Vol. 7 No. 3

Language and Semiotic Studies

Autumn 2021

The Precarious Person in Pierre Bourdieu,
Helmuth Plessner, and Psychocentric Culture
Isaac E. Catt

Duquesne University, USA

Abstract

Trends in human science seek to expand and situate the concept of the psychological
individual emphasizing biology, society, or culture as causes, catalysts, or contexts. I enter
the conversation, synthesizing Bourdieu and Plessner especially regarding ambivalent
positionality, habitus, and the experience of communication. Bourdieu’s conception of the
cleft habitus/hexis of bodies in social space is interpreted alongside Plessner’s rendering
of the lived-body (leib) and body-lived (körper). Beyond the materiality of the body
(human being), both reject any essentialist ontology of the human person (being human)
in a liberating axiology of communication in which life is lead and done as an open
question. Bourdieu (1992, p. 72) describes habitus as anti-individualist, anti-deterministic,
and “anti-narcissistic”. Likewise, we must resist a bio-semiotic temptation to read
Plessner as a proponent of culture’s origins in the umwelt. Bourdieu and Plessner focus on
structuralist-semiotic and constructivist-phenomenological conditions constraining and
enabling the experience of existence. The fluid boundaries of human identity are grounded
in the perception and expression of culture in social space. The psychological, then, is an
ongoing, emergent product of communication. This perspective is consequential, nurturing
the contemporary critique of psychocentric discourse and opening possibilities for postpsychological culture.
Keywords: B ourdieu, Plessner, semiotic phenomenology, bio-semiotics, habitus,
positionality, psychocentric culture, communication

By now there may appear to be as many disciplines concerned with precarity as there
are manifestations of its conditions. Researchers relate precarity to neo-liberalism,
decline of the welfare state, globalization, nativist politics, market upheavals, social
inequities, unemployment, underemployment, pandemic health, and more, all of
which produce uncertainty, insecurity, anxiety, social alienation and psychological
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distress. It is the last of these that comes into focus here, not as an account of
empirical experience but, rather, of yielding a fuller disciplinary account of it (Catt,
2012a). I have long been interested in the status of the psy disciplines in relation to
communication. Communicology is not a zero-sum game, but instead contributes an
idea to entertain, namely, that the psychological is best understood as a product of
communication (Catt, 2002, 2012b, 2014, 2020). Far from diminishing the promise of
the psy disciplines (psychology, psychiatry, psychometrics, and psychotherapy), this
orientation may help save some of them from obscurity, which many authorities claim
is their fate in the reductionist progression of cognitive and neuroscience (Rimke &
Brock, 2011). This is of particular concern to those interested in Saving talk therapy
(Gnaulati, 2018), which has become a defensive posture necessitated by a reductionist
turn first to psychologism and then to biologism as explanations of personhood (Catt,
2012a). In any case, we are presumptively pursuing precarity in a healthy atmosphere
of competing points of view.
Whether mainstream or critical, discussions of diagnosis and treatment of mental
illness are a rich resource of potential interest to scholars of the human sciences
in general, but of special interest to those of us who study the communicative
processes and events that produce and maintain conceptions of self and other,
society, and culture. It is plain enough, though sometimes forgotten, that designations
of abnormality are grounded in cultural presuppositions of normality. It is useful
to remind ourselves of this because the other human sciences share with the psy
disciplines an imperative to foster human understanding. I want to think about the
very idea of psychological precarity from the perspective of communicology. The
broad term psychological precarity is intended to prevent getting bogged down in
discipline specific debates and instead to help reveal ontological, epistemological, and
axiological assumptions through which we inevitably, though often pre-consciously,
interpret humanity as being humane.
More specifically, the task I assume is to interpret Pierre Bourdieu alongside
Helmuth Plessner in an effort to advance philosophy of communication on the subject
of psychological precarity. Proprietorship in the psychologization of human beings is
penetrated and contested in an attempt to introduce a perspective that is potentially
broader and deeper. The combinatory logic of semiotic phenomenology in Bourdieu
and Plessner amounts to a paradigm shift that grounds the psychological in embodied
communicative experience. Perhaps counter-intuitively for bio-semioticians or
biologically oriented humanities scholars, a proposal is advanced that positions the
person as an on-going product of communication. From this standpoint, we live in
a world of signs and we live our signs. The proposition is that the person may be
understood as a precariously situated human being who continuously results from
being human. In a brief conclusion, I suggest that this anti-essentialist reading of
Bourdieu and Plessner supplements a constructive critique of psychocentric culture
and the possibilities of post-psychological culture. My overall intent is to encourage
dialogue between and among relevant human sciences on these matters. Development
of the thesis entails three steps subdividing the analysis:
1. Disciplinary Proprietorship and the Idea of the Psychological. I begin by
assuming a critical attitude toward disciplinary boundaries as prescriptive borders.
The philosophical grounds are laid bare for contesting disciplinary proprietorship of
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psychological precarity.
2. The Precarious Person in Bourdieu and Plessner. Here, relevant parallels
between Bourdieu and Plessner are discussed. Precarity provides an axiological
frame revealing common interests in their work. Both are deeply concerned with the
precarity of being human as it is perceived and expressed in the experienced social
world. Being human is grounded in semiotic processes and phenomenological events
of communication.
3. Post-Psychological Culture: A Utopian Standpoint. By way of implications,
I suggest that the reflexive combinatory logic of semiotic phenomenology may be
applied in a critique of contemporary psychocentric culture (Rimke & Brock, 2011).
Psychological precarity inheres in being human. The psychological is a product of
communication.
I proceed with a cautionary note. It is true that philosophy can occasionally lead
us to dead-ends where ideas have no discernible “real-world” application. Relevant to
our interests here, Aaron Mishara (2009, p. 136) notes for example that “philosophic
theories to psychiatric disorders” may not “constrain the investigator from making
completely antithetical conclusions from the same clinical data”. On the other hand,
this might be balanced against Jeanne Riou’s (2020, p. 118) argument that we need
more, not less, “abstract perspectives on human relationality”. It is in this vein that
I began my book, Embodiment in the semiotic matrix: Communicology in Peirce,
Dewey, Bateson, and Bourdieu, with a discussion of human science as recompense for
philosophy of communication and philosophy as a necessary foundation for human
science (Catt, 2017, pp. 1-7). Philosophy may become a human science when it
bumps up against reality. Reciprocally, philosophy is required to understand reality.
Bourdieu and Plessner both employ semiotic phenomenology and the reflexivity
intrinsic to this approach inevitably brings them to the important and consequential
realization that all human experience is grounded in the dynamics of communication.
Ethics are revealed in reflexivity itself as well as in focus on the precarious person.

