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Summary  

 

New perspectives in philosophy and science have given rise to an increasing interest in the 

body as the physical space where experience, knowledge and meaning are conceived. These 

developments, foreshadowed by various philosophical perspectives years beforehand, are 

now finding acknowledgement in recent scientific research, particularly in neuroscience. The 

current Humanistic art of living as a moral practice is concerned with self realisation, 

fostering meaning and the search for an authentic moral orientation. Up until now, the 

practice of the art of living has not taken the body into account regarding these concerns, and 

have not integrated philosophical theories which have been in favor of the primacy of the 

body as the locus for meaning and experience of life, as well as the discoveries found in 

neuroscience. 

In this thesis, I propose a debate between the current art of living , interpreted as self-care by 

Joep Dohmen, and an important representative of the embodied perspective of self-care, Marc 

Van den Bossche. This debate will discuss the possibilities and challenges regarding an 

embodied variant to the art of living as self-care, in which the primacy of the body is 

proposed as the basis of this art. 
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‘ Wijsheid houdt op wijs te zijn als ze te trots wordt om 

te huilen en te ernstig om te lachen en als ze te vol 

van zichzelf is om aan zichzelf voorbij te zien ’ 1 

Kahlil Gibran  

 

 

 

  ‘ Now that you’ve found it, it’s gone 

Now that you feel it, you don’t ’ 2  

Thom Yorke 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 From the novel ‘Spiegels van de Ziel. De Mooiste Verhalen van Kahlil Gibran’ (2011) 
2 Lyric excerpt from the song ‘Nude’ by Radiohead (2007) 
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In the following section I will briefly introduce the subject matter of my thesis, acting as the 

contextualisation of my main research question and its subquestions. I will conclude by 

explaining the relevance of this research. 

 

1.1 Problematization of the thesis subject 

1.1.1 The current context of the debate between the art of living and 

somatic perspectives 

In recent Western philosophy and science, there is a growing interest in the perspective of the 

body as the first and foremost condition for an interconnected and meaningful existence  

(Dohmen, 1997, p.66; Reynolds, 2004, p. xii; Merleau-Ponty, 2005 ; Alma & Smaling, 2010, 

p. 147; Van den Bossche, 2017, p.64; Van den Bossche, 2020). These developments have an 

emancipatory character in that they seek to broaden and deepen the role that the human body 

plays in the search for meaning, purpose and connection with ourselves, each other and the 

world we inhabit (Siegel, 1999, pp.68-71; Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.156; Simonsen, 2012, 

p.16; Van den Bossche, 2017, p.64). These subjects are of equal importance in developments 

surrounding the Humanistic interpretation of an art of living (Dohmen, 2007). 

While some of these perspectives may be new, others have been rediscovered or revised. This 

increasing interest for somatic and embodiment theory can contrast heavily with certain 

dominant discourses which are still present today in science as well as philosophy, such as 

the ongoing division of body and mind, and the influence of rationality within the sciences 

and within modern western culture. 

The celebration of the human spirit in favor of the physical body which has been partially 

fostered by Plato has firmly intertwined itself into the fabric of modern philosophy and 

society. It foreshadowed the technological developments resulting from instrumental reason 

and the division of body and mind which were greatly influenced by Descartes and Kant, and 

which would eventually usher in the period of the Enlightenment (Dohmen, 1997; Van den 

Bossche, 1998, p.13; Dohmen, 2007, p.66).  
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Its countermovement, Romanticism, would follow as a critique on the part of the effects that 

technological reasoning was having on society and its disdain for the body (Dohmen, 1997, 

p.64; Shusterman, 2000, p.530; Hadot, 2003, pp.248-249; Dohmen, 2008, pp.122-123; Van 

den Bossche, 2017, p. 65). In Romanticism's wake, Nietzsche was one of the first to advocate 

for body consciousness, or the awareness of the body as being in the world and being 

conscious of itself. Nietzsche is referred to as a somatic or body centered philosopher 

(Dohmen, 1997; Shusterman, 2009; Van den Bossche, 2017, p.137), and a vivid example of 

his admiration for the body can be found in his ‘Thus spoke Zarathustra’ (1995), in which he 

wrote that ‘there is more wisdom in your body than in your deepest philosophy’. 

The German philosopher was, however, not the only advocate for somatic awareness in 

philosophy. Other classical philosophers, such as Socrates and Diogenes, alongside Humanist 

thinkers like Montaigne and William James are known to have been appreciative towards the 

body as a focal point of experience or as a means to keep in good health, and by doing so 

aiding the mind (Montaigne, 1996; Shusterman, 2006).  

More recently, the philosopher Harry Kunneman stated that people connect to each other by 

way of their bodies. The body has the potential to reach out, to relate to another, illustrated by 

the acts of caring and erotic touch as sources of wonder. By tuning into the body, a person is 

able to connect to that which is still not determined, which is still to be determined 

(Kunneman, 2017, p. 19).  

 

1.1.2 The turn towards the primacy of the body in philosophy 

A serious attempt to construct a philosophical framework in which embodiment and somatic 

philosophy played a crucial role was made by the phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty. 

The term ‘embodiment’ was defined by Merleau-Ponty as having, or being present in a body 

(Smith, 2017, p.1), and was used in developing a philosophical perspective concerned with 

the interconnection between humans and the world from an embodied perspective (2005). For 

Merleau-Ponty, body and mind are inseparable: the embodied state precludes dualism's 

division of mind and body, and therefore rejects the perspective of dualism (Van den 

Bossche, 1998, p.76; Reynolds, 2004, p.xii; Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.149; Babbitt, 2014, 

p.2). Merleau-Ponty instead advocated for the primacy of the body, meaning that our 
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physicality is fundamental to being in the world, in which all meaning originates. The body 

symbolizes existence, because it realizes and actualizes our being in the world. (Alma & 

Smaling, 2010, p.149). Merleau-Pony’s embodiment theory had a profound influence on 

phenomenology and existentialism, two hallmarks of modern Humanistic philosophy. 

 

1.1.3 The Humanistic art of living as self-care 

Embodiment and somatic theory have, however, up till now had little impact on Humanism’s 

philosophy of life, namely the art of living. According to Dutch philosopher Joep Dohmen, 

the art of living is not so much an artform as it is a praxis of self-care and a devotion to 

oneself (Dohmen, 2008, p.146). It is considered an important and new variant of western 

morality, as well as an integral part of Humanistic philosophy. Its focus lies with cultivating 

and realizing the self, and stimulating autarky (Ibid.), and is deeply rooted in classical Greek 

and Roman philosophy (Ibid.). Though its influence had long diminished since, it was 

revived again during the twentieth century due to, in part, genealogical research done by 

philosopher Michel Foucault. In his research of classical philosophy, Foucault discovered a 

‘culture of the self’ (1985, p.50; Dohmen, 2007, p.28) in which ‘epimeleia heautou’ or ‘care 

of the self’ was a major aspect (1986, pp.43-48; Dohmen, 2008, p.45). According to 

Foucault, this philosophy sought to stimulate people to take care of  themselves through close 

self examination. He discovered multiple techniques concerned with the realisation of the 

self, such as writing, meditation and physical exercises (Dohmen, 2008, pp.54-59; Westerink, 

2019, p.59). According to Foucault, these techniques formed the centre of the classical art of 

living (1985, pp. 49-50).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Philosophers such as Foucault, Pierre Hadot and Erich Fromm (Alma & Smaling, 2010, 

p.181) helped to revive the classical concept of the art of living and has slowly been re-

adopted by modern Humanism as an ethical and aesthetic approach to realizing oneself and 

living life meaningfully (Dohmen, 2008, p.59). Influenced by Foucault, the philosopher Joep 

Dohmen has written extensively on the subject of self care and the art of living as a lifelong 

practice in moral orientation and individual development. It can be seen as a holistic concept 

in which thought, feeling and action are interconnected (Dohmen, 2008, p.147). Dohmen has 

been instrumental in reintroducing the art of living following Foucault and Hadot, 

envisioning the act of self care as a sustainable moral alternative to religions waning 
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influence as well as to liberalism’s widespread grip (2018, p.15). Dohmens connection to 

Humanism is made clear through his interpretation of self care as a means of constant 

personal development in which great emphasis is put on freedom, accountability and critical 

reflection, and in which the search for an ethical orientation to life, in alignment with oneself 

and others, is paramount. 

However, Dohmen has generally chosen not to take into account the concepts of embodiment 

and somatic theory. Though greatly influenced by Nietzsche, who in turn influenced 

Foucault, Dohmen’s interpretations of self care has resulted in a discourse framing a rather 

disembodied ethics of self care. Dohmen states that practicing the art of living means to keep 

track of one’s mental health, thereby suggesting that this should be its main practice (2008, 

p.40). His perspective is possibly due to the influence of  the philosopher Pierre Hadot, who 

was, as was his student Foucault, responsible for reviving a contemporary interest in the 

classical philosophy of the art of living (Shusterman, 2000, p.530; Dohmen, 2007, p.142). 

Hadot  focused on its cosmic and spiritual dimensions and called for ‘spiritual exercises’, 

which included practices such as meditation, ‘therapies of the passions’ and self mastery 

(Shusterman, 2000, p.530). Hadot ultimately referred these exercises back to Socrates, as 

well as Plato’s critique of the body which was outlined in his work ‘Phaedo’ (Shusterman, 

2000, p.530; Hadot, 2003, p.78;  Dohmen, 2007, p.66). For him, the goal of an art of living is 

ultimately the transcendence of the self (Hadot, 2003, pp.248-249; Dohmen, 2007, p.143). 

Here, Dohmen differs from Hadot in that he deploys a variant of the art which is horizontally 

transcendental, meaning that transcendence occurs in relationship to others in a non-

hierarchical fashion, whereas Hadots transcendence is vertical and hierarchical by nature, 

wherein the process of transformation from the individual to the universal is key (Hadot, 

2003, pp.248-249; Dohmen, 2007, p.157).  

 

1.1.4 Critique from an embodied perspective regarding the art of 

living as self-care 

What becomes clear by this is the choice made by Dohmen to be receptive to the art of 

living’s more spiritual aspects in formulating his own interpretation of the art of living, while 

not taking into account most of the aforementioned somatic aspects that are nonetheless 

present in Humanistic philosophy. This absence has been noticed and commented upon by 
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the Belgian philosopher Marc Van den Bossche. Van den Bossche underscores both 

Nietzsche's and Merleau Ponty’s ideas concerning embodiment, as well as acknowledging the 

art of living as a form of self-care as explained by Dohmen (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.146; 

Van den Bossche, 2017; Van den Bossche, 2020). However, he shows a considerable 

dissimilarity to Dohmen concerning the art of living as a mostly mindful, spiritual praxis, and 

therefore proposes an alternative definition to the art. Van den Bossche envisions that self-

care should first of all be an embodied act,  a praxis of taking care of the body (Ibid.). He 

characterizes the art of living as acquiring the capacity to listen to the soft whispers coming 

from within the body, which give shape and orientation to a person's life (Volkskrant, 1 

november 2020). Van den Bossche goes as far as to make the statement that coming to terms 

with our embodied selves should be made one of philosophy’s main goals, the primacy of the 

body being an ideal which should be taken on as a challenge by philosophy and Humanism 

(Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.148). This implies that a critical assessment should be made of the 

majority of western thought and the definition of a good and meaningful life (Ibid., p.147). 

