
Last Name 1 

PROSPECTUS FOR DISSERTATION 

Committee Members:   

Dr. Richard Newhauser, Dr. Bradley Irish, Dr. Ana Hedberg Olenina, and Dr. Jonathan Hope 

Title:   

Embodied Ethics: Phenomenological Experience and Moral Value in Hardy, Woolf, Nabokov 

Introduction: Primary Texts and Scope 

The proposed dissertation will focus on three novels from authors writing in English - Thomas 

Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse (1927), and 

Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1955). These texts roughly span a sixty-year period beginning from 

the proto-modernist turn-of- the-century, cover the heyday of Modernism, and end before the 

second half of the 20th century usually associated with the postmodernist turn. My selection of 

these texts are shaped by their emphasis on and expression of perceptual immersion and 

phenomenological experience in them; in particular, my focus on them is motivated by the way 

they elicit their audience’s bodily and sensorimotor capacities. A distinguishing quality that 

marks the stylistic signatures of Hardy, Woolf, and Nabokov is precisely this aptitude for 

recording the embodied, multisensorial existence of their characters in concrete, situated 

atmospheres. More specifically, these three texts also showcase how this focus on perceptual 

experience and embodiment frames and furnishes moral knowledge and ethical evaluation - 

actions generally thought to belong in the territory of cognitive judgment arrived at through 

abstract reasoning involving principles, propositions, rules etc. In other words, questions of 

value, meaning, or knowledge are directly and immediately embodied through perceptual and 

bodily experience.   
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This common strand also lends these texts to several levels of comparative analysis, since 

all of them feature significant moral encounters involving denial of agency and subjectivity to 

women, including bodily violence towards them, forcing readers to acknowledge the ethical 

injustice through their embodiment in the world. Two of the texts - Nabokov’s Lolita and 

Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles - in fact carry a history of censorship traceable precisely to the 

break they made with the cultural mores of their times. What has been less recognized is the 

degree to which they foreground the ways in which embodied experience ultimately shapes and 

grounds the moral evaluation readers eventually attain. The immersive atmospheres these texts 

enact, and with which both readers and characters engage and interact through sensorimotor 

capacities, also plays an irreducible factor contributing to the ways in which we gain ethical 

knowledge. The dissertation will thus rely on the lens of phenomenology (especially by the 

theoretical approach articulated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty) as a central anchor through which 

more light can be thrown upon how these authors’ styles and focus on embodiment translated 

into a ‘bodily’ ethics and knowledge.   

Finally, my dissertation will employ the following terms and definitions while engaging 

in the phenomenological lens: 

Sensation/Sensing: The terms “sensation” and “sensing” will be used to denote the process 

through which both readers and characters engage in the biological and cultural acts that govern 

the process of gathering information about the world (real or imagined) by recognizing stimuli. 

These terms encompass the familiar five sensory modalities of perceiving - sight, sound, smell, 

touch, taste, but also the lesser known and more subtle ‘internal’ senses such as proprioception, 

thermoception, and kinesthesia, all of which carry with them social, ethical, and 

phenomenological connotations. Sensing can also imply a multisensorial combination of all these 



Last Name 3 

modalities, for example when expressed by or manifested in bodily movement or other 

sensorimotor acts.   

Perception: The usage of the term “perception” in my dissertation will be heavily influenced by 

the connotations from Merleau-Ponty’s work, primarily in his text Phenomenology of Perception 

(1945). In this sense, ‘perception’ means a holistic, agential act of recognizing and apprehending 

our world through a corporeal, and pre-reflective extension of our bodily capacities, including 

but not limited to the five sensory modalities. Perception, therefore, is typically of gestalts or 

“meaningful wholes”, rather than parts which are then internally (i.e. mentally) joined together 

by a dis-embodied process. This usage of perception is radically different from the empiricist 

interpretation of the term, according to which discrete sense-units or stimuli impress upon our 

sense-organs, which simply record and combine this data in a determinate, objectively codifiable 

way. While this conception of perception implies that sense-modules gather data in a disparate 

way, Merleau-Ponty’s theory frames perception as an interconnected system irreducible to 

singular and separate modalities. Perception, in this picture, is more often than not holistic, 

multimodal, and even synaesthetic in its occurrence.   

