this section, there is no easy repair for this. 

However, articulating in detail the reasons these insights are important, uncovering the 

rigor of their methodological underpinnings, and highlighting their deep grounding in the 

classical tradition (as this project does) can perhaps combat some of these credibility 

biases. Uncovering the logic of standpoint phenomenology provides at least some defense 

against those who might dismiss standpoint practitioners out of hand. 

 

Utilizing the View from a Standpoint 
 
 I have argued that inaccessibility is a concern that can be avoided in standpoint 

phenomenology and that testimonial bias is a difficult but not insurmountable challenge. 

These are concerns about whether or not those from different social locations can 

understand and appreciate the insights of standpoint phenomenology, and my answer has 

been a (qualified) “yes.” In this final section, I discuss why and how standpoint 

phenomenological insights can be not just understood but used by those from different 

social locations to generate new phenomenological insights of their own. That I think this 

is possible should come as no surprise. I have, throughout this dissertation, used and 

expanded upon the insights of standpoint phenomenologists who occupy different social 

identities from my own. I understand the insights garnered from these positions, tweaked 
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them when necessary (e.g. Fanon’s historico-racial schema), and applied them to new areas 

within phenomenology (e.g. Al-Saji’s racialized temporality). In this project, I’ve tried to 

carefully distinguish between 1) socially situated perspective, 2) situated knowledge, and 

3) standpoint. Socially situated perspectives are direct experiences one has that are shaped 

by one’s identity. Situated knowledge is the knowledge one has access to in light of one’s 

social location. A standpoint is a privileged perspective on the means of knowledge 

production in a given discipline; it is privileged in light of the distance between the 

marginalized perspective and the dominant perspective shaping the discipline, and 

identifying and reflecting on the distance enables privileged insight into flaws and 

distortions in the dominant mode of knowledge production. These distinctions will help 

make sense of how standpoints that originate from a social location one does not share 

might still be utilized to generate new phenomenological insights of one’s own. 

 It is not the case that one can adopt another’s socially situated perspective and in 

this way “loop into” standpoints to utilize their privileged position on the disciplinary 

production of knowledge. This is part of what makes disciplinary diversity so important. 

You simply cannot have the experiences and see the world from the perspective of a social 

location you do not occupy. This is why there can be, as Collins points out, no Black 

feminist standpoint without Black women, “because experiences as African-American 

women provide us with a unique angle of vision concerning Black womanhood unavailable 

to other groups” (Collins, 2000, p. 39). Similarly, I cannot have the breakdown experiences 

that are the first step in generating standpoint phenomenology conducted from perspectives 
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I do not have.107 So adopting the perspective from which the standpoint is generated cannot 

be a means of utilizing the standpoint insights to generate new phenomenological insights.  

 It does, however, seem plausible that one’s own perspective might be shaped by 

insights and knowledge generated from other social locations. Sandra Harding calls these 

“traitorous locations” (Harding, 1991, p. 289). She writes, for example, about how lesbian 

analyses of literature, history, and intimacy enabled others to think and interpret the world 

in different ways. Analyses that developed out of lesbian experiences taught others to 

“‘read against the grain’ [of] their otherwise spontaneously heterosexist experience” 

(Harding, 1991, pp. 288-289). Having someone point out, for example, the love and erotic 

interest women like Virginia Wolff and Eleanor Roosevelt felt for other women might 

begin to shift one’s sensitivities to subtle homoerotic subtexts in literature, film, and 

artwork that is superficially about heterosexual relations (Harding, 1991, pp. 249-267). 

This doesn’t mean that non-lesbians can take on the lesbian perspective, but that one can 

learn from and allow the insights of lesbian analyses to shape one’s own seeing. Similarly, 

the historian Minnie Bruce Pratt, although white, learned to see her southern hometown 

afresh after “relearning history from the perspective of black lives” (Harding, 1991, p. 289). 

Pratt will never see the world from a non-white perspective. However, she began realizing 

that her own upbringing trained her to ignore, avoid, and dismiss the contributions, 

                                                
107 For the most part, it will also be the case that those who do not have the breakdown experience 
will be unable to offer a phenomenological analysis of that experience to identify the underlying 
conditions of experience. Only in rare cases (like the case of Schneider) can the burden of 
phenomenological interpretation shift to another. In Schneider’s case, this was possible because the 
breakdown involved gross motor skills and Schneider’s “practical interpretation” of the conditions 
in breakdown were obvious to outside observers. Something as subtle and long-term as the 
experience of corporeal malediction—in which breakdowns are subtle (sometimes invisible to 
outsiders) and that build over a long period of time—cannot be properly interrogated 
phenomenologically by someone who hasn’t had the experience.  
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experiences, and travails of Black men and women. With this general understanding of the 

way her perspective was incomplete and sometimes distorted, she could begin to 

“reenvision” the specific. Her hometown, a place she long associated with security and 

comfort, was also, she now saw, a place of violence and terror. The beautiful tree on the 

edge of town where she picnicked as a child was also the site of many lynchings (Harding, 

1991, p. 289). Once seen in light of this other perspective, you cannot go back to seeing in 

a simple and uncomplicated way.  