Van den Bossche adds that it should be set as a task not to banish, but to embrace the body 

and learn how it could be of aid in connecting to that which is meaningful to us (Alma & 

Smaling, 2010, p.156; Van den Bossche, 2017, p.11). He is aided by ongoing developments 

in the field of neurology, which have tried to debunk the idea of dualism, viewing the mind 

and body as a whole (Van den Bossche, 2017. p.64). Lastly, all experience has an aesthetical 

quality to it, because the experience is based on sensomotoric processes in the body, which 

involve feelings, emotions and physical processes ( Johnson, 2007; Alma & Smaling, 2010, 

p.150). Seen from an embodied point of view, the connection that humans have with the 

world is an experiential, and therefore an aesthetical one (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.150). A 

well constructed care for the body should therefore not be absent in the concept of the art of 

living, because of the body being a center of meaning and direction, aspects around which the 

art of living is centered (Dohmen, 2007, p.17; Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.152). Van den 

Bossche, in echoing Merleau-Ponty and other somatic theorists, has thus formulated a 

critique of the art of living as it is perceived by Dohmen.  
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1.1.5 A philosophical debate between Joep Dohmens interpretation of 

the art of living as self-care and Marc Van den Bossche’s proposal to 

regard self-care as an embodied act  

Van den Bossches’ confrontation with Dohmens interpretation of the art of living and his 

proposal for a reinterpretation of self care will be the main focus of this thesis, primarily 

because somatic theory as represented by Van den Bossche is not clearly found in Dohmens 

perception of the art of living, while developments in the natural sciences, such as 

neuroscience, have increasingly been acknowledging the theories that have been proposed by 

somatic philosophers and practitioners throughout the last few decades (Alma & smaling, 

2010, p.148). 

The Humanistic concept has also, for the most part, not been exposed to the fields of 

aesthetics and neurology. Though the extent to which embodiment theory and somatic 

awareness are being researched is gradually increasing, and while notions concerning the 

importance of the body are also found in Humanistic philosophy, the body as a serious 

philosophical subject within the art of living and as part of self care remains largely absent. 

There are, however, aspects of Dohmens philosophy which show similarities to Van den 

Bossches experiential and aesthetical perspective. Dohmen does mention that self care is 

essentially holistic, which includes feeling an emotion, both somatic experiences according to 

Van den Bossche. Dohmen has formulated variations to the art of living, one of which is 

esthetically oriented and under influence of  Romanticism (2008, pp. 121-128). This 

esthetical perspective ties into the philosophy of Van den Bossche, but does not elaborate 

further on the implications of an embodied esthetics. Dohmen has also outlined the contours 

of a hedonistic art of living, which does include the sensations of the body as presented by the 

French philosopher Michel Onfray (Ibid., pp. 112-121), but lacks purpose, meaning and 

processes of self realisation. Van den Bossches somatic philosophy contrasts with both these 

perspectives, at least in part, and is thus formulated as an open invitation to explore the 

possibilities of enhancing the act of self care through somatic awareness as well as esthetical 

means in creating meaning, purpose and an orientation to living life. Dohmen and Van den 

Bossche agree on the importance of self care as an act of constant self development and 

developing a meaningful life, but their perspectives have up till now not adequately been 

connected and confronted with each other. The art of living as envisioned by Dohmen has 
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never taken up the challenge posed by somatic philosophy. In this thesis, I aim to expound 

upon this challenge. 

 

 

1.2 Main research question 

The main research question will be the following: 

To what extent is it possible to enhance the Humanistic concept of the art of living developed 

by Joep Dohmen by taking into account the critical notions made by Marc Van den Bossche 

concerning a more body centered approach regarding the act of self-care? 

 

1.2.1 Subsequent research questions 

Subsequent questions which will enable me to answer the main research question are as 

follows:  

- What are the main aspects and critique points concerning the debate between the 

Humanistic concept of the art of living as self-care and embodiment theory as 

presented by Merleau-Ponty, Van den Bossche and Shusterman? 

- What does the Humanistic art of living as interpreted by Joep Dohmen strive for? 

- Which critical aspects does Marc Van den Bossche introduce regarding Dohmens 

concept of the art of living as self-care? 

- Which perspectives are provided by the debate between Dohmen and Van den 

Bossche concerning the art of living as self-care and embodiment theory and what are 

the implications regarding my position in this debate? 
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1.3 Research goals 

1.3.1 Theoretical goal 

The theoretical goal of this research is to explore the field of embodied philosophy and 

embodiment theory presented by philosopher Marc van Den Bossche as a point of critique 

regarding the Humanistic concept of the art of living as it is defined by philosopher Joep 

Dohmen 

 

1.3.2 Practical goal 

The practical goal of this research  has a transformative nature. The Humanistic art of living 

as a praxis is confronted wherein the question arises to what extent it can be enriched by 

somatic theory. The research sets out to explore to which extent it can be deemed possible to, 

by way of the experiential qualities of the body, bring about transformative processes based 

on embodied experiences which can be meaningful in a horizontally spiritual manner. 

 

 

1.4 Scientific relevance 

Whereas idealism views human rationality to be superior to human physicality, materialism 

reduces humans to a ‘ghost in a machine’. Their perspectives regarding the body are known 

to be quite disdainful, but influential to modern philosophy. That being said, there are 

philosophies that have admired the body as a living entity, as found in Bergons ideas on ‘élan 

vital’ (Shusterman, 2006, p.8 ; Reich, 1941, p.112). This idea is related to Romanticism's 

theory of vitalism, stating that life is self generated from within,  having its own autonomous 

direction (Packam, 2012, p.1). Nietzsche has elaborated on the subject of somatic awareness, 

as did Montaigne, and various philosophers throughout ancient Greece and Rome. Van den 

Bossche echoes Merleau-Ponty in advocating the embodied approach. Seen this way, the 
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body has received much appraisal to a certain extent when focussing on certain aspects of the 

body's capacities. 

But while much of somatic theory is far from new, it fails to make an impact that fosters an  

equal amount of praise when compared to the laudation of the mind’s rational capacities. 

Advocating for an increase in embodiment theory awareness and implementation in the 

humanities is crucial, as modern science is making apparent that philosophy, neurology and 

other disciplines can work together successfully, creating a multifaceted representation of 

human beings, stretching beyond philosophical territory. Somatic awareness and embodiment 

theory ultimately refer back to the beginning of philosophy, where its importance was known 

and practiced (Shusterman, 1999, p.299). The idea that knowledge and wisdom are only 

obtained through thinking can be interpreted as a widely accepted axiom that nonetheless 

demands critical assessment, as is the case in all of science (Shusterman, 1999, p.302). This 

axiom has made its way into modern Humanism and has been a dominant factor in the revival 

of the art of living. By zooming in on the philosophical discussion between Dohmen and Van 

den Bossche, more can be explored regarding the potential somatic theory could have 

regarding the concept of the art of living and self-care. 

 

 

1.5 Societal relevance 

The renewed interest in philosophy as a way of life has coincided with the gradual decrease 

of religion’s ontological and ethical influences on society and daily life in parts of Western 

society, leading up to a rapidly burgeoning moral void. The art of living as an ethical 

orientation and praxis has gained ground during the twentieth century as a viable answer to 

this void. Many are in search of direction and purpose in life, and the concept of the art of 

living tends to these wants through the aforementioned techniques of contemplation, self 

reflection and self mastery, ultimately leading up to ways in which a person could develop 

her or himself by way of personal exploration. Dohmen states that it is necessary that the art 

of living is taken to heart as a serious alternative to Western religion and the decline of an 

overall ethical orientation, which has resulted in what he coins ‘the myth of autonomy’ as 

being part of a liberal ideology in which people live today (2008, p.15).  
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Up to this point, the societal relevance of this thesis is fairly clear cut. Dohmen is critical of 

the various popular lifestyle approaches which have tried to fill this moral gap. These 

approaches include trends that have emerged from new age movements, in which soul 

searching, self management and transformative processes are often advertised (Dohmen, 

2007, pp.45-55). These processes are mostly centered around working with the body, which 

can become problematic when connecting this to more philosophical orientations. Van den 

Bossche, however, realizes the potential that lies in the embodied ways in which people could 

shape and direct their lives purposefully. Contradicting these new age practices, Van den 

Bossche adheres to a more down to earth approach of the body in practicing self-care. This is 

because meaning can originate through the body, according to Van den Bossche, which 

ultimately makes it possible to experience a kind of transcendence and spirituality, albeit in 

an embodied and horizontal manner (Alma & Smaling, 2008, p.148; Van den Bossche, 2017, 

pp.82-83). Through the body, he claims, people could transform their experiences and 

themselves, which in turn could foster and increase meaning and purposefulness. To embrace 

the body as an origin of meaning and purpose (Ibid., p.156) can be helpful to those looking 

for alternative directions in developing their lives. It could be compatible with the Humanistic 

art of living as defined by Dohmen, because both are used to seek out meaning and purpose, 

although originating from differing perspectives. 

 

1.6 Humanistic relevance 

Humanism has throughout its history dealt with matters concerning the body, with Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty’s ideas on embodiment arguably being one of the most influential. Humanism 

is strongly rooted in classical Greek and Roman philosophy, where physical activity was 

deemed an important part of cultivating the self. Though it was mentioned by Socrates in 

Plato’s ‘Phaedo’ that the goal of philosophy was to separate the ‘knowing mind from its 

deceptive bodily prison’ (Shusterman, 2006, p.7), he simultaneously took a more positive 

stance and declared the cultivation of the body as important because it was the first and 

foremost means for human achievement (Ibid.). Much later, Montaigne was known to be a 

fiery advocate of embodiment, praising it for its aesthetic qualities (Shusterman, 1999; 

Shusterman, 2006). As mentioned above, Nietzsche was convinced that the body was 

supreme when it came to human intellect.  
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But Humanism's appraisal for the body is also an ambiguous one. Somewhat contradictory to 

what is mentioned in the former paragraph, the notion that it is important to cultivate the 

body is based on the instrumentality of its physical qualities, as something necessary to 

sustain human life (Shusterman, 2006, p.9). The body as a tool, as a collection of instruments 

for our intelligence (Ibid.), is in itself an idea worthy of praise and therefore an incentive for 

the cultivation of the body. In actuality though, the concept of the body as a tool has often 

been used to stress its inferiority (Ibid.). The idea of the body ‘as servant to the soul’  is 

something found throughout classical Greek and Roman philosophy as well as Christian 

theology (Ibid.). Seen from this point of view, somatic philosophy and studies could be of use 

in broadening and enriching ideas concerning embodiment which Humanism already 

possesses, but which has generally been relegated to the realm of instrumentality. Because 

the concept of the art of living as interpreted by Joep Dohmen is firmly embedded in 

Humanistic tradition, it too has integrated these notions of embodiment, notions which can 

further be explored through the field of embodied philosophy, such as Van den Bossche’s 

interpretation of self-care. The imperative which is given out by philosophy to ‘know thyself’ 

is one of the most important aspects of the art of living (Dohmen, 2007, p.24). This 

knowledge as represented by Dohmen (Ibid., p.61) leaves out the knowledge of the state of 

the body and its feelings (Shusterman, 1999, p.302). Its lived experience is a dimension that 

can further be explored through somatic theory, the concept of lived experience being well 

known to Humanism already. 