1. Disciplinary Proprietorship and the Idea of the Psychological
Communicology may enlist Pierre Bourdieu and Helmuth Plessner, as they challenge
the very outlines imposed on the world by our perceptions of it. They expose
these incisions in reality as semiotic codification. Both interrogate the ontological
and epistemological structures underlying our embodied practices. In brief, a
communicological perspective is founded on two primary interrelated levels of
conscious experience, perception and expression. Social practices are a secondary
level consisting of verbal and nonverbal acts of speaking, which always implicate
listening and, recursively, listening anticipates speaking. At a third level, anticipated
reciprocity may yield communication as shared meaning, which is not to be
obfuscated with transactional economies of information production and conveyance
(Catt, 2017). Concomitantly, we recognize that “humans can only be understood
ontologically as communicative beings; put differently, the humanity of every person
is inherently communicable” (statement contributed by Klyukanov in Catt, Klyukanov
& Smith, 2018, p. 1). Communicability is not given once and for all; to the contrary,
it is creative and dynamic but also susceptible to uncertainty, insecurity, and anxiety.
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The precarious person emerges from ambiguous, arbitrary, and ambivalent roots of
contingency. We attempt to stabilize personhood intellectually by philosophizing it
and practically by inventing and reproducing culture.
That which would otherwise remain arbitrary is constrained by everything
we know. Arbitrariness is, in this sense, a preconscious imaginary understanding
of volition. Choosing is always limited by parameters of choice. This applies to
the matrices of academia and their disciplinary institutions. We accept borders as
prescriptive boundaries more often than we question their philosophical foundations
(for a distinction between borders and boundaries see Catt, 2018b). Bourdieu (1992,
pp. 148-149) reflects that he spent his whole life “fighting arbitrary boundaries that
are pure products of academic reproduction and have no epistemological foundation”.
Plessner is one of three founders of philosophical anthropology (along with Max
Scheler and Arnold Gehlen), a human science that purposefully integrates several
disciplines, particularly combining life sciences and social sciences. Plessner is
a biologist, zoologist, anthropologist, sociologist, and philosopher. He traces the
ability of humans to objectify reality to our originary (ongoing, not once and for all),
ambivalent, bifurcated, but simultaneously unified embodiment. (This complex is
unpacked later.) Doubtless, Plessner would concur with Bourdieu (1992, p. 149) that
“the transgression of disciplinary boundaries is a prerequisite for scientific advance”.
This brings us to important and timely questions.
Who owns the idea of the psychological, the inner self or mind, feeling and
cognition, the behaving body, personhood, and its contingent, precarious relations in
the physical, biological, and social world? Can any single discipline justify a claim
to such wide terrain? Perhaps under the influence of sufficient wine, human scientists
might self-consciously admit a tendency to stake hyperbolic claims from exclusionary
perspectives.
Communicology is the human science of embodied discourse (Eicher-Catt &
Catt, 2010), but resists both rigid disciplinary boundaries and a worldview, preferring
instead to proceed with the ambiguity of permeable boundaries that characterizes
the lifeworld. Knowledge of communication is not resourced exclusively in a single
academic discipline nor is it definable by professional-scholarly organizations
and their publications. Study of communication as a phenomenon of life must
necessarily share ontological and epistemological interests with several disciplinary
cousins, particularly, though not exclusively, psychology, sociology, linguistics, and
anthropology. Of philosophical concern are problematic conceptions of the human,
the conditions of its appearance, its relations, and the status of its being, whether ideal
or precarious.
Social theorist Anna Henkel (2018, p. 4) poses two fundamental questions for
scientists investigating these matters: Is the human an object of science or the subject
of consciousness? Is the human person both the object and subject of his or her own
life? I can affirm the second question without dismissing the relevance of the first,
thereby revealing the appositional logic in my semiotic phenomenological orientation.
The first question reflects a legitimate, if typical, opposition encountered among
empirically positioned human scientists. It also reminds us that ontology is largely
determined by epistemology. However, affirmation of the second question prioritizes
an axiological frame for the first one. Communicology advances a reflexive position
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regarding such discourse, recognizing that issues of moral agency are implicated
(at least) in all research and pedagogy. The self-implicature of a researcher’s value
system is a presupposed framework, whether admitted and taken into account, hidden,
or denied. By extension, and ideally, a scholar’s life and philosophy should not
contradict (for an exemplary positive case, consider Bourdieu’s ethics in Catt, 2018c;
for a negative case, consider Heidegger’s authenticity). To presage my discussion of
Plessner, human scientists, like everyone else, are in their bodies, are their bodies, and
have their bodies (Plessner, 1970, p. 32; Catt, 2018b, p. 104). It follows that paradigm
commitments are embodied, normative logics of practice. Academic specializations
more or less consciously gather scholars accordingly.
Though it seems eradication of disciplines is seriously proposed on average
once or twice a decade, it is political naiveté to suppose this would positively
impact university life as an institution. Disciplinarity serves legitimate and practical
institutional purposes. This is not to deny, however, that allegiances around disciplines
create the architecture of academe based on borders as prescribed boundaries of
“owned” terrain. Border crossings occur under some occasions of bilateral licensure,
but bridges are generally gated to protect against undue incursions. The stability of
the architecture is not infrequently perceived to be at risk. Defenses are then erected
as conservative resistances generally favoring the status quo. Academic institutions
consist, then, of hierarchical value systems, built and sustained through tacit,
contingent processes and ambiguous events of communication.
Bourdieu (1988b) cautions us to beware of conservationist strategies based in
the ostensible purity of disciplines. He is particularly appalled by it in philosophy,
as illustrated by his criticism of Heidegger’s analysis of Dasein. I sensed a degree of
conservationist resistance when I began discussing mental illness many years ago, and
this despite the fact that intimate connections between sanity and speech have a long
history in philosophy, psychology, and communication inquiry. I wish, therefore, to be
clear that my approach is from the standpoint of philosophy of communication, and I
have no desire to practice anything other than the human science of communicology.
Specifically, my concern is with the idea of the psychological as it is broadly
understood, theorized, and wittingly or unwittingly practiced in the psy disciplines as
well as their offshoots.
The idea of the psychological does not belong exclusively to a single discipline,
nor even to academe for that matter. It goes almost without saying that proprietorship
is appropriate and useful, certainly exemplified by established qualifications to
practice psychotherapy. On the other hand, there are matters of a more general kind, of
mind and body, of behavior in the social environment, dispositions and predispositions
of habitus, of positionality, of structures and constructions of pluralistic lifeworlds,
and, well, of communication. These, and so much more, are concerns that often
exceed traditional paradigms and disciplines. Importantly, and in direct proportion
as the borders of a discipline culturally assigned and institutionally dedicated to a
problem area of life become reified and even impermeable, the group within tends to
compound its retreat, perhaps even taking refuge in scientism, which often originates
in mistaking epistemology for a mirror to ontology. Plessner (1964, p. 163) reminds
us that the boundaries of a social group are set by its theme and mutual concerns, that
its boundary is a mediation, that its members “condition the boundary” and the social
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unit comes to “possess” its boundaries. In general, this can go in one of two directions.
It can be a positive creative force, or it can result in stagnation and calcification, selfimposed isolation manifests through unfathomable technical discourse, and ultimate
incommunicability. In the latter case, it may come to pass that only the discipline
knows the code for its message; the group speaks primarily to itself. Perhaps this
is nowhere more in evidence than in the ontological retreat of psychiatry, first to
individual behavior, then to cognitive-neuroscience (Gantt & Williams, 2018; Fuchs,
2018; Catt, 2012b, 2014, 2018a, 2020). It is seemingly presumed, then, that the
discourse between human interlocutors consists of biochemical interactions, rather
than reciprocal perceptions and expressions between embodied persons. Some
have named this a phenomenon of “overreach in psychology” and the “hijacking of
science” (Gantt & Williams, 2018). Plessner (1970) understands it as the obfuscation
of a science of reality for reality itself. He makes this distinction in the following
statement:
Methodological procedure always follows the path of isolation. Isolation, in turn, implies
abstraction. If one knows what he has abstracted from in order to attain the isolation of
particular “factors”, this isolation will not conceal the original context. But science has
frequently made the mistake of taking the abstraction on which it rests for ready cash,
for reality itself, as if the basic concepts and fictions were themselves set like building
blocks in the original context itself. Physiology, psychology and, not least, “quantitative”
psychophysics are constantly exposed to such illusions . . . (p. 16)

Following a comprehensive review of the empirical evidence, Nicholas Rose
(2019) concludes that the retreat to psychologism and biologism in psychiatry
signifies its utter failure. He does not mean, of course, that a given psychiatric
situation cannot be a healing experience. Rather, he is addressing the expectations and
obligations of the responsible disciplinary matrix, so designated by western culture. In
other words, the disciplines assigned to the problem of psychological precarity have
proven inadequate to the task. They are inadequate in scope and depth. From a macro
and epidemiological perspective, the problem of mental illness grows exponentially
under the watch of psychologically-oriented disciplines.
My claims are comparatively modest. The last section of the paper centers on
Plessner’s “law of the utopian standpoint”, as augmented by Bourdieu, and with focus
on axiology and communication.
The need to focus on the issues I address arises not least because of the
precarious life challenging situations to which we humans are heir. Disconcerting
ambiguity persists as we attempt to describe and define what specifically constitutes
a psychological or psychiatric problem, a social-psychological problematic, or
a communication issue. The underlying philosophical question comes down to
designations of the human. Border regions are inseparable from any notion of
psychological precarity. Importantly, this is not a thematic confined to academe,
because disciplines reflect, produce, and reify categorical thinking more broadly
in culture. The exclusivity of discursive domains is not merely influential, but
institutionally consecrated and censorial. Doubtless, some reasonable people think
problems of the psyche should be left to the professionals whose vocation it is to heal
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mental illness. Yet, as Rose (2019) thoroughly evidences in a summary of decades
of research, we all belong to a future where the influence of psychiatry is pervasive
in everyday life. In fact, it already is (Fuchs, 2018; Catt, 2020; Sadowsky, 2021).
Of course, there are many psychiatries and several paradigms of the psychological,
but they are summarily “shaping the very experience of living as its languages and
diagnoses pervade the ways we understand and respond to our problems and think
of those of our children, our relatives and our own life course” (Rose, 2019, p. 3).
Joining many other scholars, Svend Brinkman (2020), stipulates that across the globe
people have come to think and speak of themselves and others through the lexicons of
psychology and psychiatry. Few aspects of personal, social, and institutional life are
unaffected by an admixture of theoretical, professional, and popular concepts of the
psyche. We can ill afford to distance ourselves from these pervasive and influential
accounts of mental life. The mental, if you will, is political (Danziger, 1990, 1997;
Pfister & Schnog, 1997).
Of course, we must not forget that varied conceptions of the individual psyche
arise from real experiences that are culturally expressed in social relations (Brinkman,
2020; Valsiner, 2017). As Alain Ehrenberg (2010) famously describes, psychological
malaise is writ large in recent decades as both a general cultural and specifically
embodied “weariness of the self”. Vagueness of understanding within the human
sciences is both acute and chronic in regard to psychological precarity even as it
assumes the status of a paradigm case for the collapse of coherent meaning in the
human sciences, spawning difficult questions about the internal and external, personal
and environmental sources of our shared fallibilities and maladies. Any suggestion
that this is a non-problem would ignore the power of diagnostics and solutions
routinely imposed on precarious persons from individual therapies to governmental
policies. These matters affect us all. That is why I have argued many times in many
places that it is a task of philosophy of communication and the human science of
communicology to appreciate and evaluate the “pathologization of modern life”
(Brinkman, 2020; Catt, 2020).
I want to make as clear as possible that my argument is not for the substitution
of communicology for any of the psy disciplines or competing underlying theoretical
paradigms; to the contrary, the effort is to contribute what will hopefully be received
as a helpful perspective from one human science to another. At the same time,
communicology will be enriched by a resulting dialogue. Given this, it is important
not to close the door on cognitive-neuroscientific research, for that would be to
advocate the very kind of homogenous philosophy to which I am opposed. Neurooriented research is promising in many proven ways. Its limitation is that it cannot
give an account of sanity beyond congenital defects and physiological brain damage.