Embodiment/Embodied Cognition: Influenced by the legacy of phenomenology, the field of 

embodied cognition (also referred to as Philosophy of Embodiment) essentially refers to the 

ways in which our cognition is shaped by our bodily experience, dispositions, and capacities. 

The term indicates a specific focus on the situated, concrete contexts (both phenomenological 

and cultural) of the environment or atmosphere which the subject is embedded in and interacts 

with, and also implies a rejection of the mind-body dualism typically assumed by Cartesian 

theory and other cognitivist frameworks. More specifically in my dissertation, this term is also 

used to announce a holistic interfusion of perception (the sensorial), emotion (the affective), and 
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cognition (judgment of meaning, value, or knowledge), hinting towards a direct way in which 

phenomenological experience (without the aid of cognitive representation) plays a constitutive 

role in shaping our judgment and engages us with ethical and cultural situations and provides 

moral understanding or knowledge. 

Claims 

My dissertation will begin by articulating the broad claim that, by taking the support of a long 

strand in the history of philosophical discourse about perception, we can argue that there are 

branches of non-cognitive knowledge or judgment which do not necessarily need cognitive 

deliberation, abstract reasoning, or other kinds of internal, thought-centric activity. A significant 

element of this tradition, exemplified in the work of authors like Alexander Baumgarten and 

Vico, is that aesthetic knowledge can be one such “analogue of reason”, such that it can be a 

“parallel to reason” rather than being an inferior substitute to purely cognitive activity (Guyer, 

2020), and can have its own standards of perfection which must be met to occasion aesthetic 

experience (Pluhar, 1987). This aspect is also reflected in Merleau-Ponty’s work, who claims that 

knowledge of the world, and evaluation of aspects in that world, can also be attained through a 

bodily understanding which is neither a reflex nor a cognitive product (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, 

145) but results from an “unreflective experience of a pre-objective world” (Matherne, 2019).   

Once this framework is established in my introductory chapter, my dissertation will 

demonstrate that Hardy, Woolf, and Nabokov all share a deep investment in grounding the 

readers’ engagement with their texts primarily through their perceptual immersion in the worlds 

the authors form. Often reflected through the phenomenological experience of characters 

embedded in distinct atmospheres, this immersion is enabled by the varied ways these authors 

invite the readers to exercise their sensorimotor and perceptual capacities to find a foothold in 
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these fictional worlds through a ‘bodily’ understanding. By doing this, they rely on or assume 

certain ways in which readers and characters might sense and move their bodies, or register their 

own situated and contextually charged presence phenomenologically, thus showcasing a keen, 

intimate knowledge of how our embodied experience enables an exchange with our environment. 

Building on this, I will move forward to argue that their stylistic signatures and aesthetic 

philosophies express a distinct possibility that forms of value and knowledge, especially ethical 

knowledge, are made possible through these agential acts of concrete, multisensorial perception 

and a firm phenomenological entrenchment in the situated environments which the characters 

inhabit and which the readers experience. Therefore, my close reading of the texts mentioned 

above will seek to establish that the paradigmatic way in which these literary texts achieve 

ethical criticism is by portraying the complexity of perceptual acts and giving us a ‘bodily’, 

pre-objective capacity to experience elements of our world. My dissertation thus opens up a 

space for exploring how the interchange between the collective and cultural sensoriums or 

atmospheres and our situated and embodied presence in them is a special province of literary 

texts, since their mode of answering or negotiating with questions of ethical value is not 

representational, cognitive-centric, but intersubjective and embodied.   