 

 

1.7 Methodology 

This thesis is a theoretical philosophical research in which the perspectives of two 

philosophers will be explored, mutually confronted and debated. I will commit to an 

extensive literature research in which the concepts presented by Joep Dohmen and Marc Van 

den Bossche will play a central role, as well as theories and concepts associated with them. 

The basis of the confrontation lies in the differing perspectives which both philosophers hold 

concerning the art of life as a praxis. Therefore, I would like to construct a philosophical 

discussion in which both perspectives are taken into account. Globally, this research will 
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have a hermeneutic approach to it, as I am interpreting the concept of the art of living and 

embodiment theory as viewed by Dohmen and Van den Bossche. The methodology of 

hermeneutic interpretation is concerned with the way in which the world is experienced and 

interpreted. It resists any objective perspectives of reality, but is concerned with the way in 

which reality can be interpreted or understood (Patton, 2002), and so this interpretation seems 

fitting for my research (Gadamer, 1989). 

More specifically, I will make use of thematic research (Joffe, 2012), as I will make a 

selection of themes found in both philosophies, which will be useful for constructing the 

debate and for presenting a general outline of their theories concerning the art of living as 

self-care, which is a theme in itself. My motivation for instigating this confrontation is fueled 

by my curiosity on account of there having been little attention given to the aesthetic and 

embodied aspects of being human and of human flourishing. I will therefore make 

considerable use of an abundance of theories concerning embodiment theory, supported by 

scientific research where needed. 

 Dohmens philosophy is embedded in Humanistic philosophy, particularly the field that deals 

with the care of the self. Dohmen draws these concepts from Michel Foucault, and to a lesser 

extent Pierre Hadot (2007). Dohmen ultimately connects back to the classical philosophy of 

ancient Greece and Rome, in which ‘epimeleia heautou’ and ‘cura sui’ (taking care of 

oneself), ‘techne tou biou’ (technique or art of living) were a crucial part of  its ethics and 

praxis (Ibid., p.28). Dohmen is also inspired by Hadot through his revival of philosophy as a 

way of life (Shusterman, 2000, p.530), who emphasized the spiritual aspects to this way of 

life, leaving aside its physical aspects.  

Marc Van den Bossche, too, is rooted in Humanistic philosophy and also deals with the act of 

self-care. Van den Bossche however is influenced by somatic philosophers such as Merleau-

Ponty and John Dewey, and takes on a more phenomenological stance than Dohmen, 

especially when presenting the body as the primordial way of being, which he derives from 

Merleau-Ponty. According to Van den Bossche, meaning is not conceived out of the 

immaterial realm, but is rooted in the physical human body (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.147). 

Following Dewey and Merleau-Ponty, he states that every aspect of humanness can be 

referred back to specific forms of physical connection to the world (Ibid., p.149).  

The originality of both Dohmens and Van den Bossches work has to be taken into 

consideration. While Dohmen is indebted to Foucault and Hadot, his emphasis on the 
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importance of self-care as empowered self fulfilment, alongside human interdependence and 

vulnerability can be seen as a philosophical trademark setting Dohmen apart from other 

theorists belonging to his field.  In this manner, he stresses the ongoing struggle that is self 

development. Van den Bossches perspective can be deemed original through his synthesis of 

embodiment theory and the field of aesthetics, thereby stressing the affective and 

(neuro)physical aspects of being human which are not often mentioned in philosophy. Also, 

his views on horizontal transcendence and spirituality emanating from bodily experience 

sheds new light on the experiential qualities of the human body and its potential for meaning. 

 

1.8 Reading guide 

 

I will start out by outlining and defining the concepts of the art of living and embodiment 

which I will be using during this research. First I will define and elaborate on the concept of 

the art of living, its history and what it entails. I will conclude this section by introducing 

Joep Dohmen and his perception of the art of living. Secondly, I will define the concept of 

embodiment. For this I will go into some depth on Merleau-Ponty before introducing the 

claims made by Marc Van den Bossche.  Subsequently, I will confront these ideas brought 

about by Dohmen and Van den Bossche, focussing on aspects they have in common, as well 

as their contrasting views. While doing so, I will support both philosophers with additional 

theory and practices to further illustrate and deepen the discussion. I will conclude the 

philosophical confrontation by presenting a concise conclusion and discussion . 

 

1.8.1 Choice of literature 

I will make use of primary and secondary literature used by Dohmen and Van den Bossche in 

developing their theories, such as Foucault, Merleau-Ponty and Hadot.  For a more complete 

understanding of Van den Bossche, and to a certain degree Shusterman, Merleau-Ponty’s 

theory of embodiment plays a crucial part. His work acts as a highly influential and vivid 

philosophical undercurrent to the embodied philosophical perspectives of Marc Van den 

Bossche, as well as his critique on the part of the current philosophical outlook of philosophy 

in general and the art of living as self-care in particular. 
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In addition to this, I will refer to literature regarding the art of living, embodiment theory and 

other philosophical and scientific theories pertaining to the acknowledgement of the body 

from Buddhist, psychological, neuro - and neurobiological perspectives. By doing so I hope 

to elaborate, support and comment on the theories held by Dohmen and Van den Bossche. I 

will connect these references with subsequent literature that can possibly be of aid in further 

understanding both their perspectives, which for the most part will contain secondary 

literature.  

Simultaneously, I will search for literature which will help me construct my own perspective 

concerning this philosophical discussion. This may partially be literature which I have just 

mentioned, but may also entail sources which complement both Dohmen and Van den 

Bossche. The works of Shusterman will be useful for this, as Shusterman takes into 

consideration the ideal of self-care and embodied aesthetics, but takes a more distanced if not 

neutral approach towards Humanism and so the Humanistic interpretation of the art of living.  

 

 

1.8.2 Concept definitions  

 

- Embodiment - the term ‘embodiment’ is defined as having or being present in a body 

(Smith, 2017, p.1), and is the locus from which humans think, feel and perceive 

(Houterman, 2018, p.17). This perspective is at the basis of embodiment theory.  

- Body consciousness - the awareness that reaches further than the mind being 

conscious of the body as an object. It also includes a consciousness that the body 

possesses and can experience in itself as being both subject and object 

simultaneously. (Shusterman, 2009, p.1). 

- Primacy of the body - The body as the primary gateway to being present in the world 

and interacting with it (Merleau-Ponty, 2005). This concept can be viewed as the core 

to embodied philosophical perspectives, and is ontological and epistemological in 
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character, as it relates to the fundamental perspective of being in the world and 

knowing it. 

- Self-care - The art of living's main focus. Originally a collection of techniques that 

were developed during ancient Greek and Rome, it is the care for one’s being and 

one’s frame of mind, focussing on aspects which she or he deems are important for 

the process of self realisation. In this research, self-care is also defined as a bodily 

form of care, and being conscious of it (Dohmen, 2008; Alma & Smaling, 2009). 

- The art of living - An ethical practice which focuses on self-care, authenticity and self 

realisation. This is the definition used by Joep Dohmen (2008).  
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2. Contextualisation of the philosophical debate   
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2.1 Introduction  

 

In this chapter I will try to formulate an answer to the first subquestion ‘What are the main 

aspects and critique points concerning the debate between the Humanistic concept of the art 

of living as self-care and embodiment theory as developed by Merleau-Ponty, Shusterman 

and Van den Bossche ?’. To do this, I will start by giving an overview of the current context 

in which this debate is situated. This context involves the generally held perspectives which 

are presently found in the Humanistic art of living and the various embodiment and somatic 

theories which go against the notion of dualism, favoring a more lived, non dualistic and 

aesthetically based approach towards the human body as a basis for meaning and self 

realisation. These perspectives regarding the body have begun to challenge Humanistic ideals 

concerning personal development, connection with oneself, the collective and the world, and 

the cultivation of a sense of direction in life. 

 

Outlining this context is important as it will function as a gateway to a more complete 

understanding of the debate between Joep Dohmen and Marc Van den Bossche, which will  

follow in the next few chapters of this research. The debate at hand asks for a historical 

contextualisation as well, enabling a fuller comprehension of the philosophical background to 

the theories developed by Joep Dohmen, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Marc Van den Bossche and 

Richard Shusterman.  

I will start by giving a summary of the general origins of the art of living, and expound upon 

the role which was given to the body. I will then attempt to historically contextualize the 

philosophy of all three thinkers to illustrate the historical debate between body and mind. In 

this way, the collective critique formed by the aforementioned philosophers is conceptually 

framed and put into perspective. This contextualisation will by no means be a complete 

overview given the limited scope of this thesis. It will remain a brief and incomplete, but 

nonetheless optimistic attempt at sketching the contours of the historical background of the 

body and mind debate.  

 

Apart from sketching the contours of the context in which the current debate between the art 

of living and embodiment theory is being held, it is also necessary to demonstrate the various 

forms of self-care that formed the centre to the practices of the art of living. I will focus on its 

initial development during the Greco-Roman period. 
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2.2 The current context in which the debate is situated 

 

2.2.1 The rise of embodied practices in Western society 

 

The context in which this debate between the art of living and somatic theory is held is not a 

very clear cut one. On the whole it can be said that in society as well as the sciences, the 

interest and attention for the body has widened and deepened (Houterman, 2019, pp.13-15). 

This has culminated into new ideas and concepts, the revival of some previously held 

philosophical perspectives as well as the rise in interest of various embodied practices. 

Though various Buddhist and Hinduist philosophies and their somatic practices have already 

been welcomed over the last sixty years, and have become somewhat of a mainstay in 

modern Western society, they have usually not found their way into Western academia. This 

has recently begun to change, as more academic research regarding Hinduist, Buddhist and 

Tantric philosophy and its practices is being issued and discussed (Gray, 2007;  Bhavanani, 

2011).  

 

Some of these practices have taken root and have become, or are on the verge of becoming, a 

mainstay in Western society. These include, but are not limited to, yoga, tai chi, chi qong, and 

a variety of body based workshops and tantric retreats. But when taking into account that 

most Eastern practices derive from a complex system aimed at self development in the 

physical, mental, emotional and spiritual sense, the question arises to which ends these 

activities are being practiced. It could be for the love of the philosophy or practice, or for 

reasons pertaining to health or beauty which, by some, could be deemed a kind of spiritual 

consumption, or a modernized form of ‘Körperkultur’3.  

                                                
3 De Groene Amsterdammer, 16 juni 2021 
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Other practices, such as a variety of somatic dance forms or embodied (psycho)therapy, have 

also found their way into modern Western culture (Carleton, 2002), showing that there is a 

growing interest for reconnecting with the body, as well as emotions and intuitions. 

These developments bear questions concerning which attitude is actually taken towards the 

body. Is there an actual want for self development, or can this be defined as a kind of dualism 

in which the body is shaped into whatever it should be according to the prevailing standards 

of the ‘zeitgeist’. 

 

 

2.2.2 The increasing interest for the body in science and philosophy 

 

Though the aforementioned could be the topic of long discussion, it is, however, becoming 

visible that there is a growing interest for the body, philosophically, spiritually and 

neurologically, as a deeply important aspect of our being. Since Nietzsche’s monistic praise 

of the body and Merleau-Ponty’s vehement critique of the separation of body and mind, 

modern philosophy has had to come to terms with its dominant assumptions and attitudes 

concerning the body and its own relationship towards the embodied aspects of being. Some 

decades later, neurological research is supporting the philosophical claims regarding the 

bodies’ importance, challenging some of the more  mechanistic perspectives which have 

persisted over a long period of time.  