2. The Precarious Person in Bourdieu and Plessner
Communicology is a discipline of the between, focused on human expressivity in
verbal and nonverbal conduct, and possibilities of shared meaning. The question is
not the old dualistic one of how nature grounds culture that is still being recycled,
but rather how the human is realized as a specific form of life within its embodied,
semiotic, social, and cultural milieu. Bourdieu and Plessner are prolific scholars of
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complex ideas that cannot be fully described in this limited undertaking. Therefore, I
must confine my remarks to a few general analogues that may spawn further analysis.
My effort is aimed, however, at framing their work differently than it has been
seen before and with focus on the precarious person as conceived through semiotic
phenomenology. While Bourdieu and Plessner differ in substantial ways, they
share an interest in an integrated reflexive logic, divided mental structures, habitus,
corporeality, positionality, expressivity, and precarity in general. These are touchstone
concepts for a fuller synthetic perspective on the psychological. Of course, Bourdieu
and Plessner are both anthropologists whose intellectual reach extends well beyond
a single discipline. Keep in mind that this analytic exercise is descriptive, abductive,
and sympathetic, rather than merely critical.
2.1. Bourdieu’s semiotic phenomenology
I deal first with the structuralist-semiotic side of Bourdieu’s structuralist-constructivism,
then with his constructivist-phenomenological side or constructivist-structuralism.
Thus, the conceptual overlap renders my subdivisions a little untidy by partially
reflecting the lived situation. The precarious person exists as such in an existential
paradox of self and person (Sidnell, 2021), individual and collective (Cohen, 2014),
just as each of us lives signs as well as in a world of signs. These are bifurcated
unities.
2.1.1 Bourdieu’s semiotics or structuralist-constructivism
By now, Bourdieu is known generally for some key ideas such as fields, habitus,
forms of capital, and criticism of objectivist and subjectivist dualism. Although, I
must say that extrapolations of his concepts are sometimes incongruent with what he
actually wrote. Ideas such as social capital are now widely used without attribution
to their original author and sometimes with insufficient concern for consistency with
his work. Capital is understood in his relational thinking as a means by which agents
adapt and apply tacitly acquired preconscious or even unconscious knowledge of
fields under empirical conditions. Agents tend to know the thing that is to be done,
that includes proscriptively what should not be done, and bodily engage accordingly.
Their positionality is doubly determined by accumulated experience of codified social
structures (habitus) and bodily incorporations of the experience of the structures
(hexis), that is, their sense of the game in habitats. A habitat is a field of play.
Caution should be the rule where bits and pieces of Bourdieu’s overall conceptual
scheme are drawn upon without a grasp of the whole. Bourdieu is criticized for use of
economic terminology, but he is solidly against economic-isms (Bourdieu, 1992, p.
26). His defense is that his sociology is not a deductive application of any system, but
is rather the outcome of field work. He employs economic terminology in a general
way as a focus on interests and does not tie it to every field. It should be understood
as a “heuristic principle” only (Thompson, 1991, p. 16). Bourdieu is also criticized
for being deterministic, a claim he carefully and successfully encounters (Catt,
2017). His description of habitus is highly consistent with John Dewey, both giving
precise analyses of the culturally acquired, learned pre-dispositions and generative
dispositions of the habitus/hexis doublet in processes of communication between
agents and social structures in specific fields (Dewey, 1922; Catt, 2017). This doublet
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is conceivable as a person’s instincts, the word now defined from a communicological
standpoint as an embodied capacity and competence for cultural performativity.
In light of Bourdieu’s criticism of both Saussure’s semiology and transcendental
phenomenology it may seem counter-intuitive that I conceptualize his work as
semiotic phenomenology. In the process of explicating this in previous publications, I
exposed communication as an essential theme resulting in some sense from his social
praxeology or reflexivity (Catt, 2006, 2017). Perhaps references to Bourdieu in the
preceding section of this paper are enough to provide a feel for his critical perspective.
I limit additional comments on his ideas sufficient only to produce a comparison with
Plessner. A further summary after that brings a coalescence of key ideas from each
into view.
Bourdieu expresses his semiotic phenomenology in many places as the reflexive
integration of structuralism and constructivism. He is well aware that structuralism
has origins in Saussure’s semiology, particularly given his critique of it. Bourdieu’s specific
structuralism may be read as semiotics, today’s globally accepted term for study
of signs derived from C. S. Peirce. To miss the point that structuralism is semiotics
in Bourdieu is to ignore the semiotic terminology used throughout his work,
especially his analysis of habitus in fields as well as his explicit reflections on the
problem of communication in reflexive methodology (which is pervasive; e.g., see
Bourdieu, 1999). It is essential to remember that he is a cultural anthropologist,
ethnographer, ethnologist, sociologist, and a philosopher. Obviously, I enlist him
as a communicologist as well, though I do not argue that he saw himself as such.
Every philosopher allows that a particular scholar may be retrospectively interpreted
as belonging to an intellectual heritage. The point is not arbitrary, exclusionary or
political classification, but instead a means of respecting the heuristic threads in a
scholar’s legacy (Catt, 2006). Bourdieu’s semiotics is exemplified in his take on
language (1991) as well as art, where he explicitly discusses codes and codification
as the key to perception (1993). Only if the body is fictively divorced from signs
in social practices can we disconnect it from linguistic and non-linguistic forms of
behavior. Of course, the materiality of the body is not and cannot be so separated from
the influence of culture. To the contrary, Bourdieu’s primary concern in his analysis
of several fields is to show how bodies are subtly dominated in symbolic relations of
power, in masculine domination, photography, journalism, education, and other fields.
He argues not for immediacy of conscious experience but rather for the immediacy of
its semiotic mediation, which is soon to be read as congruent with Plessner.
Randal Johnson’s (1993) introduction to The field of cultural production explains
Bourdieu’s take on the field of art in the language of semiotics, particularly as
codified aesthetic dispositions. Artistic competence is semiotic competence, an ability
to comprehend the work of art as cultural codification of signs. The work is largely
pre-conscious in that we do not immediately see the nature of physical media of
production, nor do we see the museum institution or like institutions in which the art
is displayed (with common grand themes such as MOMA in Manhattan, New York or
Queens or San Francisco), nor do we see the political and economic exigencies of art
production. Instead of this large and complex background, we think of a painting in
simpler terms of an artist, her or his school of art, and our personal interpretation of its
meaning. The many semiotic codes and their combinations are, of course, too complex
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to foreground and must therefore be substantially reduced to message simplicity in a
viewer’s perception; to reiterate, we make cuts in reality. Lived reality is social, and
the social is produced; it is a semiotic product of communication.
We never fully escape doxa, the pre-conscious illusio or doxic sleep required for
participation in the games of given fields. Fields are habitats, spaces of power, that are
organized structures and aggregations of players who take up positions in relation to
other players who compete for forms of capital that are apropos of the game at hand:
social capital, economic capital, symbolic capital, cultural capital, etc. Linguistic
capital is an elite form and we make judgments based on whose vocabulary and
voice is most authoritative. Positionality in social spaces is determined by, as well
as generated by habitus, the mediating agency negotiating communication between
objective structures and embodied structures. Agents are morally predisposed and
ethically disposed without being fully cognizant of it due to an unconscious fit or
complicity of habitus and field. That is why it so difficult to escape the antinomies
of domination, they are not simply externally imposed but incorporated as mental
structures in embodiment (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 82). Fields, then, are to be understood
as contested spaces, as sites of struggle. We are bound to dialectical relations in social
practices of communication as agents of perception and expression within rules.
The entirety is a moral and ethical structure of communication. It is useful to
think of morality as values embedded in cultural codes and ethics as communicative
practices at the message level. Morals are thus systemic motivations for action
(politics) and ethics can manifest these values (aesthetics). While it is anticipated in
the rational scheme of things that values are applied in verbal and nonverbal behavior,
such predispositions are subject to the fit of habitus and field. Habitus is always
undergoing change. The incorporated rules are few in number by comparison with
what is routinely required by way of action, borders ever receding as boundary play
characterizes habitus (Catt, 2018b). Constraints simultaneously enable development
and growth as probabilities yield to possibilities. Mathieu Hilger (2009, p. 731)
captures this generative capacity of habitus quite well as “a state of permanent
mutation” as agents master forms (semiotic codes) that are choice sets for action
(selection and combination, semiotic paradigms and syntagms). “Habitus generates
an infinite number of behaviors from a limited number of principles” (Hilger, 2009,
p. 730). Habitus is thus a product of history that makes history “both individual and
collective” (Hilger, 2009, p. 737). If anything, habitus is anti-deterministic.
In addition to the semiotic side of things, there is, of course the phenomenological
side, the former’s constraints always on the edge, so to speak, with bodily enactment.
The encounter with signs is not one-sided or simply codes applied like a map to
situations. The encounter is more like a blueprint guiding a carpenter’s construction,
the latter intimate with the actual materials instrumentalized in practices and
constantly adapting a general plan to the exigencies at hand and, not coincidentally,
but routinely altering the architect’s blueprint.
2.1.2 Bourdieu’s phenomenology or constructivist-structuralism
In general, Bourdieu’s criticism of Ferdinand de Saussure and Noam Chomsky is that
their work is abstract and acontextual, rather than embedded in the actual historical
conditions of linguistic habitus. His critique of Jean-Paul Sartre is that the error is
139