Methodology and Significance 

Throughout my research, I plan to use a synergetic and holistic methodological approach 

informed by multiple disciplines and philosophical branches such as phenomenology, the 

philosophy of embodied cognition (or philosophy of embodiment), and ecological psychology 

(which investigates the link between perception and agency or action). While charting out how I 

draw from these various branches, I will also describe how they converse with the history of 

aesthetics (especially 18th-century German aesthetics) and the sub-field of ethics known as 
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‘moral perception’. This interdisciplinary framework will enable me to grapple with my theme 

adequately, for a strand common to all the aforementioned branches is an attempt to bridge the 

gap between perception and cognition, thus by extension a rejection of the bifurcation of the 

mind and the body inherited from the long legacy of Cartesian dualism. As a consequence, what 

a combination of these approaches enable in particular is to view acts hitherto marked off as 

purely or substantively cognitive (ethical judgment or moral knowledge and value) as indelibly 

shaped by embodied acts, dispositions, and the affordances offered by the situated environments 

we occupy. This intersection is important in revealing how Nabokov, Hardy, and Woolf rely on 

and clarify our embodied modes of existence to furnish value and judgments; perceptual 

immersion in and expression of our embodied experience is a central keynote these authors use 

to resonate these values for their readers.   

In most literary criticism, this bridging has not taken place. Indeed, one of the chief 

complaints about emphasizing the role of perceptual experience in our engagement with literary 

works is that by assuming the universality and homogeneity of sensorial apparatus, this approach 

implicitly advances formal standards of beauty and structure, leaving untouched the ways in 

which specific cultural contexts and contingencies influence our experience of texts (Eagleton 

1983, Attridge 2004). Any focus on sensation and bodily experience might thus stem from 

physiologically positivist or empiricist frameworks, perhaps risking the neutralizing or 

de-contextualizing of the social and political realities in which these experiences might be 

embedded. As Joseph North's historical work on literary criticism has shown, a close attention to 

the phenomenological aspects of literary works (through modes like close reading) in early 20th 

century had a distinct "critical project of intervening in the culture" by taking aesthetic 

experience and its embodied character as a domain where a sharpening of our bodily faculties 
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could "indicat[e] the whole range of our social practices for encountering value" but were 

eventually overshadowed by other approaches which conflated an emphasis on perceptual 

experience with an idealist, universalist project which necessarily motivates us away from a truly 

ethical, and context-sensitive landscape (2017, 15-16).   

In other words, phenomenological experience by itself is assumed to be insufficient for 

providing enough contextual concreteness for us to appraise socio-cultural dimensions, and thus 

fails on its own to supply pivotal ethical judgment. What has been less acknowledged is how the 

movement of phenomenology, and its intellectual descendant, embodied cognition, help to 

transcend some of these assumptions present in more classical studies of aesthetic experience, 

since phenomenology and embodied cognition closely take into account the radical, irreducible 

contingency involved in the ‘situatedness’ of our sensorium and the cultural meanings they 

express. In his seminal work Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty lays special 

emphasis on how modes of bodily experience itself can imbue socio-cultural values - since 

“cultural life borrows its structures from natural life and that the thinking subject must be 

grounded upon the embodied subject” (2012, 199). Our bodies, perpetually embedded in a 

‘sensorium commune’ (to use Herder’s phrase), brings into existence “all of the expressive 

operations and all of the acquisitions that constitute the cultural world” (2012, 408), and this 

capacity to acquire a world is simultaneously natural and cultural.   