The axioms surrounding dualism, materialism and idealism which have been so influential in 

the way in which the body has been treated in Western philosophy, religion and science are 

now being held accountable for supporting the gradual disengagement between humans and 

their physicality (Van den Bossche, 1998). New perspectives are being developed as a form 

of countermovement, the exploration and development of a more non dualistic attitude within 

the academic world being a good example of this.  This movement is currently being strongly 

represented by posthumanist philosophers such as Rosi Braidotti and Francesca Ferrando, 

who state that human beings cannot be separated from their natural surroundings and  

technological developments (Ferrando, 2020), calling their perspective ‘post dualistic’. Their 

outlook considers the importance of self realisation and environmental awareness, and 

connects to Eastern religions and philosophies such as Buddhism, Jainism and Hinduism 

(Ibid.). Braidotti has proposed a philosophical perspective which contests dualistic thought by 
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way of her ‘nomadic’ philosophy and seeks to emphasize the embodied situatedness of 

humans (2012). 

 

These developments regarding the increasing interest for the body naturally coexist alongside 

a multitude of perceptions concerning the body, which can sometimes be at odds with each 

other. There are ongoing major developments within modern cognitive - and neuroscience 

which focus on the significance of the human brain as the focal point of our being 

(Houterman, 2019, p.14). This is well illustrated by Dutch neurologist Dick Swaab, who 

states that our character, limitations and potentialities are ultimately determined by our brains 

(Ibid., p.15). The brain, more specifically the prefrontal cortex, is said to function as the 

bodies’ commanding unit, receiving all information concerning the changes happening  inside 

and outside of the body. The brain assigns a multitude of tasks to, and is carried out by, the 

autonomous nervous system, the bodies’ hormonal system and the bodies’ senso-motoric 

system (Ibid., 36).  

This perspective finds considerable support throughout Western science and culture. The 

increasing interest for the body, as Houterman mentions, coincides with the enhancement of 

methods for measuring and quantifying the body, revealing a want for control (Ibid.). Swaabs 

perspective is an example of the dominant perceptions within neuroscience, namely that the 

body is subjected to the functioning of the brain. 

 

Other developments in cognitive science and neuroscience show a noticeably more defiant 

attitude towards perspectives as proposed by Swaab. This attitude shows an interest in 

perceiving the body as being far more than a solely quantifiable, instrumentalized object of 

scientific inquiry, looking to surpass the dualism of body and mind. This is made clear by the 

growing reluctance to divide certain illnesses into bodily and mental ailments, as if there was 

no correlation between the two (Ibid., p.13). The emphasis found in these developments is 

slowly shifting from perceiving the brain as the centre of knowledge towards perceiving the 

body holistically, attaining knowledge through ‘embodied cognition’ (Ibid.).  Neuroscience 

has come to the discovery that the body is of crucial importance to our wellbeing, and that the 

dichotomy of body and mind is a false one (Van den Bossche, 2017, p.64). 
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2.2.3 The body in philosophy and the art of living  

 

As mentioned earlier, philosophy, too, is shifting its perspective from a dualistic to a non 

dualistic approach of the body, taking notice of the ongoing developments in science.  

Philosophy, certainly the period of the nineteenth century until well into the twentieth 

century, has in turn been influential in the creation of the theoretical framework surrounding 

these scientific developments. The idea of there being an intimate relationship between body 

and mind, as well as an embodied relationship with the world were already present in 

Nietzsche's vitalistic perspectives, the phenomenological philosophy of Merleau-Ponty and 

the pragmatist approach of John Dewey, theories which are now partially being confirmed by 

neuroscience (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.148). Towards the end of the last century, the body 

was emphasized by corporeal feminism, and the attention for it increased as feminism 

became ‘more extensively matter-oriented’ during the first decade of the  twenty-first century 

(Ferrando, 2013, p.30).  

The ideas of Merleau-Ponty and Dewey have subsequently been taken up by current thinkers 

such as Marc Van den Bossche and Richard Shusterman, who challenge philosophical ideas 

which are fundamentally dualistic. Both Van den Bossche and Shusterman aim at a specific 

area of philosophy called the philosophy of life, which relates to the practice of the art of 

living. The art of living as a philosophical art can refer to leading the morally ‘good life’, 

living virtuously and wisely (Veenhoven, 2003, p.1), whilst in the context of psychology it 

usually refers to living happily, taking pleasure in life (Ibid.). Veenhoven further defines the 

art of living as ‘an inner quality relevant for dealing with outer conditions’ (Ibid.). Or, in 

mentioning Maria Jahoda, as a set of traits needed to function well in today's individualized 

society (Veenhoven, 2000, p.2). Wilhelm Schmid calls the art of living an attempt to live 

righteously in a wrong world (2010, p.7). The art of living has become relevant again as an 

alternative to the spiritual vacuum that arose in the Western world during the twentieth 

century (Dohmen, 2007, pp. 9-10), and has become one of the more important features within 

western moral philosophy, particularly within Humanistic philosophy. Joep Dohmens 

perspective on the art of living, who's philosophy I will elaborate on in chapter two, is 

indebted to philosophers such as Michel Foucault and Pierre Hadot. As mentioned earlier, his 

definition focuses on the art as essentially being an act of self-care, focussing on Humanistic 

aspects such as responsibility, self-realisation and the practice of positive freedom (Ibid.).  
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What becomes apparent concerning this Humanistic variant of morality, and what is 

specifically referred to by Van den Bossche and Shusterman, is the relative absence of the 

aforementioned embodied perspectives in western as well as Humanistic ethics. Both 

philosophers share the opinion that the philosophy of the art of living has not taken the body 

into account in striving for self realisation, connection with the community and the natural 

world. It has up until now only been in admiration of the body in so far as it contributes to a 

certain level of physical and mental health, which ultimately ends up referring to the same 

dualistic and hierarchical position of current neuroscience. Van den Bossche and Shusterman 

do not refer to Dohmen personally, but their critique is relevant considering Dohmens mostly 

cognitive philosophy. 

 

Yet the art of living as-self care can be seen as a broad philosophical concept, and its 

philosophical basis is of equal importance for understanding its theoretical positioning and 

perspective. The art of living does leave room for alternate realisations of its praxis, and 

therefore shows signs of potential connecting aspects, such as the aforementioned importance 

of physical health, a feature actively found in Van den Bossche’s philosophy. The art of 

living is a malleable concept, and should be understood as such. 

 

 

2.3 A brief history of the Humanistic art of living 

 

In this paragraph, I will make an attempt at giving a general overview of the history and 

philosophical underpinnings of the Humanistic art of living, so as to illustrate its main 

perspectives. It will also serve as the background for the philosophy of Joep Dohmens 

perspective of the art of living and his definition of self-care, which I will introduce in 

chapter two. 

 

The current art of living as a moral conduct reaches far back into western history, and its 

intentions and potential are best understood when given a historical framework to which the 

philosophical art can refer back to. While I just mentioned that philosophy can be categorized 

as a cognitive science, it is also part of the humanities. In general, as an academic science, the 
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humanities’ primary focus has always been with the human condition and the striving for 

more complete ways in which humans are able to express their humanity (Shusterman, 2006, 

p.1). Philosophy is perceived by the humanities as a mostly mental or spiritual science, 

becoming apparent when referring to the Dutch or German terminology 

‘Geesteswetenschappen’ or ‘Geisteswissenschaften’ (Ibid.). 

 

However, during the classical Greek and Roman period, philosophy was not intended to be a 

solely mindful practice resembling a ‘vita contemplativa’,  but rather as a manner of living. 

Philosophy was defined as an argumentative discourse bound to a specific praxis, and vice 

versa, a set of practices pertaining to a specific discourse (Hadot, 2007, p.38). Ultimately, a 

moral practice called the art of living was developed out of the philosophy of this classical 

era, its exercises reportedly originating out of the Pythagorean communes around 550 B.C. 

(Dohmen, 2008, p.44). Socrates, too, is mentioned by Dohmen as the art of living’s spiritual 

father (2007, p.28). 

 

The art of living was constructed as an ethical conduct revolving around the act of self-care, 

forming the heart of the philosophical art. ‘Epimeleia heautou’ or ‘cura sui’, as the practice 

was referred to in ancient Greek and Latin language, focussed on but was not limited to 

practices of introspection and self reflection (Foucault, 2018, p.465). The practice of self-care 

was based on long held traditions within ancient Greek culture, originally being influenced by 

the theory and practice of medicine (Ibid., p.478). The codes of conduct for treating physical 

sickness were gradually applied to the care for the soul (Ibid.,  p.479). In caring for oneself, 

considerable emphasis was put on the importance of cultivating the self, and by doing so 

creating a position of autarky or self-government (Dohmen, 2008, p.146) as well as fostering 

healthy relationships with society (Ibid.). Ultimately, self-care was an act of self devotion 

(Westerink, 2019, p.84). The art of living would develop and blossom for approximately one 

thousand years, up until the Church Father Augustine of Hippo, who adamantly objected to 

the care for the self and favoured an ethics based on asceticism and the confession of sin 

(Dohmen, 2007, p.33; Dohmen, 2008, pp.44-45). 

 

To ‘do’ philosophy, to move it into action for the cultivation of the self, practices of self-care 

were developed out of the many philosophies found in the Greco-Roman period. The 

definition of self-care itself varied amongst these philosophies and their philosophers, too, as 

well as amongst historical and cultural contexts. Each school of philosophy developed its 
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own set of practices pertaining to its philosophical framework, with Socrates being elemental 

in the formation of the majority of these philosophies, himself a fiery advocate for practicing 

self-care (Dohmen, 2008, p.44). Among them were schools of thought such as cynicism, 

which would later have a profound influence on Stoicism, and the Cyrenaic school, which 

would be influential in the development of Epicureanism (Hadot, 2007, pp.37-38).  

In general, self-care was defined as ‘an array of practices regarding the self’, focussing on the 

attainment of practical wisdom and fostering a relationship with oneself (Dohmen, 2008, 

p.45). The practices could include meditation, reading, taking notes on what has been read or 

what has been discussed during conversation with peers,  reflecting on found truths and 

integrating them (Foucault, 2018, p.475).  

 

 

 

2.3.1 The role of the body within the classical art of living 

 

Alongside these activities, physical exercise and care for the body were also part of self-care. 

The aforementioned translation of medical codes of conduct and treatment into the praxis of 

self-care becomes apparent in the ‘specific as well as intense form of attention towards the 

body’ (Foucault, 2018). It was deemed necessary to care for one's body, to make use of codes 

of conduct for good health and partake in physical exercise (Ibid., p.475 ; Shusterman, 2006, 

pp.8-9). Training the mind went hand in hand with training the body, as was the case in the 

gymnasion, where physical practice and philosophy were given. The goal of physical exercise 

was to make practitioners feel free, strong and independent. The method which was used for 

this was to numb the body so that it would become indifferent to pain and suffering through 

exposure to hardship and decisive physical action. This would be a positive influence on the 

mind, as it would be strengthened this way, cultivating courage and modesty (Hadot, 2007).  

