Basic Western Studies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Biannual Journal, Vol. 14, No. 2, Autumn and Winter 2023, 245-279
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/0s.2024.48297.1960

Gender, Embodiment, and
the Possibilities of Feminist Phenomenology

Mahsa Tizchang

Abstract

For approximately five decades, feminist phenomenology has emerged as a recent field
within the broader phenomenological tradition, rethinking its foundational principles
and now standing as an independent area of study. This movement, often traced back to
Simone de Beauvoir, is rooted in the interpretation of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology of perception and the inherent potential it offers. By diverging from
Husserl's transcendental phenomenology, it emphasizes the embodied subject, enabling
a focus on gender and sexual difference as central themes of inquiry. The present article
aims to explore the formation and prominent trends within this domain, critically
examining its theoretical and methodological highlights. The study’s results indicate
that the dominant approach in this field has been shaped by feminist theorists associated
with structuralism and post-structuralism. Furthermore, internal critiques within the
movement have sought to reclaim the significance of lived experience in knowledge
production by addressing its non-discursive dimensions, thereby enriching the discourse
on feminist phenomenology.

Keywords: Feminist phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty, de Beauvoir, embodiment,

Alcoff Gender, Embodiment, and the Possibilities of Feminist Phenomenology.

Introduction

Feminist phenomenology has emerged as a distinct academic field over the past five
decades, revisiting foundational aspects of phenomenological thought. Traditionally
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perceived as incompatible with feminist strategies due to its essentialist tendencies,
phenomenology, particularly through the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, has provided
new frameworks for analyzing gender and sexual difference. Simone de Beauvoir’s The
Second Sex marked a pivotal moment in feminist engagement with phenomenology,
focusing on the embodied subject to challenge biological determinism. This paper
explores the theoretical and methodological development of feminist phenomenology,
highlighting its most significant trends and examining the critiques that have sought to
reintroduce the role of lived experience in the production of knowledge. The primary
research questions include: How has feminist phenomenology evolved within the
broader phenomenological tradition? What are the key theoretical contributions of this
field? How does it address issues of gender and embodiment?

In reviewing the relevant literature, it becomes clear that feminist theorists,
especially those influenced by structuralist and poststructuralist traditions, have been
central to this field’s development. Additionally, internal critiques within feminist
phenomenology have worked to recover the epistemic importance of lived experience,
particularly in its non-discursive aspects.

Methodology

The research methodology for this study is primarily theoretical and involves a critical
review of key texts within feminist phenomenology. This includes an analysis of both
historical and contemporary writings from philosophers like Simone de Beauvoir, Judith
Butler, and Linda Martin Alcoff, as well as their engagements with the work of
Merleau-Ponty. The paper is divided into two main sections. The first part provides an
overview of Merleau-Ponty’s theory of embodied perception. The second section traces
the development of feminist phenomenology as an independent field, focusing on the
contributions of key thinkers and the internal debates surrounding the role of language
and experience. The goal is to map the trajectory of feminist phenomenology and
identify its major theoretical contributions, while also considering how feminist
theorists have adapted phenomenological methods to address issues of gender and

embodiment.

Findings

The findings of the study reveal that feminist phenomenology has been profoundly
influenced by both structuralist and poststructuralist thought, particularly in its critique

of essentialism and its focus on the body as a site of knowledge production. Key
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theorists like Judith Butler have expanded Merleau-Ponty’s ideas on embodiment to
explore the performativity of gender, arguing that gender is not a stable identity but a
series of acts that produce the illusion of coherence. Butler’s concept of performativity,
while drawing on phenomenological notions of embodiment, shifts the focus from the
body as a passive entity to the body as an active participant in the production of
meaning. Linda Martin Alcoff, another important figure in feminist phenomenology,
critiques poststructuralist approaches for neglecting the epistemic significance of lived
experience. Alcoff argues for a re-engagement with phenomenology as a way to
foreground the role of the body in the production of knowledge, particularly in relation
to race and gender. Her concept of "embodied horizons" underscores the idea that our
understanding of the world is shaped by our bodily experiences and that these

experiences are always situated within specific social and historical contexts.

Discussion

The discussion highlights the key contributions of feminist phenomenology to
contemporary debates on gender, embodiment, and knowledge production. One of the
main strengths of feminist phenomenology is its ability to account for the materiality of
the body without reducing it to biological determinism. By focusing on the lived
experiences of gendered subjects, feminist phenomenology offers a nuanced
understanding of how bodies are socially and historically constituted. However, the
field also faces significant challenges, particularly in its attempt to reconcile the non-
discursive aspects of bodily experience with the discursive frameworks of
poststructuralist thought. The work of theorists like Butler and Alcoff demonstrates the
potential for feminist phenomenology to address these challenges by developing a more
comprehensive account of embodiment that integrates both language and lived

experience.

Conclusion

This paper concludes that feminist phenomenology offers a valuable framework for
understanding the complex relationships between gender, embodiment, and knowledge.
By foregrounding the body as a site of meaning and knowledge production, feminist
phenomenologists have challenged traditional philosophical dichotomies between mind
and body, subject and object. The future of feminist phenomenology lies in its ability to
continue expanding its theoretical and methodological boundaries, particularly in

response to critiques from within the field. By engaging more deeply with the role of
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race, sexuality, and class in shaping embodied experience, feminist phenomenology can
offer even more robust insights into the ways in which bodies are constituted within
specific social and historical contexts.
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