Similarly, the field of embodied cognition also lays considerable stress on modes of 

intersubjective experience in our cultural domains, and tries to uncover how much of cultural 

experience and exchange is perceptual rather than inferential (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2021, 

191-217). Our intersubjective experience of other bodies and their experiences and emotions 

depends on a “common bodily intentionality that is shared across the perceiving subject and the 
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perceived other” (ibid, 210), thus making possible an alternative account wherein the embodied 

presence and experience of other bodies is sufficient to furnish cultural understanding. Or, to put 

it in Merleau-Ponty’s words, “senses translate each other …[and] understand each other without 

having to pass through the idea” to be mentally interpreted (2012, 244). This account of 

phenomenological intersubjectivity proves pivotal for tackling situated contingencies in the 

different worlds created by the authors I focus on. Crucially, unlike other strands of cultural 

theory and criticism, this phenomenological lens eschews extreme skepticism or relativism 

which doubts the possibility of intersubjective communication and knowledge of others at all. In 

other words, it does not assume that subjects’ experiences and understandings are simply siloed 

off in their respective minds, but visualises an exchange and understanding (of meaning, 

emotion, or value) grounded in the structures of embodiment available to everyone through their 

bodies. By doing this, my cross-temporal approach can account for the diverse socio-cultural 

contexts these literary texts deal with as they present different worlds and characters embedded 

in different backgrounds (be it mid-20th century America or late 19th-century England), while 

still taking up our embodied existence in these worlds as a common ground.   

A specific sub-field within embodied cognition that I will draw upon is enactivism, which 

focuses on the relationship between perception and agency by framing perception as action 

(rather than receptive or passive). Extending Merleau-Ponty’s work, enactivists view our 

embodied existence as manifesting in an active reaching out into the world through a 

multisensorial exercise of our “sensorimotor knowledge” (Noe 2004, 17), displacing our 

familiar, ocularcentric “snapshot conception of experience”, wherein the eye as a camera 

passively recording data from a world already complete is the paradigmatic mode of perception 

(35). Perception is something we enact, rather than simply undergo passively. This alternative 
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framework has enabled enactivists to emphasize the necessarily agential and irreducibly 

multisensorial nature of perceptual experience. Weber and Varela use the term “autopoiesis” to 

frame our interaction with the world as the agential, creative stance of meaning-making 

(97-125), while Giovanna Colombetti discusses the “meaning-generating role of the body,” 

whereby bodily experience carries knowledge and meaning as such (146-47), without needing 

cognitive interpretation. Since agency or volition are closely linked with ethics, enactivism will 

help establish how values are created or embedded by authors as invested in embodiment as 

Hardy, Woolf, and Nabokov. Moreover, while some critical work focusing on these authors’ use 

of senses exists, most of the focus tends to be predictably ocularcentric; thus, my study will seek 

to fill this gap by analysing their particular reliance on and expression of multisensoriality to 

express subjects’ agency and ethical imperatives. 

Parts of my dissertation will also rely on insights from ecological psychology, a sub-field 

of psychology which has discussed how our perceptual experience is a product of a constant, 

intertwined dialogue between our bodily capacities and the environments or atmospheres around 

us. Primarily, I will draw from psychologist James J. Gibson’s well-known framework of 

‘affordance theory’, which helps us to conceive of the world surrounding us as composed of 

affordances, or openings for exercising our sensorimotor skill and knowledge. The term 

‘ecological’ here refers to the way we cannot neglect the environment or the situated setting 

around us as a contributive factor of our perceptual action. Employing this lens enables my work 

to engage with the settings created by Hardy, Woolf, and Nabokov which operate as worlds in 

which, to borrow from Merleau-Ponty, we are contingently “thrown” into, and which are “always 

already there prior to reflection” (2012, lxx). Conceiving of these worlds as atmospheres filled 

with affordances or openings for our bodily capacities replaces a “gnostic-rationalistic 
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ocularcentrism” with a “pathic aesthetics” which “supposes that there is a meaning already 

sedimented outside of us” (Griffero 2004, viii). Like enactivism, Gibson’s theories see our 

sensory modes as ‘interconnected systems’ (Gibson 1966) rather than disparate faculties; indeed, 

Gibson’s work culminated by describing a more inclusive, multisensorial “ambulatory” vision 

(Gibson 1977, xiv), which helps us confirm the three-dimensional “facticity” of our lived world 

(to borrow a term from Merleau-Ponty). By including lesser known senses such as touch and 

kinesthesia (or even synaesthesia), both enactivism and affordance theory offer a space wherein 

the authors’ focus on these marginalized modes of embodiment, especially as a way to express 

agency and moral valence, can be charted out. While some approaches have incorporated 

affordance theory (Cave 2016), they have primarily taken a cognitivist direction and not been 

blended with the insights from the phenomenological tradition, which my study attempts. 