The Precarious Person in Pierre Bourdieu, Helmuth Plessner, and Psychocentric Culture

to reverse objectivism with subjectivism, the undue faith in individual freedom.
Bourdieu proposes what he believes is a more realistic ethics where freedom is
constrained, but possible. The constructivist or phenomenological side of the ledger
is the most criticized aspect of his work. Perhaps this is because it is not seen in
dialectical relation to the semiotic aspect.
At least in the American (USA) mainstream discipline of communication the
idea that reality is socially constructed is a commonplace and a recent institutional
reification. Having achieved status as an official interest division in the
National Communication Association, the historical roots of the idea risk
being concomitantly repressed, and the theoretical bases for it are sometimes
obfuscated. Constructivism’s historic origins are properly associated with Peter
Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s (1966) “social construction of reality” thesis, though
it is often conveniently forgotten that the book is a phenomenological epistemology.
Perhaps more often cited might be Kenneth Gergen’s ontology of relations (2009).
Unfortunately, Gergen also exemplifies a repression of the phenomenological heritage
of Martin Heidegger, Alfred Schütz, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Ernst Cassirer, and
Edmund Husserl. He inexplicably though prominently places Merleau-Ponty, and
others just mentioned, among those philosophers who “begin with the presumption of
a private space of consciousness, and then through various analytic strategies, attempt
to escape” (2009, p. xxii). Whereas, by somewhat bewildering contrast, his view is
that individual consciousness should be seen as a derivation of relational being, as
though this is not the veritable meaning of intentionality in phenomenology.
Now, Bourdieu’s criticism of semiology on one hand and phenomenology on
the other leads skeptics to conclude that he rejects both. However, context matters.
Bourdieu’s teacher-mentor was Merleau-Ponty (2014, pp. lxx-lxxv) who indeed
argues for a pre-objective, pre-logical world of experience, but this phenomenological
orientation is not one-sided in the way Gergen suggests. That the pre-objective,
pre-logical presumes the objective and logical is obvious in the very terminology
employed. They are dialectically related, as Richard L. Lanigan (1972) is among the
first to recognize. Lanigan’s long scholarly trajectory begins with the synthetic logic
of semiotic phenomenology in Merleau-Ponty employed as a model for philosophy
of communication (see his festschrift, Smith, Catt & Klyukanov, 2018). Bourdieu
is working with his own version of this synthetic model. Lest there be any doubt of
this, Bourdieu himself explicitly references his phenomenological approach (e.g.,
1988a, p. xiv), and several interpreters of his work including, Wacquant (1992, p. 4),
Robbins (1991, p. 172), Thoma and Fuchs (2018), Lanigan (1992, pp. 78-79, 154) and
Catt concur (2017, pp. 113-138, 161-183). Bourdieu’s effort is to dispel dichotomies
of subject and object, and if he seemingly leans rather more on the objective side
it is because of his ethical orientation regarding precarity. His efforts are for the
purpose of emancipation (Catt, 2018c). He wants it to be understood that there are
culturally acquired objective structures that in-habit perception. Moreover, these predispositions are expressions of bodily hexis as described below. Wacquant, whose
book-length interview of Bourdieu is an excellent prime source, notes that Bourdieu
has numerous critics and detractors, many of whom do not understand his work
because they have approached it in bits and pieces rather than holistically. Wacquant
(1992, p. 4) states that Bourdieu “effectively welds phenomenological and structural
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approaches into an integrated, epistemologically coherent, mode of social inquiry
of universal applicability” (my emphasis). I have made this argument as well (Catt,
2017). Robbins (1991, p. 172) is succinct, “It is clear that Bourdieu has always been
a thorough-going phenomenologist”. Thoma and Fuchs (2018) regard Bourdieu’s
concepts to be phenomenological and consistent with current research.
Bourdieu’s structuralist legacy is semiotic as it consists of signs and codes
embedded in culture and which are acquired by means of cultural pedagogy in habitus.
The structures are incorporated phenomenologically as bodily hexis, as a person
stands, walks and sits, etc. in stylized modes of behavior already culturally codified
and anticipated as “the done thing”, like springs for a mechanical alarm clock, ready
and waiting for expression in particular appropriate social circumstances. The rules
of verbal and nonverbal behavior are tacitly known and in-form social practices.
We recognize signifiers in bodies of others and more or less automatically assign
signifieds because we share the codes culturally. Recognizing the body as mediator
of objective (semiotic) structures and subjective (phenomenological) structuring,
Bourdieu realizes Merleau-Ponty’s relational conception of culture and person. This is
the habitus/hexis nexus that is central to Bourdieu’s conceptual apparatus. Once again,
Wacquant (1992, p. 20) can be called upon to describe this synthesis:
He builds in particular on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the intrinsic corporeality of
the pre-objective contact between subject and world in order to restore the body as the
source of practical intentionality, as the fount of intersubjective meaning grounded in
the pre-objective level of experience. His is a structural sociology that incorporates a
phenomenology of the “antipredicative unity of the world and of our life”. (my emphasis)