Philosophers of the time pertaining to philosophical traditions such as Stoicism and 

Epicureanism stressed the importance of these practices, and were practitioners themselves. 

The Stoic Seneca was concerned with maintaining good health (Foucault, 2018, p.481) and 

made it clear that practicing an art of living was based on both mental as well as physical 

activity: 
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‘Just as the clearness of the sky is not affected by an even greater clarity, shining at its 

purest, so too is the condition of the human being concerned with his body and his spirit, 

construing his state of happiness out of both, perfect, and he finds the fulfillment of all his 

wishes when his mind is not occupied by burning desire and his body is not in pain.’ 4 

 

In letters written by the philosopher and statesman Marcus Aurelius, it is found in which way 

the care for the body took place in self-care (Ibid., p.482) and the way it was stylized: 

watching out for excesses, living soberly, taking into account the elements, etc., which could 

bring an imbalance to the body and therefore to the soul. Xenophon, a student of Socrates, 

mentions that his master recognized the importance of the cultivation of the body, ‘because 

the body was the primordial, indispensable tool for all human achievement’ (Shusterman, 

2006, p.7).  

The aforementioned school of cynicism, too, was originally far more body oriented when it  

was known as ‘Kynicism’, a philosophy which confronted idealistic tendencies within 

philosophy and held that ‘the animal human body and its gestures can be seen as arguments’ 

(Sloterdijk, 2013, p.155). The ‘Kynismos’ which was acted out by Diogenes pertains to the 

notion that the embodiment of a teaching or philosophy means that the practitioner becomes a 

medium through which this teaching flows and is lived (Ibid., p.154).  

Hadot mentions that breathing exercises were a part of the physical curriculum. Though it has 

been thought that these breathing exercises stem from shamanic practice (Hadot, 2007, p.184,  

Hadot believes this is not so. He states that these exercises had everything to do with a 

‘pressing need’ for gaining rational control (Ibid.), which became apparent among some of 

the first Greek thinkers, sophists as well as with Socrates (Ibid.).  

Emotions were also a topic of discussion. Aristoteles took on a positive attitude towards 

anger, for example, but stated that the time and place in which these emotions were expressed 

was important too (Dohmen, 2007, p.87). Others, such as the Stoa, did not agree with 

Aristoteles, perceiving emotions to be a form of sickness (Ibid.). 

 

 

Taking into account the aforementioned history and philosophy of the Greco-Roman era, it 

can be said that the body played a significant, though arguably submissive, part in the 

classical variants of the art of living through various practices of self-care such as forms of 

                                                
4 Seneca, Brieven aan Lucilius, op.cit., 66, 46. In: Foucault, 2018, p.470. 
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physical exercise and the maintaining of bodily health, both being instrumental in supporting 

the general enhancement of philosophical virtue and wisdom (Shusterman, 2006, p.8). Seen 

from these perspectives, it can undoubtedly be said that the body played a positively 

significant role in western classical philosophy. However, there remained a strongly held 

focus on the importance of cultivating the mind by way of physical exercise. From the 

perspective of Epictetus, the mind is celebrated because humans have been gifted it by Zeus, 

and so have been given the opportunity as well as the duty to freely make use of themselves. 

(Foucault, 2018, p.471). This is what sets humans apart from animals, namely this freedom 

that has solely been begotten by humans, enabling them to take care of themselves, whereas 

animals have naturally been endowed with these capacities in such a way that there is no need 

for them to be occupied with themselves (Ibid.). Humans can consciously make use of 

themselves in this way (Ibid.).  

 

The knowledge of the human soul plays an important part in the cultivation of the self, too. In 

Plato’s ‘Alcibiades’, Socrates persuades Alcibiades to conclude ‘that the soul is the man’ and  

‘nothing other than his soul’ (Shusterman, 2012, p.69.). Ultimately, Socrates’ maxim of 

‘gnothi seauton’ or ‘know thyself’ (Ibid., p.68) is referring to gaining knowledge of the soul 

(Ibid., p.69). This becomes the sole focus of the practice of self-care from the Socratic 

perspective (Ibid.), the care and knowledge of one’s body as being one’s possession, not as 

something that she or he is (Ibid.). Here, a dualism between body and mind already becomes 

apparent, and the hierarchy made explicit: the emphasis of self-care, and therefore of the art 

of living, lies with the soul, the gift of the human propelling the necessity to devote one to 

oneself, and the body as an aspect which calls for care and understanding, but is a means, it is 

of service of attaining knowledge of the soul.  

The figure of Socrates in Plato’s ‘Phaedo’ has played a significant role in philosophies’ 

critique of the body as a way of obtaining knowledge via the senses (Shusterman, 2006, p.7). 

His adversity towards the body is made explicit in this text, in which Socrates is found 

conversing with Simmias, advocating for the necessity to free the soul from ‘its deceptive 

bodily prison’ (Dohmen, 1994, pp.84-85; Sedley, 1995, p.9; Shusterman, 2006, p.7; Dohmen, 

2007, p.66). This attitude toward human physicality is later reaffirmed by Plutarch in his ‘De 

Anima’. Here, the philosopher perceives the body as a handcuff to the soul. It is being held in 

place by the body against its nature, the imprisonment of the soul in the body being unnatural 

(Hartman, 1912).  
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Although these attitudes were present concerning the body, it was never fully given up on by 

philosophy in aiding the art of living. Instead, ways were sought to correct, readjust and 

improve the body. By way of sharpening the senses and improving its performance, which 

could be beneficial to attaining further wisdom and virtue (Shusterman, 2006, p.8), the body 

was of service to the soul. 

 

 

2.4 Dualism of body and mind  

 

The dualism of body and mind which is found in modern cognitive science, as mentioned 

before, cannot be considered a novelty feature. Since Descartes, dualism has become the 

dominant discourse for theoretically framing the relationship between the physical and 

mental aspect of human life. Though it can be argued that the dualism of body and mind 

originated in Platonic philosophy, it would greatly influence the philosophical undercurrent 

of Christianity and would make its presence known in Cartesian thought, in which the 

division of body and mind was philosophically and scientifically perpetuated.  

Because dualism holds such a dominant position within philosophy, it will not come as a 

surprise that Humanistic ethics has been influenced by the division between body and mind, 

too. The historical overview of the Humanistic art of living which has been laid out in the 

previous paragraph shows that its roots are deeply spiritual.  

 

The art of living does not, however, make such a clear cut division between body and mind as 

Cartesian philosophy has done. The formation of the dualistic paradigm has a historical 

context of its own. It is interwoven with Greco-Roman thought, particularly Platonic 

philosophy, and influenced Christianity and ultimately, Cartesianism and all that continued to 

build upon its systematic philosophy, such as Idealism and Materialism. These are the 

paradigms which are later confronted and held accountable by Merleau-Ponty, Van den 

Bossche and Shusterman, as well as Nietzsche, for their disdainful attitudes towards the body. 

To have some knowledge of these systems is to better understand the critique that these 

philosophers have towards these systems. I will briefly explain the paradigms of idealism and 

materialism in the following sections. 
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2.4.1 Idealism  

2.4.1.1 The influence of Platonic idealism in Christianity and Cartesian Dualism 

 

The notion of an equal coalescence between body and soul, suggesting that humans do not 

just possess, but are their bodies, was dismissed early on through the featuring of Socrates’ 

opinions on behalf of the body in Plato’s ‘Phaedo’. The portrayal of the body as a cage from 

which the soul seeks release confirms that it was not a commonality to view the body and 

mind as a singular, nondual entity. It can be said that here, the dualism between body and 

mind is already beginning to take form, albeit perhaps too soon to label it as ‘dualism’ as 

understood in Cartesian terms. 

 

The dualism of body and mind can be roughly subdivided into two realms or paradigms 

which have been very influential in the way in which western philosophy and science has 

perceived the body in the modern and postmodern age, namely idealism and materialism. 

Idealism’s ontological perspective is that there is a higher form of reality apart from the 

tangible, visible one humans reside in (Dohmen, 1997, p.60). This paradigm is said to have 

originated with Plato and his aforementioned perspective that the mind or soul is superior to 

the body. (Ibid., p.63). This superiority is due to Plato’s notion that the soul has an eternal 

quality, whilst the body is mortal and so temporary (Ibid.). Ultimately, the soul wants to 

return to the Forms or Ideas, which according to Plato is the only true reality (Ibid.). 

 

The representation of Socrates in Plato’s ‘Phaedo’ is a good example of this (Ibid., p.60). 

Plato instead envisions human beings as highly moral and rational beings, aspects which 

should be emphasized in favour of the body (Ibid.). Plato argues that the mind has the 

capacity to move, direct and control the body, to use its will against the body if it so wishes to 

(Ibid., p. 63).  
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Christianity would also be influenced by Plato’s idealism (Dohmen, 2007, p.68). His division 

of body and mind would prove influential to the theologian Augustine, who in turn would be 

of great influence to the western view of the world (Dohmen, 1997, p.63).  

The tendency of philosophy and theology to discard the body because of moral prejudice 

(Dohmen, 1997, p.59) is widespread throughout western history. While the notion of the 

body as something morally unsound was not vividly present during classical times, it did 

become an integral part of the disdain which was held in Christianity towards human 

embodiment. 

In Christianity, the body was treated as something morally unsound, as exemplified by St. 

Paul, who stated that ‘nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh’ (Shusterman, 2006, 

p.5). Christian theology judged the natural and physical states of being from a moral point of 

view (Dohmen, 1994, p.85). Sickness was viewed as being a form of trial, lustful feelings 

were perceived as sinful, uneasiness or displeasure as signs of guilt (Dohmen, 1994, p.85). 

Morality pertaining to this period in time has since then been influential in the development 

of the body's nature (Dohmen, 1994, p.85).  

 

2.4.2 Materialism 

 

The other is the paradigm of materialism, the paradigm in which modern science was 

situated. Materialism can be interpreted as a reductionist paradigm in which the world is 

perceived as a set of causal relationships (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.75). Materialism would 

foster the mechanistic outlook on the human body. The manner in which the body was 

spoken of was a clear example of this. The words ‘der leib’  and ‘der korper’ were two 

different ways of defining and perceiving the human body. While the former is a felt and 

experienced physicality, the latter is the researchable object exposed to science (Van den 

Bossche, 1998, p.34). ‘Der korper’ would become the default mode in the scientific approach 

towards the body.  

This started out during the 17th century with the philosophy of Descartes. Descartes was an 

important figure within materialism, and is often associated with being instrumental in 

developing the mechanistic perspective, in which the human body is perceived as an 

mechanistically explainable system which is self directive (Dohmen, 1994, p.89; Dohmen, 

1997, p.64; Houterman, 2019, p.33). He explained that the movement of the body was being 
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enabled by  ‘animal spirits coursing through our nervous system’ (Houterman, 2019, p.33), 

an idea which was taken from the Roman doctor Galenus, founder of medicine up until the 

17th century. The animal spirits reside only in the brain, directing the movement (Ibid., p.35). 

Animal spirits are warm vapours, rising up from the heart into the cavities of the brain, 

residing there as fuel for the body, brain and body connected by so called ‘threads’ (Ibid., 

p34). 

 

Descartes defined the mind and the body in completely different ways (Dohmen, 1997, p.63). 