Lastly, with my methodological stance focusing on embodied experience, my treatment 

of literary texts advances a post-textual mode of criticism in which the materiality of language 

and its mediated quality, as well as the concrete, phenomenological embodiment it evokes and 

affords takes precedence over its representational or transparently communicative nature. To 

paraphrase in a spirit inflected by enactivism, my methodology moves away from texts as 

representation to texts as enaction, and proposes that our encounter with the worlds and contexts 

these literary texts express is not simply represented, but enacted. As Jonathan Culler writes, 

approaches as diverse as Frederic Jameson’s Marxist criticism, Northrop Frye’s archetypal 

criticism, the historicist readings advanced by Geoffrey Hartman, and the Deconstructionism of 

Jacques Derrida and Paul de Man, are all united by their prioritization of interpretation as the 

paradigmatic, substantial mode of critique (2001, 29-33). Even when scholars point out the need 

to move away from semiological, interpretive readings and focus on the “worldliness” on the 
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basis of which they achieve their effects (Said 1982), the embodied, phenomenological 

experience and the perceptual immersion which literary texts employ often escape attention. 

My negotiation with the worlds created by these authors departs from treating them 

simply as texts, a method which privileges a chiefly cognitive interpretation or representation 

and other internalist approaches. To properly address the ‘about-ness’ of the texts I discuss, we 

first need to experience the embodied contexts of its worlds and how they inhabit affordances 

which enable phenomenological immersion. While not disputing that literary texts, constructed 

as they are of language with discursive and symbolic functions, will remain representational to 

some degree, my non-representationalist stance seeks to highlight that this proves no barrier for 

the way they directly and immediately entrench us in an Umwelt or environment (Bolens 2012, 

Scarry 1998). In other words, their semantic and contextual aspects are not to be conceived as 

separable from or parallel to, but on the basis of the ways they enact embodied experience. These 

worlds are not something we cognitively represent but bodily experience, and their ethical and 

cultural significance is also appraised through our distinctive phenomenological capacities. 

Rather than encoding these significances in terms of propositional knowledge or conceptual 

content, these texts offer a firm foothold for our bodily dispositions.   

In this sense, my methodology follows the neo-phenomenological turn offered by 

scholars like Rita Felski, who suggests a departure from the long scholarly legacy of what Paul 

Ricoeur termed the “hermeneutics of suspicion” which sees critique as a “disembodied 

intellectual exercise” depending on a “broader logic of discursive structures, reading formations, 

or power relations” (Felski 2011). As Susan Sontag remarked, since the interpretive methods 

have taken the “sensory experience of the work of art for granted”, eschewing it allows us to 

“recover our senses” (1966). Although some post-textual approaches have surfaced in film 
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criticism (see Hven 2022, Richmond 2016), I believe they will be equally effective in literary 

criticism. A combination of phenomenology and embodied cognition casts ethical judgment and 

moral value not in a discursive or cognitive plane, inoculated from the situatedness of embodied 

experience and environmental affordances, but rather as attempts to re-imagine how they are 

‘enacted’ or ‘brought forth’ rather than represented or inferred. Against a discursive, 

representationalist, textual mode of criticism, I aim to follow an approach which prioritizes the 

ecological, embodied, and situated nature of the worlds and experiences afforded by Nabokov, 

Hardy, and Woolf.   