Bourdieu’s criticism of semiology for its abstract objectivity and transcendental
phenomenology for its individualistic subjectivity has a singular purpose, namely, to
reflexively position himself as integrating this false dualism. He rejects neither
object of his criticism completely and rather should be understood as improving
upon them. His position is appositional, the logic of semiotic phenomenology
captured in Lanigan’s formula: Both[{either-or} and {both and}] (see Catt, 2017,
pp. 53-59 for a set of propositions explicating this; for a recent explication of logic
and play see Lanigan, 2018). The logic of habitus is perfectly captured by Vincent
Colapietro’s (2004) expression: “doing and undoing the done thing”, which is to know
that habitus is not deterministic. Instead, the body is always positioned as a semiotic
phenomenological medium with generative capacity: both[{structures-structuring}
and {structuring-structures}].
If we begin with the presupposition of the social, data (that which is given),
capta (that which is taken) and acta (that which is done) are lost as a tripartite
generating structure-system-action communicology (Lanigan, 1994). Here, data
is Colapietro’s “the done thing”, capta his “undoing”, and “doing” his acta. Not
heeding Bourdieu or Colapietro is tantamount to missing the fundamental axiological
frame of precarity in semiotic phenomenology. The semiotic core of it is habitus; the
phenomenological core rests in hexis, as Bourdieu’s axiology forewarns us of the
“somatization of social relations of domination” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 24).
Bourdieu’s work provides us with an image of the precarious person who is
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intimately and irrevocably tied to the social-cultural world, not merely the physicalpsychical environment, but a lifeworld. This world is grounded in embodied practices
of communication.
2.2 Plessner’s semiotic phenomenology
Plessner’s work, like that of Bourdieu, is extensive and complex, so this analysis is
limited and purposefully general, in keeping with this project as I have described
it. First, I provide some semiotic context for understanding Plessner while focusing
on the vertical semiotic structure of organic forms. Second, I describe his horizontal
phenomenology of leib and körper in their inclusive context of the mitwelt.
Importantly, he weighs them equally, but frames the former with the latter to
emphasize the distinctiveness of being a human person. Subsequent to this, I identify
some intersections of Bourdieu and Plessner’s ideas emphasizing the theme of
communication.
2.2.1 Plessner and the semiotics of the umwelt
The key to understanding Plessner’s (2019) major work, Levels of organic life and
the human: An introduction to philosophical anthropology, is positionality, which
is a phenomenon of boundaries based in organic complexity, right up to the top
of a hierarchy where the advent of the human form mandates a phenomenology
in the experience of semiotically formed boundaries. From that point forward, a
biological explanation no longer takes priority. The human case is very different
as the umwelt’s [surrounding world] environmental boundary recedes in relation to
the mitwelt [being with], which transcends it (without of course replacing it). Human
beings have a creative communicative capacity to amend limits, exceed them, subvert
them, and even to negate them. The body’s relation to itself, to its inside and to its
outside is semiotic. Human beings respond to history and make history, so let’s briefly
consider a bit of history relevant to Plessner’s early work.
Some context is desirable to explain why Plessner has remained somewhat obscure
and to establish the uniqueness of his semiotic phenomenology. Martin Heidegger’s 1927
publication of Being and Time (1962) overshadows Plessner’s magnum opus, Levels,
which appears one year later in 1928. Plessner is regarded among the originators of an
approach uniting study of being in culture with a plausible philosophical grounding,
the combination of which Plessner retrospectively argues is missing in Heidegger.
On first glance, but only so, Heidegger and Plessner appear compatible, the former
focusing on time and the latter focusing on space (De Mul, 2014, p. 15). Actually,
Plessner conceives time in terms of leib, lived body existence, and space as körper,
the body lived, the boundaries of which are ambivalent, yet unified in contexts of the
mitwelt or social world. The mitwelt is ethical ground where persons are inherently
precarious, having to make moral choices with ethical implications against contingent
boundaries. Responsibility is an implicit ethical thematic.
As is well known, Heidegger is not focused on ethics and, to Bourdieu’s
enduring disdain, remains a “pure” philosopher, a conservationist of the philosophy
of philosophy (1988a, p. viii; see chapters 1 and 3 especially). Moreover, Heidegger
erects “a sacred barrier between ontology and anthropology” (Bourdieu, p. viii), which
of course is the precise opposite of Plessner. Bourdieu’s comment is reminiscent of
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Karl Jasper’s (1997, pp. 776-777) concordant assessment that Heidegger’s “theoretical
structure gives no help with the individual’s real historical existence (as a means to
heighten or preserve a reliable way of life)”. William Barrett lucidly captures this
sentiment in his personal revelation that “Dasein has no soul” (1979, p. 25; for an
insightful discussion of Heidegger’s amorality see pp. 257-276). As is to be seen,
Plessner converges action and ethics.
However, on a second glance it may seem that Plessner is a determinist who seeks
to found philosophy in an essence, the biosphere. This is an idea going back a very
long way in intellectual history and achieving strong but perhaps subtle interest on the
part of Sigmund Freud, who, like Heidegger and Plessner, was a student of Edmund
Husserl. The three men part ways, however, as Husserl proves a greater influence on
Heidegger and Plessner than on Freud. As we know, Freud’s applied psychoanalysis
departs in significant ways from his theory. He is an early proponent of the idea that
psychological science is ultimately grounded in the bedrock of the biological field.
On the other hand, his psychotherapy is based in talk, speaking and listening—though
with no pretense to dialogic symmetry in interpersonal communication. All three
scholars are interested in the precarity of humans in their communicatively bound life
circumstances. It is worth speculating that this commonality is rooted in Husserl’s
understanding of the fragility of normality, that is, the inherent precarity of the person
emerging from phenomenological intentionality (Wehrle, 2018).
Regardless, Heidegger’s Being and time captures and monopolizes global
attention, whereas Plessner’s major work is nearly unnoticed outside Germany and the
northern tier of Europe. An additional problem lingers that for a long time very little
of Plessner’s work is translated for the English-speaking world. Levels (2019), his
most substantial work, takes nearly a century to receive translation. Luckily, several
of Plessner’s major works are now available and are included in the list of references
for the convenience of those who wish to read them in English (1957, 1964, 1969a, b,
1970, 1987, 1999, 2013, 2018, 2019). My discussion is grounded in all of these texts
and a growing cadre of interpreters.
Now to more directly consider Plessner, who is a naturalist and refuses
nonetheless to offer biology as an explanation of human life. For Plessner, there is
both an individual and collective obligation to negate the imperialist reductionist
tendencies of the “hard” life sciences and to end the unscientific division of them
from the human sciences. This is not to say that he regards one over the other, the
exact sciences or the hermeneutic sciences, as causal ground for the other when it
comes to humans. It does mean that Plessner appeals to hermeneutical understanding
as a phenomenology of everyday life in the human realm. Human life is social.
Allow me to return, then, to the previous discussion of “societal construction
of reality” (Dobeson, 2018, p. 38), Plessner’s rewording of the title of Berger and
Luckmann’s famous book. Plessner well understands that the social is not an origin
that constructs, but is rather a product of constructive actions. Asked to write the
preface to Berger and Luckmann’s book for the first German edition he notes that the
authors did not choose as their title “The construction of social reality” (Dobeson,
2018, p. 38), suggesting in a subtle criticism that it is the social that is constructed.
Just so. The social is a semiotic product of communication, the very object of
production (Catt, 2017). The importance of this distinction is profound and of direct
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concern to Plessner as he sets about to question how life originates, only to discover
that human life is distinctive and, therefore, cannot be founded in the biosphere.
Neither is it independent of nature. Organic life assumes progressive levels each
inclusive of preceding levels, each organism determined in relation to its environment,
and differentiated first from inanimate things, then as plants, animals, and humans.
At issue here is the uniqueness of the specifically human form of organization,
its peculiar relation to its world, not only nor primarily its physical or psychic
environment.
Bourdieu dismisses Wilhelm Dilthey’s demarcation of Naturwissenschaften from
Geisteswissenschaften in the simple declaration that “explaining and understanding
are one” (1999, p. 613). Plessner also seeks to undermine the dichotomy of
scientific explanation and humanistic interpretive understanding with his own
phenomenological synthesis. Though, again, there is an important distinction to
be made where the specific human form creates its own contexts. We must shift
perspective to disengage the tendency toward reductionism. Therefore, among his
conclusions is that the roots of culture are not in the umwelt. He does not deny, of
course, that human beings are a part of nature, but organic nature occurs in stages or,
better, levels of development arranged hierarchically by the synthetic triadic criteria
of relations with the environment, organizational complexity, and relative autonomy.
This may contradict the bio-semiotic branch of sign studies. So, let’s consider an
exemplar of it.
Explicating biosemiotics, Riin Magnus and Kalevi Kull (2012, p. 657)
reference today’s continuation of turf wars between sociology and psychology as
researchers debate “social versus cognitive interpretations of the human mind”.
They acknowledge that “a number of philosophical endeavors from phenomenology
to pragmatism, have aimed at undermining the battleground”. Their essay aims to
establish for the bio-semiotic paradigm that the foundation of culture is biology,
particularly the umwelt as depicted originally by Jakob Johann von Uexküll and
extended prominently by Thomas Sebeok, John Deely, and Jesper Hoffmeyer. Uexküll
famously explains organic creatures, but not human beings, by their boundary
relations with their environments. The semiotic interest is obvious enough, inasmuch
as signs are by definition boundaries and all boundaries are signs. Of course, in
this respect, signs designate two-sidedness. In communicology, and with due credit
to C. S. Peirce, this apparent oppositional duality is understandable in terms of its
potential appositional unity in the semiosis of human life, and as a phenomenology of
Thirdness or the capacity of symbolic generality (Catt, 2017, pp. 113-138). It is this
semiotic phenomenological thirdness that is undervalued in Magnus and Kull (2012).
Quite simply, reflexive logic in semiotics requires phenomenology. Otherwise, there
is a risk of engaging in a discourse that forgets itself as such.
Magnus and Kull (2012, p. 650) explain that “umwelt is the set of perceptual and
action-based distinctions, shared in a large extent by the members of one species
and described by an external observer”. Semiotics is reasonably applied to enlighten
biology as well as a large number of other disciplines, but now the idea is considerably
extrapolated to suggest that this one disciplinary application is the essence of life and
therefore of human life. Biology is historically, commonly, and often hegemonically
defined as the science of life. Perhaps it would be better to specify that biology is
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the science of organisms in their ecosystems. Yet, even that does not resolve the
controversial dualism of nature and culture that Plessner wants to rectify. Magnus
and Kull seek to end dualism as well, but do not succeed by prioritizing biology. It
is interesting that their analysis calls upon Gehlen and Scheler to locate biology as
the origin of culture while making no reference to Plessner. While Magnus and Kull
argue for the “roots of culture in the umwelt”, the title of their essay, Plessner chooses
a contrary path of both-and logic united by a third, as boundary play in the mitwelt.
Magnus and Kull (2012, p. 650) define the “umwelt as a set of sign relations
an organism has in an ecosystem” as they seek to “lower the semiotic threshold”
to include all life forms as participants in semiotic activity. Thereby, they want to
transcend the “human mind and language” from being seen as “the first instances of
semiotic activity” (p. 656). Unfortunately, they tend toward a dualism of their own
and here it is best to quote them at length:
In order to not thereby tear apart the subject-as-meaning-provider and subject-as-relationsinduced, it is essential to find a framework of analysis that would maintain the two
meanings of umwelt: as a world initiated and comprehended by the subject and as a node
in the set of ecological relations encompassing the whole biosphere. Those two could also
be referred to as the phenomenological and ecological facets of the theory of the umwelt.
Only the simultaneous presence and usage of the two can guarantee a steady position
outside the above-mentioned dilemma.