The body is a material substance which is spacious and divisible, an assimilation of separate 

parts, whilst the mind is an undivided substance (Dohmen, 1997, p.63; Van den Bossche, 

1998, p.80). Humans are firstly mindful beings, in which thought and action emanate from a 

central, mental substance (Dohmen, 1994, pp.86-87). Human beings can therefore be defined 

as a soulless piece of machinery in the material sense, while also being a substance which 

thinks, doubts and feels seen from the perspective of the mind (Dohmen, 1997, p.63). The  

mind is a divine substance, a perspective which was already found with Epictetus (Foucault, 

2018, p.471). In this manner there could only be two differentiated ways of being, either as an 

object or as consciousness (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.80). For all this, Descartres has 

been hailed as the father of rationalism, portraying humans as ‘a 

ghost in a machine’ (Dohmen: 1997, p.64; Russell, 2008, p.588). The 

scientific and medical approach was said to be materialistic in their reduction of the body to 

an assembly of functions, the human as machine, functioning as an instrument or tool  

(Dohmen, 1997, p.60).  

The mechanisation of the human body was to be further consolidated during the 18th century, 

in which the paradigm of materialism gave rise to the idea of the ‘l’homme machine’, an 

attempt to also explain the mind in a mechanistic way (Dohmen, 1994, p.89). The objects of 

research were the senses, memory and the brain. Many physiologists of the time were 

materialists and were greatly influenced by the concept of ‘ l’homme machine’, having the 

adamant belief that consciousness could be reduced to a set of bodily processes.  

 

 

 



41 

2.5 A renewed interest for the body in philosophy 

 

Now that I have outlined the history of the art of living, its relationship to self-care and its 

relationship towards the body in classical philosophy, I now turn to more recent philosophical 

critique on the part of the role of the body within philosophy, which includes the attitudes of 

the classical Greco-Roman era. Since the 19th century onwards, a multitude of  alternative 

views have been constructed in philosophy as well as in the natural sciences concerning the 

body, which are interesting to take into account before I introduce the main philosophies 

which will make up the fabric of the critique.  

From here on, I will expound upon the theories in philosophy leading into a revaluation of the 

body and its significance for the art of living. For this I will give brief summaries of various 

perspectives concerning somatic theory. I will support these perspectives by also mentioning 

certain developments which have taken place in the natural sciences, particularly in 

neuroscience as well as experimental psychology, and eastern embodied practices such as 

Buddhist Tantra to illustrate these developments. This will ultimately lead up to the theories 

of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Richard Shusterman which constitute the baseline of Marc 

Van den Bossche’s perspectives and critique, or can be associated with his philosophy. This 

critique will be illustrated by Merleau-Ponty, Shusterman and Van den Bossche. 

 

In the following section, I will give a summary of the philosophies of Maurice Merleau-

Ponty, Richard Shusterman and Marc Van den Bossche. It is essential to explain Merleau-

Ponty’s work as it is the groundwork upon which Van den Bossche, and to a lesser extent 

Shusterman's work, is built. Choosing Van den Bossche as one of the main figures in my 

debate, I will further elaborate on his critique points regarding the art of living in chapter 

three, for now it will suffice to give a general description of his philosophy. Shusterman's 

relevance lies in the fact that although his ideas are similar to those of Van den Bossche in 

that they both focus on the aesthetic qualities which pertain to the primacy of the body as the 

basis for living and for the creation of a meaningful life, his perspective shows a particular 

interest in the development of somatic awareness or consciousness of the bodies’ sensations 

and their meanings. 
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2.5.1 The resurgence of the body in western philosophy 

 

Vitalism, as being part of the Romantic era, experienced a deeply held revaluation of the 

body. The vitalistic movement centered around the adagium that life is self generated from 

within, and has its own, autonomous direction (Packam, 2012, p.1).  An example of this is 

found in Henri Bergon’s ideas on ‘élan vital’ (Reich, 1941, p.112; Shusterman, 2006, p.8).  

Drawing influences from vitalism, Nietzsche was a zealous advocate 

of the body and its revaluation (Dohmen, 1994, p.84). Maybe the most important thing 

that Nietzsche wrote is found in ‘Also sprach Zarathustra’ in  ‘von den verächtern des 

Leibes’ (Ibid., p.85), in which he seems to deny the mind completely, stating ‘I am 

completely body, nothing more’, the soul being connected to the body (Ibid.). It is the body 

which to him possesses more wisdom and is far richer than our consciousness, the body 

functions out of its own compared to the slow workings of the mind (Ibid., p. 147). 

Nietzsche condemned the philosophical and scientific disdain towards the body (Ibid., p.85), 

believing that the long held rational and traditional views of humans as  higher spiritual 

beings implicated a low esteem for simultaneously embodied state, as can be found in 

Platonic idealism. To Nietzsche, spiritually oriented philosophers such as Plato were 

exemplary to those who could not stand the uncertainty of an earthbound life, and were 

therefore trying hard to escape into an alternate and higher reality. Nietzsche's adagium takes 

an opposite stance to this, by way of his demand that humans should remain loyal to the earth 

(Dohmen, 2007, p.68). 

Nietzsche held that the biggest crime against humanity was committed by aforementioned 

Christianity, which Plato had a major influence on (Ibid.). Referring to Christian morality, he 

argued that ‘die Moral war bisher ein mittel, die physiologische Grundlage des Menschen in 

ihrer Entwicklung zu stören’ (Ibid.).  

Nietzsche's vitalism (Ibid., p. 205) opposed the technological rationality in which the primacy 

of thought and action is given to consciousness (Ibid., p.13), and therefore critiqued 

Descartes’ consciousness philosophy (Ibid., p. 138). 

In his book ‘Gotzen-Dammerung’  Nietzsche confronts philosophy which replaces the reality 

of embodied experiences such as birth, growth, old age and death by a collection of 

philosophical categories (Dohmen, 1994). Nietzsche counters this supposition by stating that 

humans are firstly organic reality, a collection of many physiological functions,  the body 

being an organisation like no other:  
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‘Unser Leib ist etwas viel Höheres Feineres Complicirteres Vollkommeneres Moralisches als 

alle uns bekannten menschlichen Verbindungen und Gemeinwesen.’ 5   

 

To Nietzsche, the mind is not an independent organ and mere introspection cannot lead to any 

real knowledge of self. Instead of reason, Nietzsche was convinced that humans are mostly 

directed by their tempers or drives (Ibid., p.80). A remark could be made that to Nietzsche, 

the bodily experience is based on nothing other than a multitude of these drives (Ibid., p.196). 

Analogous to the word ‘drives’ are the affects, instincts and longings (Ibid., p.81). To 

Nietzsche, humans resemble animals, a ‘nog niet vastgestelde dier’, and are basically 

instinctive beings (Ibid., pp.81-82). Nietzsche derives this assumption out of his fascination 

for the development and functioning of the human organism and his own research into the 

scientific physiology of the time (Ibid., p.84).  

Nietzsche wants to go beyond the shame and through his philosophy proposes a 

transformation to admiration and wonder for the body (Ibid., p.86). Taking the body as a 

guiding principle will enable humans to progress according to Nietzsche (Ibid., p.87).  

While it may seem that Nietzsche is merely proposing a new form of dualism in which the 

body is supreme to the mind, Nietzsche could be considered a monist (ref?) as he actually 

tries to deduce the mind to the body as being embodied (Ibid., p.149).  

 

 

2.5.2 Some examples of perspectives pertaining to embodied self-care  

 

In the following section, I will briefly discuss some examples of embodied philosophies, 

theories and practices which support the notion that body and mind are inseparable and 

constitute each other. These perspectives are to be viewed as being supportive of the 

embodied perspective to the art of living as self-care, a perspective which I will further 

address in chapter four. 

A positive connection between the body and self-care has been addressed by various cultures 

and philosophies, pertaining to Eastern as well as Western philosophy. The care for one's 

body as found in the Greco-Roman era shows a partial similarity to the way in which the 

                                                
5 Dohmen, 1994, p.87 
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body is approached by philosophical traditions in the East. Breathing exercises and 

meditation are found in both philosophies, while yoga and martial arts are mostly found in 

Eastern practices (Shusterman, 2006, p.8). The intense focus on the body is, however, more 

often found in Eastern philosophy. And it is this focus which is of interest here, and can be 

found in all the following perspectives as examples of embodied, non dual approaches to 

living.  

 

 

2.5.2.1 Buddhist Tantra 

 

An example of an embodied, non dual form of an art of living is found in an esoteric 

school of Buddhism , namely Tantra (Prebish & Keown, 2010, p. 307). 

This school originated in India around the sixth century a.d., and 

spread across China, Tibet and Japan. It is centered on ‘techniques 

of spontaneity using mantras, mandalas, sexual imagery and 

psychological techniques’ (Ibid.). In this philosophy, the body is 

viewed as intertwined with the striving of the self towards 

wholeness . The dialectic of body and mind is comparable to the 

ways in which classical Greek and Roman philosophy perceived the 

relationship, in that a disbalance between the two can cause 

physical and emotional problems (Preece, 2006). What is held down, 

psychologically as well as physically, will ultimately emerge as 

disease or sickness (Preece, 2006, p.61). Preece sharpens this 

statement by mentioning that: ‘When the energy of the instincts 

and emotions is not acknowledged, integrated, or transformed, it 

consistently buries itself in the organs of the body.’ (Ibid.).  There 

is an interesting connection to Foucault considering Buddhism, as 

its focus lies with the ethical agency and orientation of the 

practitioner, instead of an external adherence to a moral standard. 

This is what Foucault defined as ‘ethical work’ (Gray, 2007, p. 242).   
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2.5.2.2 Vitalism, Core Energetics and Neurobiology 

 

During the nineteenth century, the concept of  humans as energetic beings became more 

prominent. Ideas surrounding ‘life energy’ were far from new: the 

notion was already found in the praxis of Hippocratic medicinal 

usages. Here, the patient, called ‘asthenis’, was someone who lacked 

life energy. The doctor was the ‘iatros’, the healer who induced the 

life energy or ‘sthenos’ back into the sick (Pierrakos, 1987, p.7).  

The philosophy of vitalism, which was influenced by Romanticism, found this life energy to 

be significant, and it proved to be influential regarding the importance of the body. In 

vitalism, there is the supposition that there exists a life energy which permeates everything. 

This energy is self-generated, coming from within and emanating out of  all living beings, 

having its own autonomous direction (Packam, 2012, p.1). This ‘elan vital’ or ‘force 

creatrice’ as Henri Bergson called it, was defined as a ‘vital energy pertaining to 

living matter and governing it’ (Reich, 1941, p.112; Shusterman, 

2006, p.8). This perspective was supported by various scientists of 

the time, such as the biologist Müller, who stated that there was an 

indestructible force which is present in all lifeforms (Dohmen, 1994, p.89), The 

biologist Kammerer stated that there is a specific energy which is 

not comparable to electricity or any form of magnetism (Reich, 

1941, p.112). The scientist Helmholtz developed a theory of the presence and 

conservation of energy in the human body, although this was critiqued as being too 

mechanistic (Carleton, 2002, p.31).  