It is my hope, therefore, that the particular interdisciplinary integration of 

phenomenology, embodied cognition (especially enactivism), and affordance theory I adopt 

frames a picture where there is no conflict between so-called ‘universalist’ notions (i.e. structures 

of embodiment and sensorimotor capacities we possess as human beings with bodies) and the 

‘cultural’ meanings, values, emotions, and knowledge which we attain. This mixture allows me, 

therefore, to transcend the divide between perception (or phenomenology) and value (or 

judgment) that has been implicitly supposed in most literary criticism, including structuralist and 

postmodernist ones. Such an approach has the benefit of establishing that literary works (and 

other art forms), being at particular liberty to express complex, embodied experience in rich, 

multisensorial detail, have a natural advantage in direct, phenomenological perception of value. 

Interweaving insights from phenomenology and embodied cognition, I hold, enables us to 

insulate literary works from two broad charges - didacticism (‘literature as moral example’) as 

well as mere formalism (‘art for art’s sake’). Fleshing out how perceptual experience can 

acquaint us with values, and how Nabokov, Woolf, and Hardy bank on perceptual immersion to 

enter a moral landscape can be pivotal in showcasing not only how literary criticism must evade 
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such binaries, but also how the ethical significance of literary works can be preserved without 

jettisoning the phenomenological singularity each work offers. 

Proposed Chapter structure 

1. Introduction 

In this brief chapter, I will provide an overview of the intellectual-historical tradition which has 

attempted to conceptualise the apparently contradictory notion of “sensible knowledge”, or a 

‘perfect sensate discourse’, in the words of philosopher Alexander Baumgarten (39). A similar 

term is also found in Vico’s work - sapienza poetica (poetic wisdom), through which he sought 

to apprehend the ways in which a “moral perception” is generated and perceived - not through 

abstract regulative principles or through some condition-governed deliberation, but “by forging a 

direct perceptual efficacy” (Black, 45). I will explain how this attempt at integrating 

phenomenological experience with cognitive judgment - culminating in Kant’s notion of ‘moral 

feeling’ articulated in his famous Third Critique - emphasizes the complexity and concreteness 

of perception as a contributive factor for moral knowledge. This dialectic forms the background 

for the phenomenological turn of the 20th century, as well as influencing the historical 

development of modernist texts (including the authors I focus on). I will conclude this section by 

positing how this notion was employed and extended by phenomenologists as well as 

pragmatists (such as John Dewey) to create the foundations for a philosophical understanding of 

embodiment as a fundamental way of attaining value, meaning and knowledge. Not only this, 

aesthetic experience, language, and aesthetic style were the central terrains through which both 

Merleau-Ponty and Dewey attempted to showcase how embodiment furnishes value. In 

conclusion, this juncture will provide a basis for my further close-reading of individual texts by 

Hardy, Woolf, and Nabokov in the upcoming chapters.   
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2. Chapter 2 

In this chapter, I will begin with an overview of the approaches taken in contemporary literary 

criticism towards Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles. Against this backdrop, I will 

attempt to explore the ways in which Hardy embeds the environment and landscapes of his 

fictional Wessex countryside with various affordances for the readers and characters to invest 

their embodied selves. In a close-reading of select encounters the titular character Tess has within 

such environments, I will employ Merleau-Ponty’s notion of ‘the natural world’ and his 

phenomenological understanding of bodily gestures (2012, 153, 312) to point out how Hardy 

foregrounds her continued, embodied inherence in the natural world even as she undergoes 

various kinds of gendered violence. Both Tess’ presence and movement through the pastoral 

surroundings, as well as the gestures she exhibits and experiences from others, form the chief 

pathway through which Hardy achieves and enables a moral reading of the violence and 

hypocritical treatment Tess suffers. While focusing on her surroundings, I will also draw from 

the strand of ethics known as ‘moral perception’, which advocates a direct (i.e. unmediated by 

cognitive frameworks or propositional language) apprehension of value in the perceptible 