The authors make assumptions that phenomenology is not ecological and that the
umwelt is not phenomenological. The absence of Plessner is a liability in their noble
effort.
Of course, human beings are organisms, but, and here is the rub, not exclusively
or definably so. Though a part of organic nature, humans have their own unique
nature that exceeds what a science of organisms in their evolution and relations to
their environments can possibly say. Nature is not universally formed; it is specific to
species in organizational complexity, boundary possession (expressivity), and degrees
of autonomy (perceptivity). Human culture is distinctive human nature as it arises
from an ability to objectify (make symbolic) by means of perception and expression.
As Plessner explains in his vertical semiotic comparison, animals can mimic, but
cannot imitate, they enjoin the excitable sounds of fellow creatures, but cannot
produce the sounds as generalities in the foregoing Peircean sense. Semiotically
speaking, we might say that they can mimic (index) the message (icon), as signifiers,
but cannot carry the code (symbol) in another space and time, as signifieds. Plessner
(1987, p. 48) makes this distinction in his essay “On Human Expression”. In his
words, “A conceptual sense of the general, indeed of generality, is not granted to an
animal.”
Now, returning to Magnus and Kull, their discussion suggests a universality of
perception (understood as “impression” in a biological sense), but human perception
is not evolutionary, it arises instead in social circumstances as intentionality and
anticipations of reciprocity in communication. Also, the idea that the umwelt requires
an observer takes us back to the beginning of this endeavor and Henkel’s (2018)
questions. Recall her first question: Is the human an object of science or the subject of
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consciousness? For Magnus and Kull, an “external observer” is required to understand
the umwelt. Their discussion of the innenwelt in relation to the umwelt incorrectly
depicts this inside as not experienced, versus an outside that is experienced (Magnus
& Kull, 2012, p. 651). For Plessner, innenwelt carries the German connotation of
the “emotion” felt inside or being in a body (Ernst Cassirer’s Dort-Sein [being-overthere]), having a body, an outside, and the resulting ambiguity of this triad in society
that marks the distinctive nature of the human. This is clearly a communicative
process.
The semiotic case of the human includes its biological condition as it takes its
place in a hierarchy of the living and as having the greatest organizational complexity.
Despite its importance, biology does not take priority in the everyday of life of a
human. It is knowledge of the meaning of mortality, the symbol of my finitude, that
disturbs me, because I certainly cannot experience being dead. In fact, biology usually
comes into play as an after-thought, as when I accidentally “crack my elbow”, or
stumble, when I am ill, or objectified in another person’s gaze or comment about
my appearance “being over there” as opposed to the usual “here”. Semioticians
readily confirm that we live in a world of appearances or signs. However, from a
phenomenological standpoint, we live in a world of appearances (signs) and we live
as these appearances (symbols). The lifeworld consists of the experience of signs
as markers of human conscious awareness of embodied being. That is a capacity of
objectification (projection in space-time) denied to the rest of organic life. Plessner
describes human behavior at its limits, when laughing or crying uncontrollably at the
outmost borders of possibilities. Therein, I must live my life, between crying, which
takes me inward, and laughing, which takes me outward, both a recognition that
behavioral control of my body is bounded (Plessner, 1970). Drew Leder (1990) makes
a compatible point, reminding us that the biological body is ordinarily absent from
conscious awareness.
The vertical structure of levels is not the end of the story because a horizontal line
intersects with the vertical semiotic line at the human level. Semiotics is all about
borders, structures, and constraints. On the horizontal line phenomenology is about
what we do with them. Plessner’s phenomenology is action oriented.
2.2.2 Plessner and the phenomenology of the mitwelt
Plessner begins his inquiry as a phenomenologist does with the commonsense
perceptible world. We tend to recognize life when and as it appears to us, in its
boundaries. Certainly, it is not molecular structures or bio-chemical reactions
that appear to us when we perceive another person. Appearances are founded in
perceptions of expressivity.
Magnus and Kull’s thoughtful essay responds to Henkel’s first question but not
the second question. Recall that, at least for the inventor of the umwelt concept, an
external observer is required. Magnus and Kull (2012, p. 653) admit that, “Uexküll
himself did not provide significant reflections on how his umwelt theory could be
applied particularly to human beings.” The authors want to prioritize a biological
view embedded in the umwelt theory to include culture as an object of scientific
explanation. Moreover, this subordinates the other aspect of Henkel’s first question,
that is, the subject of consciousness is seemingly explained by the biological
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imperative. To be fair, Magnus and Kull do not appear to think of biology as causality,
but they unquestionably render it greater weight by arguing for culture as rooted in it.
It is difficult to rationalize their approach, then, as a resolution of dualism.
Recall that I chose to affirm both questions asked by Henkel, but I took her
second question as an axiological frame for the first question. Here, again is the
second question: Is the human person both the object and subject of his or her own
life? Doubtless, Plessner would affirm this question and prioritize it as well, because
he employs a semiotic phenomenological perspective. Martin Heinze (2009, p. 120,
my emphasis) explains that “Plessner notices a doubling structure in the science of
man; it is the peculiarity of anthropological science to have the human being both as
an object and as the actor of this science”. That is not an option for bio-semiotics
in Magnus and Kull and, in fact, it is hard to see how they could affirm the second
question, because the human person is already a scientific object who is subjected to
an original biological imperative in the umwelt. The conditions of the possibility of
human being reside in an interpretation of welt as a physical environment. The word
environment, however, is employed in the context of scientific explanation, a field
that not only suggests causality, but actively seeks it. The semiotic relations of the
umwelt do not have a phenomenological aspect for humans as depicted so far.
What if we do not translate welt as environment but rather more denotatively,
if you will, as world? Furthermore, what if we assume a hermeneutic position that,
while there is in general but one world, in human semiotic practices we suspend the
whole and act within our special sphere of it, our Gestalten, namely, the lifeworld. We
need not go so far as taking Berger and Luckmann to an absurd conclusion that all of
reality is socially constructed, a pure paradigm of constructivism to which they do not
at all subscribe (Berger & Zijderveld, 2009, p. 66). Plessner’s levels are gradations
of life and advocates of animal studies do not find a rational objection to his account
of organic life (e.g., see Dobeson, 2018). He does not argue for the superiority of
the human organizational form, only for the greater complexity of it. Human life is
not separable from nature in general, but it is inarguably distinctive in form. This
distinctiveness is sufficient to say that the human world is profoundly different. It is
so because a person is both object and subject of her or his own life!
Positionality of an organism (Peirce’s First) in relation to its environment (Second)
is determinable by its responses to the boundary (Third) between the two. The centric
organizational form of animals makes them instinctively adapted for behavior in
their environments. Animals cannot reflectively distance themselves from their life
circumstances. They do not have the capacity of objectification. Plessner (2019, p.
251) puts it simply, “It is precisely this objectivity that remains inaccessible to animal
consciousness, even in the highest animals.” Every organic form has its specific
species manner of expressivity, that is the way it possesses its borders. The human
form is inclusive of animal centricity for the obvious reason that we are biological
animals, but we are much more than that. Plessner is a phenomenologist interested in
forms of organization as they position themselves by possessing their boundaries in
some way, or, in the case of the human, by surpassing them.
An enlightening discussion occurs following a presentation by Plessner at the
First Lexington Conference on phenomenology in 1964. Plessner started from the
everyday perspective on detecting life forms, which we humans do on the basis of
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expressivity, specifically appearances, a commonsense criterion in the words of
conference participant Marjorie Grene (1964, p. 166). It is clarified in the discussion
that communication in the lifeworld does not occur on the basis of chemistry or
biochemistry. As Erwin Straus (1964, pp. 165-166) explains, it is the other way
around; that is, we always start in the lifeworld with a holistic (Gestalt) understanding,
and only subsequently does explanatory science come along to confirm or deny
or amend our prescientific view. Even scientists are burdened with, or enabled by,
this prescience. Straus (1964, p. 169) reminds us that scientists tend to repress their
phenomenological embodiment. He explains that the general problem is axiological,
minimally because biology is uniquely placed in the sciences on a contingent basis
where one life condition is better than another: “better to be alive than dead”, “better
healthy than sick”, etc. “The biological problem is to find a condition preferable to
many others of that thing we call ‘life’.” Plessner affirms these comments, justifying
his phenomenological approach by reference to Edmund Husserl (1964, pp. 160, 166).
It follows that the exact sciences such as physiology and medicine can examine
and explain the physical body, but not the semiotic phenomenological body. This
is the ex-centric position unique to humans who are in an ambivalent gap between
leib and körper, in mediated immediacy. Humans are also naturally artificial as
they are re-presented in their experience of existence. Mediated immediacy is one
of Plessner’s “laws” and is the semiotically inspired, very Peircean-like idea that
experience is made conscious in and through signs. In other words, perception itself
is already expression because objects are perceived within their signifying borders.
Likewise, artificiality is another law that describes how being human is semiotically
directed toward the creation of culture as a means of seeking unity in Plessner’s third
position, the social world. As Karol Chrobak (2012, p. 6) elucidates, the unity of
the third is an ongoing task of being human undertaken to compensate for a deficit
of what animals have in their relatively untroubled centric lives. Unlike humans,
animals are well-matched instinctively to their environments. The human deficiency
is a divided lived body and body lived, but this ambivalence is well compensated in
the lifeworld. Kruger (2010, p. 268) writes, “The most important aspect is, however,
that the distinction between inner and outer is not formed from the standpoint of the
organism but, rather, from that of its shared world (Mitwelt).”
Recall my redefinition of instincts in human life as reflexive accumulated
experience. Yes, of course, there are biological instincts expressive of the human
incorporation of animal centricity. We need to eat, to have shelter, to procreate, etc.
Yet, “needs” do not define us. In ordinary life a contest between needs and desires
soon renders the former a weak competitor. Every successful advertiser knows
this and proves it regularly. We are more conscious of our needs when precarious
circumstances require us to set our desires in abeyance. It is often hard to distinguish
which is the more painful, particularly in cultural contexts where image and substance
are conflated. Culture functions to make desires into perceived needs. Chrobak (2012,
p. 6) explains that “the origin of these artificial ‘instincts’ is very different. It is not
biological constitution of an organism but communicative interactions that join people
together causing them to constitute one social organism”. The mitwelt is necessitated
not as an external addition to the physico-psychical human, but rather as an integral
part of the integrity of human being itself and on the basis of being human. The person
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is realized and actualized as an outcome of activity undertaken in desire of balance of
leib and körper. Chrobak (2012, p. 8) extends his analysis to an experiential axiology.
He explains that
Since the duality of structure primarily expresses itself in human actions it proves what
we call “society” and “culture” lies much closer to us than it would seem at first sight.
By drawing attention to the importance of individual action for the process of shaping the
social and cultural reality we return to man their actual responsibility.

The mitwelt is experienced in the third position, essential to any definition of
the human. This is not the position of a scientist observer. It is a moral space of
communication requiring participation for the reason that leib and körper can only
be unified in specific lifeworlds and the contexts of the social world. The ex-centric
position is not only balanced as a product of history, but it also makes history, whether
for good or evil. Let me return once more to Kruger (2010, pp. 268-269) who asks us
to abandon Uexküll’s theory in favor of a more robust understanding of the human.
The shared world, he maintains
Concerns the relation between persons rather than organisms. Thus it is located neither
in the organism nor in the center of the interactions between the organisms and their
surrounding world or environment (Umwelt). If one wants to imagine quasi-spatially
where it is “located”, it lies outside of the organism and outside of its interactions with the
environment. Hence Plessner’s formulation “ex-centric positionality”. Thus, we have here
abandoned the biological correlations between the organism and its environment (J. von
Uexküll) because we are concerned with the question of how their determination comes to
be possible.