Later, the psychotherapist and biologist Wilhelm Reich 

constructed a theory concerning the life energy in humans (Reich, 

1941), emphasizing the importance of human sexuality for 

individual well being (Carleton, 2002, p.33). Research done by Reich 
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led to the discovery of what he defined  as ‘bions’ or microscopic 

particles that appeared when non-living material was heated to a 

certain temperature, in which the bions would give off a form of 

blue light and would radiate during its heating process. Reich 

undertook these experiments over a period of over two years 

between 1937 and 1939 (1941, p.117). 

 

Ultimately, Reichs theories would become the foundation of what is 

now known as Bio-energetics and Core energetics. Having been 

developed and practiced by psycho-therapist John Pierrakos and 

his wife Eva Pierrakos, Core energetics is a form of embodied 

psychotherapy which makes intensive use of the charge and 

discharge of the body to remove blockages in one’s life energy, 

created by negative or painful experience (Carleton, 2002, pp.36-

38). It is described as a ‘deep, powerful therapeutic process 

seeking to integrate mind, body, emotions, will and spirit in the 

service of the love and pleasure that are the essence of life’ (Ibid., 

p.36). Here, human beings are regarded as being ‘ a psychosomatic-

spiritual unity’ (Ibid.,  p.37). Through this deeply physical work, 

transformation and the expandment of the human energy field can 

take place, directed at healing and creative living (Ibid.).  

Apart from the nineteenth century developments in philosophy and 

the natural sciences and its implications for new 

psychotherapeutic approaches,  there have also been discoveries 

made in recent neurobiology which are also in support of embodied 

and non dual perspectives, and critical of overtly cognitive 

approaches regarding the body. 

Daniel Siegel, professor of psychiatry at the UCLA school of 

medicine, found that therapists benefit from being sensitive to 
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signals deriving from their clients, signifying an alignment 

between therapist and client (Siegel, 1999, p.69), it itself being a 

form of attachment behaviour (Ibid., p.68). It presupposes the 

ability to be able to engage in what Siegel calls ‘“full” emotional 

communication’, allowing one’s state to be influenced by that of 

the other (Ibid., p.69). Siegel illustrates this by showing that 

sensitivity towards the other can consequently lead to similar 

experiential states, as when the therapist experiences a sense of 

his head about to burst in reaction to the client’s anger, followed 

by a pressure release when the client falls into sadness (Ibid.). 

Siegel calls this ‘attuned communication’ which ‘involves the 

resonance of energy and information’ (Ibid., p.71). Intimate 

relationships involve this ‘attuned communication’, ‘in which there 

are alternating moments of engaged alignment and distanced 

autonomy (Ibid., p.70). At the basis lies the capacity to read each 

other's signals (Ibid., p.71).  

 

Siegel's research is in a way similar to the discoveries made by neurobiologist Antonio 

Damasio, who is known for his work with neural systems which relate to emotions and 

consciousness. Damasio denounces the Cartesian notion that the mind solely belongs to the 

realm of the spirit. Instead, Damasio perceives mind and body to be matter, the mind is a 

biological phenomenon, endowed with the same ‘res extensa’ as Descartes’ notion of the 

body (Damasio, 2001, p. 193), therefore countering the dominant position of the mind and 

implicating that there is a reciprocal relationship between mind and body.  

 

Another important finding in current neuroscience concerning this relationship are the 

theories of  neuroscientist Stephen Porges regarding the vagus nerve (2018). Porgess’ 

‘polyvagal theory’ has found that feelings of safety are not connected to functions of the 

brain, but to the neuronal system of the vagus nerve. This nerve is linked to the term 

‘neuroception’, a ‘process of automatic evaluation of risk’ operating outside one’s awareness 

as a ‘gut feeling’ (Geller & Porgess, 2014, p.182). When feeling threatened,  a person's 
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neurological system may be calmed down through, among others, an open body posture and 

warm facial expressions offered by others, a therapist for example, stimulating health and 

restoration. This is called the ‘neuroception of safety’ (Ibid., p.184). 

 

2.5.3 Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

 

Returning to the developments within philosophy, there are other perspectives which have 

been developed during the twentieth century, opting for a more important positioning of the 

body in human life. In modern philosophy, and in following Nietzsche, the phenomenologist 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty holds that humans essentially are their bodies, rather than objects 

which are subjected to the human mind or soul as put forward by Platonic and Cartesian 

thought (Houterman, 2019, p.18). For Merleau-Ponty, human existence is fundamentally an 

embodied being-in-the-world (Ibid., p.17).  

Though the French philosopher did not outline an art of living or practice of self-care, his 

embodied outlook would influence those who would. He did so by constructing a systematic 

theory of embodiment, stating that the body can be considered the vessel for living or being-

in-the-world (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.76). ‘Embodied’ is defined as primarily 

experiencing, thinking and feeling by way of the body, contrasting the idea that this is done 

by the soul or spirit (Houterman, 2019, p.17), while ‘being-in-the-world’ can be defined as 

being situated in and relating to the world.  Seen from this perspective, the ‘I’ position cannot 

be characterized as being a singular entity, but as an interrelationship between itself and the 

environment it is immersed in (Houterman, 2019, p.17). His perspective is based 

on a non-dualist dialectic of the body in relation to the 

environment. He perceived the body as ‘a phenomenal, lived body, a 

dynamic unity that changes through interacting with an 

environment to which it responds and that it actively structures’ 

(Simonsen, 2012, p.16). The body is defined as an open form residing 

in the world, reaching out and questioning it.  
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Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological perspective is centered around the re-achievement of ‘a 

direct and primitive contact with the world ‘(...) focussing on the direct 

description of human experience as it is’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2005, 

p.7).  

Merleau-Ponty advocated for the primacy of the body, the 

perception that the body is the first and foremost way in which 

human beings live in, relate to and interact with the world: 

 

‘I know that the objects have many faces because I could walk around them, and in this way I 

am aware of the world through my body’ 6  

 

It is the body which enables humans to be conscious of the world 

(Ibid.,  p.95). The body symbolizes, actualizes and expresses existence, in the same way 

that words give expression to thoughts (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.76). Consequently, the 

body becomes a body-subject, as it is the locus of meaningful existence (Ibid., pp.76-77). In 

turn, the body's capability of fostering meaning is made possible through its pre-conscious 

state of being (Ibid.). Meaning is the actualisation of that which is not yet articulated, but 

which nevertheless is a potent presence (Ibid.). This forms the baseline to Merleau-Ponty’s 

supposition of the primacy of the body, and it would have a significant influence in further 

developing somatic theory. 

Merleau-Ponty never sought to polarize embodiedness and feeling 

on the one hand, and reasoning on the other (Ibid., p.59), but he did 

counter the perception of the body as presented in aforementioned 

materialism. To Merleau-Ponty, the body is not merely an object 

which is present in the world which can be known solely on the 

basis of scientific examination by being reduced to an assemblage 

of parts.‘Le sentir’, says Merleau-Ponty, or the bodies’ ability to feel, is fundamental in 

fostering a connection between the perceiving subject and its perceived object (Ibid., p.75). 

Feeling and perception are the manifestation of a certain way of being-in-the-world. By 

                                                
6 Van den Bossche, 1998, p.76 
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emphasizing the importance of feeling, Merleau-Ponty distances himself from the 

mechanistic and reductionist physiology of materialism.  

 

To him, it is philosophies’ mission to return to the lived world in which the body takes part 

(Ibid., p.76). 

In stressing the importance of the body as lived experience and its 

ability to feel, Merleau-Ponty developed a theory advocating aesthetical 

living, the definition of ‘aesthetic’ deriving from its original meaning of perception or 

experience (Van den Bossche, 1998). Esthetical living opposes itself to logical thinking, in 

which concepts such as ‘truth’ are not perceived as a characteristic of ‘logos’, but of 

‘aisthesis’ (Ibid., p.54). The primacy of the body therefore becomes analogous to the primacy 

of perception, which is basically what Merleau-Ponty envisions when speaking of aesthetics 

(Ibid.).  

 

 

2.5.4 Richard Shusterman 

 

In following Merleau-Ponty, Richard Shusterman further explores the aesthetic implications 

of, amongst others, Merleau-Ponty's work, and underscores the importance of the aesthetic 

outlook in philosophy. Shusterman therefore refers to the necessity for an embodied art of 

living as self-care . He explains that the reason for philosophy being a science which heavily 

accentuates the mind, is possibly due to the tendency which humanist thinkers have to ‘take 

the body for granted because we are so passionately interested in the life of the mind and the 

creative arts that express our human spirit’ (Shusterman, 2006,  p.2). In this way, philosophy 

is synonymous with the realm and activity of the mind.  

Shusterman observes that whatever part the body had in the art of living and self-care, it was 

for the most part based on the aforementioned service to the soul and to the attainment of 

virtue (Shusterman, 2000, p.531). Classical philosophy generally dismissed the bodily senses 

as being veritable ‘instruments of knowledge’; they could not contribute epistemologically in 

any way (Shusterman, 2006, p.7). This can be seen as a form of instrumentality concerning 

the treatment of our bodies. Seeking to correct its ‘functional performance of the senses’ and 

enhance somatic awareness and use of the body became a focal point within the practices of 
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self-care,  pertaining to bodily health found in the art of living (Ibid., p.8). Gradually, 

philosophy would become a mostly spiritual praxis, shifting away from its original intention 

as a philosophy for living life 7. The later development of the body as immoral would further 

consolidate its position as being unreliable and disdainful, while at the same fostering good 

reason to perceive the mind or soul as human beings most worthy asset. 

 

In short, throughout western history the body has been simultaneously critiqued for being 

both immoral and epistemologically deceptive (Ibid., p. 7).  

This can also be perceived etymologically: the words ‘organism’ and ‘organ’, derive from the 

Greek ‘organon’ meaning ‘tool’ (Ibid., p.9). The perception of service is characterized by a 

certain instrumental relationship which Greek and Roman philosophy fostered towards the 

human body, it being necessary for sustaining life (Ibid.). Thus when classical philosophers 

advocate for the importance of the body in self-care and in practicing the art of living, they do 

so by way of the body’s instrumentality (Ibid). The body therefore becomes of ‘service to 

higher functions of humanity identified with the soul’ (Ibid.).  

 

This perspective is also found in modern philosophy. It was Rousseau who said that ‘the body 

must be vigorous in order to obey the soul’ for the reason that ‘a good servant ought to be 

robust’ (Ibid.). Montaigne, as being known to be a fervent advocate of the body, stated that 

the soul should try to control, advise and correct the body. Montaigne engenders the body and 

pairs it with the perspective of the body as something that serves a higher goal, referencing 

the ‘second-class status of the gender with which it is associated - woman’ (Ibid.). The effect 

is a general devaluation of the body, in which it is demoted to the ‘realm of service’ (Ibid.), 

which Shusterman points out is associated with servants, women and ‘the mere mechanics of 

material means’ (Ibid.). It portrays the body as just a means to higher and much sought after 

ends, such as the arts, literature, and philosophy itself (Ibid.).  

Shusterman counters the instrumentality of the body and proposes a different perspective to 

the dualistic dialectic found in philosophy.  His alternative perspective derives from the 

academic field of ‘somaesthetics’, a critical study of the use and experience of the body as the 

focal point of aesthetic or sensory perception, connecting to the knowledge and discourses 

concerning somatic care (Shusterman, 2000, pp. 532-533). 