surroundings and contexts (Audi 2013, Bilgrami 2016). In other words, I will attempt to chart 

how Hardy orchestrates a particular embedded environment for Tess’ journey in order to portray 

that nature itself can contain value properties. Simultaneously, the focus on Tess’ bodily gestures 

will attempt to showcase Hardy’s reliance on embodied, intersubjective knowledge to facilitate 

an ethical call to the reader regarding the physical as well as moral injuries she undergoes. This 

emphasis on gestures, I will claim, is the constitutive aspect which forms the embodied affect of 

pity towards Tess, while also indicating how cultural notions of gender which fail to apprehend 

these gestures on a phenomenological level contribute to her fate.   
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Chapter 3 

This chapter will explore how Virginia Woolf’s novel To the Lighthouse enacts the diffuse, 

impressionistic, but highly immersive depictions of mundane, fleeting periods of everyday life in 

order to highlight the structures of embodiment which accompany such periods. While Woolf’s 

works are considered characteristically reflective of the Modernist period’s interest in 

sense-impressions, the fragile nature of experience, and the ephemeral modes of inner, 

stream-of-consciousness thoughts, my focus will be to unravel how Woolf relies on certain 

embodied capacities of readers to establish an aesthetics of attention. In particular, I focus on 

characters like Lily Briscoe, a painter who aims to capture the concrete, minute details of the 

surroundings and subjects around her, or James Ramsay, the young boy whose attunement to the 

world around is primarily pre-cognitive but deeply grounded on his bodily understanding of it. 

Following this, I will examine how the embodied experiences of these characters distinguishes 

them from the abstract, atemporal and cognitivist pose exemplified by James’ father, Mr. 

Ramsay, whose reasoning as a philosopher extracts him out of such perceptual embeddedness.   

Woolf’s depiction of this immediate sensorium and the body’s experience of the British 

seaside forms the basis for her exploration of varieties of non-cognitive knowledge, especially 

influencing a non-scientific but embodied approach to the elements of the natural world through 

kinesthesia, touch, and bodily movement. While Mr. Ramsay banks on an abstract, scientific 

perspective which subsumes any contingent and concrete details under transcendental methods 

of attaining truth and knowledge, Woolf’s style populates the world around him with openings 

for Lily, Mrs Ramsay, and James’ sensorimotor capacities. I will specifically lean on 

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of ‘being-in-the-world’ to examine how Woolf contrasts this 

‘experiential’ mode of knowing the world with the cognitivist mode espoused by Mr. Ramsay, 
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and argue that by sketching out the embodied nature of the former, she brings into focus the 

ethical predicaments all three characters face at the hands of the supposedly superior forms of 

knowledge.   

Like the eponymous characters Hardy’s Tess and Nabokov’s Lolita, Mrs. Ramsay 

undergoes a similar sidelining of her subjectivity and agency, which is potentially undone or at 

least highlighted by a particular kind of immersive, phenomenological experience brought about 

by Woolf. The very act of perceptual attunement and embodied exercise of the body thus 

becomes the primary means of challenging the patriarchal and repressive domestic hegemony 

which Mrs Ramsay suffers from. Indeed, this emphasis on phenomenological experience as a 

way of embodying value finds a parallel in Lily Briscoe’s attempt at a portrait of Mrs. Ramsay 

and her attempt to register the concrete, embodied presence of Mrs Ramsay - indeed, it becomes 

the sole avenue capable of recording and expressing both Lily and Mrs. Ramsay’s subjective 

perspectives. This alliance between both women which foregrounds the ethical themes imbued in 

the novel is thus established and continued through phenomenological grounds, wherein the 

fleeting singularity of embodied experience itself becomes the potential site of resistance. 