Plessner opposes the umwelt as a foundation for culture by specification of the
human as belonging to a world, not merely to an environment (Kruger, 2014, p. 64).
With this all too brief look at Plessner we may now return to Bourdieu and some
points of congruence between the two.
2.3 Bourdieu, Plessner, and communication
It should be clear by now that the overarching unifying principle in this discussion
is embodied communication. Bourdieu and Plessner share interests in an integrated
reflexive logic, divided mental structures, habitus and corporeality, positionality,
expressivity, and precarity in general.
Reflexivity is intrinsic to semiotic phenomenology, as there are constraints that
both inhibit and enable experience and behavior. The gap between semiotic inhibitions
and phenomenological ambitions is perplexing and cannot be resolved. On the other
hand, this ambivalence provides room to move, to learn, develop and grow. The gap is
rich soil for agential possibilities in the contingencies of the everyday world. Plessner
argues that we should accept our divided condition as our very nature instead of
trying to resolve the age-old existential paradoxes that have long plagued philosophy.
Existence is itself a duality within a unity, the latter being what we seek as a way of
balancing a certain homelessness with the relief of sociality. We are given the ability
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to lead our lives as interrogative creatures, we are open to a world of answers. This
can be joyful and fulfilling or an experience of hysteresis, which is captured well
by Ehrenberg’s treatise on the “weariness of the self” (2010). While Plessner sees
this optimistically as room for play and to become who we are, Bourdieu warns of
the extent to which we are already playing by rules not of our own authorship. If we
apply Plessner’s central argument, however, both perspectives are true. Bourdieu
himself envisions a degree of volition in the very presence of hysteresis, the condition
of not having the resources to do what is expected, being caught up in a contradiction
(Bourdieu, 2000, pp. 128-159). Applying his philosophy in a self-analysis, he refers
to his embodiment as a “cleft habitus” (Bourdieu, 2007, p. 103). Yet, it is perfectly
clear to me that his “sketch for a self-analysis” is an exemplar of how life can be
lead, taking account of the rules while at the same time measuring competency with
performativity. Not since Freud has an intellectual been so willing to publicly apply
his theory to himself. His life and philosophy are reflections in a mirror (Catt, 2018c).
An exemplar of divided mental structure is provided by Bourdieu in a revealing
description of his experience of “fight or flight” during his Inaugural Lecture as Chair
of Sociology at the Collége de France in 1982 (Bourdieu, 1990, pp. 177-198). The
vivid description of the nervous tension he experienced leads him to ponder (Bourdieu,
2007, p. 110), “Why, in order to find a way out, did I have to practice that kind of
semi-controlled schizophrenia . . .?” Plessner might answer that the body is part of
the mental structure and so is the social context. Bourdieu, in fact, learned to reside
within this tripartite structure. However, every person is subject to precarity. The
experience to existence ratio is intensely fragile, especially when it must be expressed
in discourse.
Habitus does not always comply with the requirements or expectations of the
field; the fit is never complete, minimally because rules are imperfectly followed.
The relations of the body and its boundaries are negatively conceived by Plessner.
The human condition is subjective, objective, and worldly. Humans live natural
artificial lives, which is to say that we are meaning-makers at the roots of culture in
communication. We have the possibility of alienating ourselves or of realizing not
only ecological balance but the surpassing of ourselves. In this respect we have no
predetermined limits. As Dobeson (2018, p. 44) puts it, we are restless doers; we
realize ourselves in action.
It might be said that Bourdieu’s analysis of the mitwelt completes Plessner’s
phenomenology. For both, the corporeal body is the essential sign, the pivot of
human life in its mediated immediacy. The world of objects is mediated through the
body. There are artificial creations serving as affordances and chief among them is
language. For both Plessner and Bourdieu language is not an objective abstraction, but
rather takes on meaning in use. Meaning is brought to language through embodiment.
This means, of course, that expressivity, or better, communication, is required. It is
intrapersonal and interpersonal in the form leib to körper relations and beyond that in
the mitwelt. The lifeworld is socially embedded.
Positionality is important to both Plessner and Bourdieu, and both understand it as
assuming forms in social roles and fields. We are doubly distant from our own bodies.
The unique human situation is that a person must take a stand in relation to her or
himself and to the obligations of social contexts. Human life is contingent in double
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aspectivity. The seemingly stable inside, the adaptive outside, and the shared world
experience produces a person. A human being becomes a person by being humane.
Personhood is communicatively constructed in an ongoing never-to-be-completed
way by leading a life. This is inherently moral and ethical activity of the aesthetic and
the political that cannot be explained by reductionist strategies. As Grene indicates
(1966, p. 258),
Theories of evolution which attempt to make phylogeny prior to morphology import
surreptitiously a concept of type into their arguments. Plessner here shows why this is so:
the very way in which bodies enter into our experience, as bodies having the property of
positionality, already entails their essential relation to morphological principles.

Phenomenology is initially grounded in perceptibility of figure as related to
ground. This is an underlying concern of ethics to Bourdieu as he seeks to draw
our attention to the ground, the tacit codes that we embody and allow to dominate
us through a silent doxa. We think of ourselves as individuals with self-evident
boundaries, but, as Grene (1966, p. 259) explains, perception and expression of
individuality “is the correlative of the gestalt idea, of the norm in relation to which it
is the kind of individual it is”. The body resides in and exudes a normative structure.
Bodily appearance signifies within a type, a code in Bourdieu’s semiotics.
Kruger says of Plessner that “Instead of providing a positive conception of
absolute predicates, his philosophical procedure proposed that phenomenology
and semiotics complement one another” (2009, p. 196). This applies equally well
to Bourdieu; their philosophies are not based in explicit connection to American
pragmatism, but are compatible nonetheless. Both are grounded similarly in the
dynamics of communication. Life is lead and done through doing, as Colapietro
(2004) suggests in a nod to the pragmatists. Life as we lead it is already reflexive,
communicology’s reflexive philosophy and methodology are therefore appropriate. As
Kruger (2009, p. 199) further describes, for Plessner, “The human self-specification
is carried out within the semiotic continuum in living nature, not outside it. The
public nature of human beings is an extension of the public nature of living beings
generally, though discursive communication provides an additional way of specifying
the former.” Though without reference to Plessner, Bourdieu extends the reflexive
performative aspect of habitus and also suggests that the possibility of freedom is
realizable only by means of coming to terms with boundaries. Bourdieu (1992, p.
139) considers his habitus concept a “universal anthropology”. A logic of actions,
of practices, is entailed. Plessner and Bourdieu find hope in the human capacity
for improvisation, both are aware of the contingent ambiguity that inheres in being
human, and both are aware of the hysteresis that may be experienced along the way.
The precarity of personhood is always a risk of being human. That is the fundamental
axiological frame for the implicit ontological and explicit epistemological coincidence
of Plessner and Bourdieu.
We may now return to the issue of psychological precarity, a problem assigned by
western culture to the psy disciplines.
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3. Post-Psychological Culture: A Utopian Standpoint
In the beginning of this paper, I discuss proprietary disciplinarity. The argument is
that no one discipline owns the idea of psychological precarity; though, as noted,
therapy for the ill is undisputedly a licensed profession. However, as we know,
the neuro-psychological orientation in the psy-world has all but taken over and is
exemplified by cognitive behavioral therapy and psychopharmacology. The argument
is for broadening and deepening our conception of the human, rather than the opposite
direction, an increasingly narrow and reductionist approach in the psy disciplines.
This is especially important given the facts, which do not support the efficacy of that
direction. People all over the globe have adopted the narrow psychological ideas and
conceive themselves and others through a substantially reduced image of the human.
This pertains whether ill or not, because normality is an unavoidable axiology in the
background of the figure of abnormality. Section two of the paper describes semiotic
phenomenology in Bourdieu and Plessner, both of whom depict what might be seen
as somatic philosophies. This is followed by a synthesis in which the experience of
embodied communication is identified as an overarching theme. Attempts to ground
culture in biology are criticized for their reductionism. A bio-semiotic point of view
would give tacit support for a compatible turn in the psy-world. This is at odds with
Bourdieu and Plessner’s respective anti-essentialist theories and my synthesis of them.
It cannot be avoided, there are fundamental differences in conceptions of the human
and person. We should not sweep the issue under a rug by arguing for the middle
between two poles. The evasion of the middle leaves us in a muddle. Bourdieu and
Plessner offer a way to proceed.
Recall that Plessner warns us to beware of our scientific abstractions, the
method of scientific abstraction too soon forgets the methodological activity of its
abstracting. Similarly, Bourdieu appeals to Karl Marx’s proscription that we should
not mistake “the things of logic for the logic of things” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 123).
Concomitantly, the question may be framed by means of a value judgment, an
axiology of communication. To put it simply, lives must be lead and done, judgments
are perpetually to be made. This is the essence of Plessner’s third law (2019, pp.
316-321), that of the necessity of taking a utopian standpoint. Appeals to the
boundlessness of life are unrealistic; it is better to become conscious of the ways in
which existence is bounded experientially in order to participate in communicative
ethics. Elasticity and expressivity characterize freedom in the utopian standpoint.
Both Bourdieu and Plessner accept the precarious person as a starting place. On the
basis of their work, we must conclude that psychic life is produced. The psychological
is a product of communication, in the broadest yet fullest sense of this term. The
phenomenological desire to make-sense is manifest as meaning-making, a semiotic
socio-cultural activity. Life competence requires performance.
Minimally, we might anticipate that life science should be informed by human
science, as even biology is burdened by axiology. Bourdieu and Plessner go much
farther than that, neither conceding that the person is a priori complete. Neither
concede that culture is founded in biology. The unity that is a whole person is a neverto-be-finished processual, emergent being.
Unlike it is often theorized in psychiatry, somatization as described here is not
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a dualistically conceived conversion of a mental condition into bodily signs and
symptoms, it is to the contrary a living ethics. Unlike they are conceived dominantly
in psychiatry, the social and cultural are an intrinsic aspect of every person. They
are not mere variables. Admittedly, it might appear that I have overgeneralized, that
changes are already underway in conceptualizations of these issues. Is there a genuine
movement toward a post-psychological culture in the midst of cognitive research?
Mishara (2009, p. 133) shares a bit of cautious optimism, arguing that social context
is now being considered; things, he states “have now swung in the opposite direction,
and claim to be able to experimentally study these topics [social context, meaning,
culture, discourse]”. But there is a caveat, that researchers of the psychological tend
to “uncritically confuse representational-content about self, or self-awareness in selfreferential processing, that is, having a self (a self-enclosed entity), with being a self,
prospectively open to its own (yet-to-be-known future)”. In this clear depiction of
a contrasting utopian perspective, Mishara recognizes not only the epistemological
problem, but also the unwitting imposition of ontological presuppositions in the braincentered orientation. Reductionism is the repression of the possibility that psychology,
psychiatry, psychometrics, and psychotherapy are disciplines entailing moral
judgment.
As Henrike Lerch (2014, p. 208) concisely describes, instead of conceiving
humans narrowly as biologically determined or residing in culture rooted in the
umwelt or environment, Plessner argues for a “concept of life without deriving it from
biology”. Plessner and Bourdieu give us a more robust and complex idea of the human
and therefore of psychology. Their accounts are directed toward the communication of
culture in embodied social relations. Perhaps Bourdieu is less direct than Plessner, but
according to Robbins (1991, p. 177), he nonetheless “operates with an unarticulated
utopian vision”. By 2004, however, in his Sketch for a self-analysis, Bourdieu (pp.
112-113) reflects on his axiology. He tried, he says, to put himself in the place of
painters, factory workers, clerks, and others whose lives he wanted to appreciate, to
appropriate what their lives are like, in their precarity. It was his purpose to lead a life
that is to be done, as in Plessner’s utopian standpoint. He disciplined what otherwise
might have been an existence of mere restless doing, as Dobeson (2018) describes
it, “to practice a supremely difficult craft as well as I could, the one that consists in
organizing the return of the repressed and in saying out loud to everyone what no one
wants to know” (Bourdieu, 2004, p. 112). In the final analysis, that is all that being
human can be, stuck as we are in contradictory circumstances of leib and körper
existentially and habitus and field in the mitwelt. Bourdieu (2004, p. 113) humbly
expresses his positionality by concluding,
And nothing would make me happier than having made it possible for some of my readers to
recognize their own experiences, difficulties, questionings, sufferings, and so on, in mine, and
to draw from that realistic identification, which is quite the opposite of an exalted projection,
some means of doing what they do and living what they live, a little better.