 In these cases, it seems that socially situated experiences have resulted in situated 

knowledge, which can be shared. We can “take up” the insights from different social 

locations without “taking on” that perspective itself. I can understand, for example, 

corporeal malediction and breakdowns associated with racialized temporality even if I 

myself do not experience them. Moreover, because the shared conditions of experience 

unearthed by these analyses (e.g. the historico-racial schema) have been made salient, I can 

now detect them in my own experience—even if, given my different social location, they 

were not obvious to me initially. For example, it is now clear to me that the ease that often 

accompanies white comportment is a mirror image of the corporeal malediction Fanon 

details. In both cases, a historico-racial schema enables the experiences. I see this in my 

own experience, not because I have tried to “take on” Fanon’s perspective, but because my 

own perspective has been expanded and shaped by Fanon’s insight. Fanon’s work has 

drawn my attention to something I would not have noticed or identified on my own. 

However, I now do see it, and given that I can now see it, I can shape and refine his insight. 

This enables me to “tweak” or refine those conditions of experience unearthed through 

socially situated breakdown, and it explains why phenomenologists from different social 
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locations can critically assess, rebut, and revise socially situated phenomenology.  

 The most powerful use of standpoint phenomenology as I’ve developed it is the 

reapplication of the critiques generated by achieving a full standpoint. When situated 

knowledge is used to turn attention back onto knowledge production itself and to identify 

and correct distortions and biases—a standpoint is achieved. In phenomenology, similarly, 

when a situated phenomenological insight is used to critique distorting practices and 

presumptions in the discipline of phenomenology itself, a phenomenological standpoint is 

achieved. Fanon, for example, uncovered not just the historico-racial schema, but the 

background presumption of racial and social neutrality that made this condition less visible 

to those practicing phenomenology from the dominant perspective. Once this critique has 

been made, it can be taken up and applied by anyone who recognizes its merit. Now that I 

know the presumption of social neutrality is a distorting influence in the tradition, I can 

reexamine phenomenological insights that have issued from the dominant perspective to 

trace out where this background presumption has left its mark. This, in fact, is what 

prompted my reexamination of Heidegger’s temporality. I applied both Al-Saji’s situated 

phenomenological insights and Fanon’s discovery of the distorting background 

presumption of neutrality to critique Heidegger’s view. This feature of standpoint 

phenomenology means that it contains the seeds for far-reaching and substantial reform of 

the discipline. Its insights can indeed “travel” and travel quickly, because they can be 

shared and utilized by anyone who recognizes their value. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 I have articulated a methodology called standpoint phenomenology that, I argue, 

has been deployed fruitfully (though only implicitly) by many phenomenologists. I’ve 

drawn a clear connection between standpoint and classical phenomenology by showing 

how both make use of breakdown experiences. My hope is that this connection lends 

support to the methodology (and the conclusions reached by it). The work of feminist 

standpoint epistemologists—in particular my adaptation of their theses of situated 

knowledge and inverted epistemological privilege—has provided the route from the 

analysis of breakdown experiences to a more socially sensitive phenomenological 

methodology. By drawing out examples of the standpoint methodology in the work of 

Frantz Fanon, Alia-Al-Saji, and Sara Ahmed, I’ve tried to illustrate how standpoint 

phenomenology supports the theses of situated phenomenology and inverted 

phenomenological privilege.  

 One central aim of the project is to provide a methodology that allows for the 

reassessment of classical phenomenology and the work of past phenomenologists—both 

those who have been central to the discipline and those who have remained at its margins. 

Another aim of the project, of equal importance, is to further support those contemporary 

phenomenologists who have been implicitly relying on something like the methodology I 

articulate. I also hope that laying out the methodology of standpoint phenomenology 

explicitly might provide a concrete procedure for practitioners of phenomenology going 

forward.  

 In my final chapter, I addressed the potential for sharing standpoint insights. By 

connecting the methodology of standpoint phenomenology to the analysis of breakdown 
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experiences in classical phenomenology, I’ve tried to make the case that the logic of 

standpoint phenomenology is accessible to anyone—that is, it gives even those operating 

outside of the standpoint a good reason to accept both the conclusions generated from a 

marginalized social location (situated phenomenological insights) and the critiques of the 

discipline that issue from a standpoint (inverted phenomenological privilege). I have 

articulated a further problem: how do those outside of a standpoint not only assent to these 

conclusions, but genuinely understand them? It is one thing to know that you ought to take 

someone’s word on something and another to see the truth of what they are saying for 

yourself. A satisfactory response must explain the way those from a dominant social 

perspective can see 1) how the conditions articulated via situated phenomenology shape 

their own experiences (e.g. how a white person can see the way a historico-racial schema 

shapes their own perception and comportment) and 2) how someone from outside of the 

standpoint might take up critique generated from a standpoint such that it provides them 

with a new tool for doing phenomenology. I think that this kind of sharing is possible, but 

I have left a full account of how it is possible to future work.  

 I hope that I have successfully laid out the logic of the methodology of standpoint 

phenomenology, the benefits of adopting it, and the risks of disregarding it.  
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