Chapter 4: Nabokov’s Multisensorial Morality 

This chapter will begin with a brief overview of Nabokov’s own aesthetic beliefs and 

assumptions, and follow through with a description of the historical reception that his most 

well-known novel Lolita received in contemporary literary criticism. While initial reception 

praised Nabokov’s linguistic dexterity, including prominent cultural critics such as F. W. Dupee 

and Lionel Trilling, it also coincided with considerable skepticism regarding its theme of the 

immorality of pedophilia and its depiction of sexuality, starting off a discussion on whether the 

stylistics and sensuality in the novel’s language obscures its moral quandaries. Charting this 
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history showcases how this divisive reaction assumes the bifurcation of perception and ethical 

value mentioned in the introduction, and which moreover is also replicated in contemporary 

literary criticism of the text. Even as they acknowledge Nabokov’s investment in sensorial 

experience, more often than not cognitivist readings of Lolita have interpreted this focus on 

perception as a distractive element which performs the function of testing the readers’ ability to 

avoid the trap in order to better judge the moral failings of Humbert Humbert, the narrator, who 

eventually realizes his folly (Pifer 1995, McGinn 1999, Alexandrov 1991). Alternatively, 

readings also frame the Humbertian ethos of emphasizing aesthetic pleasure or sensuous beauty 

as a de-politicized mirage, which ultimately covers the historical and cultural facets of exile 

(Haegert 1985).   

Departing from these readings which assume a strong separation between embodied 

experience and moral knowledge, I read the text through a phenomenological and enactivist lens 

to argue that instead of contrasting perceptual experience with interpretive or cognitive activity, 

Nabokov offers two phenomenological ways to open up the moral landscape in Lolita. While one 

version is an empiricist understanding of perception which sees it as a passive, amoral activity 

which simply delights in receiving sensorial stimuli, the other version is a more nuanced picture 

which sees it as an agential activity, and which affords a phenomenological route to 

apprehending the ethical injustice Dolores suffers in the narrative. Using Merleau-Ponty’s notion 

of the ‘body-schema’, I claim that only by assuming the first, solely empiricist notion of 

perception can we deem it as antithetical to achieving an ethical judgment about Dolores’ 

situation, whereas the second and subtler mode of perception can be a firm ally in furnishing 

moral knowledge about Humbert’s depravity. In other words, my phenomenologically informed 

reading goes against the familiar interpretation of the text which frames perceptual activity and 



Last Name 18 

embodied experience as not only ineligible for expressing the tragedy of Dolores, but also 

undermining it. I also draw from enactivist accounts of perception to posit that a major reason 

why this second version of perception and embodiment points us towards ethical criticism in 

Lolita is that it portrays and affords multisensorial perception, while the first, empiricist version 

is almost always imbued with primarily visual delight which Humbert gains from viewing 

Dolores from a distanced perspective. I use this distinction to analyse some of the well-known 

scenes where Humbert objectifies Dolores, and proceed to contrast this with the denouement of 

the novel, where this framing of her body changes radically.   

I contextualise this shift from an empiricist, de-contextualised look at the female body as 

an aggregate of sensory delights to a multisensorial, value-laden subject as a fallout of 

Merleau-Ponty’s critique of the empiricism as well as his explication of multisensoriality, 

synaesthesia, to show that this translates into an ethical judgment arrived at through embodied 

experience. Intertwining sight with movement, sound, and touch proves a chief aspect of this 

transformation - while the empiricist picture obscures the world of values and subjects, an 

enactivist and multisensorial outlook produces an engaged, agential perspective that foregrounds 

the moral weight of the situation. Nabokov’s own synaesthetic experience, indeed, dovetails 

fluently with Merleau-Ponty’s stress on the necessarily “inter-sensorial unity” and the 

“indivisible possession” all our sense-modalities combine to convey. While some readings of the 

text (Durantaye 2010) have broken with familiar readings of the novel to interrogate how 

Nabokov’s stylistics informs his fleshing out of the moral situation, a distinctly 

phenomenological reading reveals that the culprit is not necessarily the act of sensorial 

experience or embodiment in and of itself, but a superficial and passive version of it.   
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