Bourdieu augments Plessner’s concept of mediated immediacy, a law that says the
immediate circumstance of perception is active, not passive, reciprocal coexistence,
not one-sided and not predetermined. Bourdieu’s contribution is that perception is
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learned. Dispositions are expressions grounded in predispositions. Perception is not
a natural biological phenomenon except insofar as capacities are bodily located;
perception is intersubjective and cultural. In other words, Bourdieu’s self-analysis is
an exemplar of a capacity made into an ability, and reversibly, an ability that speaks
with that capacity.
The utopian standpoint is taken in light of sensing the inherently unstable
situatedness of life, that fate may prevail, that there are no final appeals to higher
authority, that, in short, one must become who one is. Boundaries are to be determined
through communication, which involves relational values and formation of habits as
normative processes (Fuchs, 2019). The utopian standpoint effectively elevates capta,
the phenomenological experience of semiotic boundaries as a future-directed space
of play. Capacities to de-center as well as to inhibit desires are developed, which
means the person is formed on the basis of vulnerability (Thoma & Fuchs, 2018).
This, then, brings us to confront psychological precarity as it is now recognized in
the disciplinary matrix assigned by western culture to diagnose and treat it. I will not
hedge on this, a post-psychological future is desirable, one in which we have a fuller
comprehension of the person. Communicology offers no less than this, but there
is some history here and work to be done. Admittedly, post-psychological culture
is, indeed, a utopian standpoint. It begins with acceptance of a revised idea of the
psychological, namely, that it is known only in moral-ethical communicative practices
and it is judged only in aesthetic-politic communicative performance. What must we
shed in order to accept the possibility of a post-psychological culture?
In spite of all but heroic disciplinary retreats to ostensibly amoral scientific
explanations, the idea of the psychological cannot escape a utopian standpoint, which
is to admit of its axiology. As Bourdieu (1998, pp. 75-91) goes at lengths to explain,
a disinterested act is not possible. Speaking, in any form, is essentially an act of
valuing. We need to play with disciplinary boundaries. Social psychiatry is indebted
to pragmatism, phenomenology, semiotics, and system theory. Communication is an
essential and historical theme in this entailment. Unfortunately, the once enlightened
interchanges between communicologists and the psy disciplines are repressed by a
preeminent technological paradigm. Technology is constructively viewed as a means
to effectuate the utopian view, but, of course, there are no guarantees. The cognitiveneurosciences have overtaken the idea of the psychological and dominate it. In this
general view, precarity is individualized and is seen as an abnormal pathology of
mental disease in need of medicine. Mind and brain are terms used interchangeably,
body and mind are generally conceived as separate entities. Mechanisms and
processes are understood in causal terms, and technological instruments are the
primary means through which abnormalities are comprehended and treated (Bracken
et al., 2012, p. 430). Social contexts are suppressed. Jonathan Sadowsky (2021, p. 5)
explains that, at one time, the “proportionality criterion” was employed as a means
by which a patient’s overall life situation could be taken into account as a measure
of the severity of sickness. However, this criterion is no longer an official aspect of
diagnosis. It is not the case that social context, culture, relationships, meanings and
values are completely absent, but, rather that these are submerged and may count as
mere additional variables.
Diagnosis and treatment for depression are especially important, because
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depression is unquestionably the paradigm case that underwrites modern psychiatry
and clinical psychology. Treatment is primarily psychopharmacology or cognitive
behavioral therapy. The former presumes causality in bio-chemistry and therapeutic
intervention is focused on altering brain physiology. The latter presumes mental
defects are errors in thought processes and intervenes with language directed toward
improved rationality. The evidence, however, overwhelmingly shows that “no
significant variance in outcome” is attributable to any specific model of therapy.
A review of over 5,000 cases shows that outcomes are based on the patients’
interpersonal communication with their therapists (Bracken et al., 2012).
The Bracken report is authored by 29 psychiatrists. They remind us in their
concluding statements that theirs is a moral science and they call for new approaches
that alter the curriculum of their training to include the addition of more social science
and humanities, more focus on ethics, and greater sensibility toward mental illness
itself. They summarize by calling for a focus on systems of meaning at the heart of
their work (Bracken et al., 2012).
Given substantial investments already made in borders inscribed by the technology
paradigm, an axiological frame may difficult to imagine. Laura McMahon (2018)
argues to redefine mental health in terms of the qualities of a dynamic equilibrium
between self and interpersonal environments. Her views are grounded in MerleauPonty, who in terms of nature-culture relations followed Plessner and who mentored
Bourdieu. Her perspective is compatible with my synthesis of Plessner and Bourdieu.
For her, illness is definable only in communicative contexts, though she uses the term
“environment” against my preference of “world”. McMahon (pp. 612-613) provides a
fair summary of a utopian standpoint as summarized here:
In making environmental norms one’s own through processes of habituation and learning,
the individual comes to establish a new equilibrium with the environment that allows
things to figure as stimuli in new manners. This new equilibrium thus points beyond
itself—it gives itself to be surpassed—through the dialogical articulation of ever-richer
horizons and expansive exterior horizons and, with these, more subtle and more diverse
possibilities for variation.

Let me briefly summarize my communicological efforts. The synthetic semiotic
phenomenology of Plessner and Bourdieu grounds a recognition that a human person
is both subject and object of a life that is to be lead and done in practices. Verbal
and nonverbal practices are the performances of being human by which a human
being is perceivable, and, the expressive result of which is a person. Precarity is
originary in the existential sense that being human is not accomplished once and for
all, never finished, always in process, always not-yet, forever as-if. Life as lead is an
open question, always rendering tentative answers that lead to still more questions.
Ambiguity arises in the contingency of phenomenological relations in every situation,
in a plurality of semiotic spheres, within a larger world shared by humanity, as well as
with other forms of organic life confronting the inorganic. Communicology reminds
us that the very idea of the psychological is axiological, as is, reflexively, the very
idea of communication.
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