                                                
7 Shusterman, R. Online lecture, youtube, march 2021. 
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Coming from this perspective, he states that human physicality is ‘an essential dimension of 

our humanity’ and ‘a necessity for all our perception, action and even thought’ (Shusterman, 

2006, p.2). Shusterman calls for a better understanding of our embodied position as well as an 

increase in ‘somatic knowledge’ for the improvement of our own humanity (Ibid.). This has 

become a major point of critique within recent philosophy in which the possibilities 

concerning the perspective of the primacy of the body, and its role in constructing meaning 

and connection, are considered.  

 

 

2.5.5 Marc Van den Bossche 

 

Marc Van den Bossche also attempts to fuse the art of living as self-care with the aesthetic 

sensibilities based on the primacy of the body as the basis of being as explained by Merleau-

Ponty. The notion of living aesthetically is brought into connection with the original 

definition of ‘aisthesis’ as perception and experience. ‘Perception’ refers to the perceiving of 

the senses, such as perceiving colour, smell, sound and taste (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.46). 

‘Experience’ is based on feelings such as pain and pleasure (Ibid.). Van den Bossches 

aesthetics has everything to do with the perspective of human beings as sensomotoric, 

sensuous beings. To him, ethics, which is what the art of living is, is fundamentally 

concerned with aesthetics and vice versa (Ibid., p.39). This definition of aesthetics has to do 

with being sensitive to the world around us as well as towards others (Ibid.). It connects to 

many aspects of life, such as nature, the human body, the political sphere and to 

intersubjectivity (Ibid., p.49). This aesthetic perspective creates a sensitivity for that which is 

‘other’ to us (Ibid., p.50).  

Van den Bossche acknowledges the importance of the art of living, but argues that it should 

first of all be an embodied art. He considers the body as the primary source of meaning and 

direction in living life. It is a viewpoint which is increasingly being considered throughout 

recent western philosophy and science (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.147), taking influences 

from the philosophers Merleau-Ponty and Dewey.   

Marc Van den Bossche envisions an art of living as an embodied aesthetics, a practice of 

living which primarily based on the experiential quality of the body, thereby taking into 

account that our bodies are also part of the natural world: 
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 ‘(...)beginnen bij het eigen lijf, de eigen waarneming en het eigen gesitueerd zijn in de 

wereld’. 8 

 

I will continue with Van den Bossches’ perspectives in chapter three, in response to Dohmens 

perception of the art of living as self-care. I will support Van den Bossche’s ideas with the 

philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, Shusterman and others to illustrate his perspective where 

needed.  

 

 

 

3. What does the Humanistic art of living as 

self-care as presented by Joep Dohmen strive 

for? 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter, Joep Dohmens perspective concerning the philosophical debate will be 

presented and analyzed, constituting the first half of the philosophical debate. It will give an 

overview of Dohmens perspective concerning the art of living as self-care, the art of living as 

a public morality, his relationship towards the body and possible reasons for why Dohmen 

has for the most part chosen to opt for a spiritually inclined and disembodied interpretation of 

the art of living as self-care.  

                                                
8 Van den Bossche, 1998, p.22 
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The themes which I have chosen to discuss in this chapter basically constitute a general, and 

so incomplete, overview of Dohmens philosophical framework in which his definition of the 

art is embedded.  

Some of Dohmens main subjects pertaining to his interpretation of the art of living can be 

considered as a contemporary and modern adaptation of the art of living, it being influenced 

by Nietzschean philosophy. With his philosophy, Dohmen wants to construct an art of living 

for the postmodern age.  

 

 

 

3.2 A renewed interest in the art of living 

 

The twenty-first century shows the ongoing decline of moral frameworks that up until the late 

twentieth century guided and aided most of daily life in western society, including familylife,  

work and education (De Lange, 2019, p.3). Dohmen mentions Erich Fromm who soon after 

the second world war called for an art of living as a form of Humanistic ethics. It was 

perceived by Fromm as a way to start living more creatively while being confronted with the 

liberal market's growing influence on society (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.181). Pierre Hadot 

and Michel Foucault would later become instrumental in renewing this interest for the art of 

living and for reconnecting it to ethics, after discovering a morality of self-care as an art of 

living in the Greco-Roman era (Ibid.). Dohmen follows in the footsteps of Hadot and 

Foucault (Kunneman, 2006, p.12), because he too is inspired by classical philosophy, and 

envisions the art of living to be a set of practices centered around self-care. And like 

Foucault, Dohmen advocates for authentic living as one of the most important factors of the 

Humanistic art of living. 

 

Dohmen introduces his philosophy of the art of living as a manner in which to cultivate a 

sense of direction in one’s life and to stimulate self realisation based on conscious living and 

self expression (Dohmen, 2007, p.22). Self-care and its relationship to the art of living being 

a public morality, authenticity and freedom are central aspects in Dohmens art of living 
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(Ibid., p.180). His interpretation of the art of living shows the influences of various other 

interpretations of the art of living as self-care deriving from Socrates, Plato, Montaigne and 

Nietzsche (Ibid.). Dohmens art of living puts considerable emphasis on cultivating a set of 

values or ideals, viewed as necessary to living a good life. He therefore seems to contrast 

hedonistic variations to the art emphasizing pleasure and happiness (Veenhoven, 2000, p.1).  

 

Dohmen is considered to be an influential figure in the philosophy of the Humanistic art of 

living (De Lange, 2004). He has taken up the adagium which was first expressed by Foucault 

in one of his last given interviews, in which the French philosopher poses the rhetorical 

question why someone’s life could not be fashioned into a work of art (Dohmen, 2007, p.17). 

Before his untimely death in 1984, Foucault expressed this want for an art of living 

poignantly:  

 

‘Why doesn’t everyone shape their lives into a work of art? Why is it that this lamp, this 

house can be considered a work of art and my life cannot be?’ 9 

 

Before Foucault mentioning that life could resemble a work of art, it was Nietzsche who 

called for the striving towards a life expressed as a work of art (Dohmen, 2007, p.124). This 

shaping of one’s life was of great significance to Nietzsche, summarized into this one 

sentence: ‘become who you are’ (Ibid., p.118). Following Foucault’s death, Dohmen has felt 

inclined to continue the work of rekindling an interest for the art of living as self-care. 

 

 

3.3 The call for a new morality 

 

Dohmen states that in western society, living in moderation has become nearly unthinkable 

(Ibid., p.16). Dohmen refers to Kunnemans amoral ‘dikke-ik’ attitude consisting of 

individualism, a sense of grandiosity or superiority and a lack of responsibility (Ibid.). ‘The 

demoralisation of human beings’, the lack of there being any moral consciousness constitutes 

the heart of the problem in Dohmens philosophy (Ibid., pp.16-17). Morally speaking, 

                                                
9
 Dohmen, 2008, p.26 
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Dohmen argues that in modern society, people are not being given the space to foster an 

authentic and meaningful orientation to their lives (Dohmen, 2007, p. 17). Freedom, and 

more specifically negative freedom, has become the most important aspect of the modern age 

(Dohmen, 2008, p.22).  

 

Negative freedom as self determination and non-interference was originally viewed as being 

important by the philosopher Isaiah Berlin (Ibid., p.22), in which he states that  ‘(...) I am free 

to the extent that no person or organisation interferes with my actions.’ (Dohmen, 2008, 

pp.22-23). Consequently, the criterion for subjection is based on the extent to which others 

interfere with these actions (Ibid., p.23). For Berlin, the less interference, or the greater the 

non-interference, the more freedom a person can gain (Ibid., p.23).  

 

As such, freedom has become synonymous with freedom of choice, independence and non-

interference. According to Dohmen, negative freedom as self determination is a dominant 

feature in postmodern society, while the attainment of positive freedom is not stimulated to 

the degree in which a self determining attitude is. According to Foucault, both negative and 

positive freedom are needed as positive freedom is only attained by exerting negative 

freedom, freeing oneself from anything that binds or subjects. However, positive freedom is 

always met by the interference of others or by society, limiting this freedom (Ibid.).  But to 

Dohmen, Freedom is not an autonomous state, as autonomy is always relational by nature 

(Alma & Smaling, 2010, p. 193). Dohmen states that people have not been taught how to best 

shape and direct their lives amidst the moral vacuum present in society, gradually becoming 

more prominent through the dismissal of the aforementioned morals and hierarchical 

structures of society. The task at hand is to take hold of oneself, to exert ownership over 

oneself, and to create and co-create one's life in accordance with oneself (Ibid.) 

 

Dohmen is critical of the way in which this negative freedom has become synonymous with 

self determination by way of non-interference (Ibid., p.24). Dohmen claims that modern 

Western society is based on the liberal notion that people should be able to live their lives 

according to their own conception of what freedom should be (2007, p.175). According to 

Dohmen, this has led to an enormous increase in individual living which thrives on 

maintaining the individual self determination and a certain untouchable stature (Ibid., p.25).  

This can be seen as the current dominant form of morality which is being practiced in modern 

societies today (Ibid.). Ultimately, this non-interference is embedded in the aforementioned 
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liberal ideology, Dohmen says, and has been instrumental in fostering the appearance of the 

‘dikke-ik’ (Ibid.). Dohmen refers to the philosopher Charles Taylor when stating that human 

beings are heavily inclined to believe that they can choose and attain anything to the point of 

being megalomaniacal, therefore disconnecting from ‘history, nature and society’ (Ibid.).  

 

It is because of these developments concerning freedom and the influence of liberalism in 

Western society that Dohmen demands a renewed culture of the self (2008, p.26). He is in 

search of an alternative, late modern lifestyle (Ibid.), stating that the Western world is in need 

of its own spiritual orientation, ‘so that we can regain ownership of ourselves and can once 

again finally connect with each other’ (Ibid.). Dohmen makes use of his own philosophy of 

the art of living so as to stimulate people to formulate their own manner of living by lack of 

there being a generally acknowledged morality and approach to living life (Dohmen, 2007, 

p.22). However, Dohmens plea for the return of a philosophical art of living is met with some 

critique, as Dohmen cannot be so sure that other arts of living, such as the Christian art of 

living, has become redundant (Kroesen, Kuiper & Nanninga, 2010, pp. 127-128). Dohmen 

seems to be convinced that secularisation and its corresponding need for a secular art of 

living is a linear process, when in fact it is more complex as secular and theistic arts of living 

as simultaneously present in Western society (Ibid.). 

 

The values of self determination, autonomy and the attitude of non-interference have long 

been present in Western society since the modern age (Dohmen, 2007, p.126). From the 18th 

century onwards, there has been a gradual movement of emancipation of the citizen 

(Dohmen, 2008, p.22), breaking free from the hierarchical structures which had dominated 

Western culture for centuries. The modern age can be perceived as a particular time in history 

in which people freed themselves from authority, morality and all forms of theistic life 

orientation (Ibid.).This gradual emancipation of the individual throughout recent history has 

resulted in modern society demanding of its citizens that they are able to determine 

themselves in terms of non-interference of others or ‘negative freedom’ (Alma & Smaling, 

2010, p. 193).   

Dohmen argues that the liberal ideology is the dominating ideology in current society. Within 

this liberal ideology, autonomy is highly valued (Ibid., p.15). The held definition of 

autonomy here is the equivalent of negative freedom or ‘non-interference’, people are to 

tolerate each other and their lifestyle. But Dohmen is critical of this ideology, because it does 
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not take into account that human beings are vulnerable and dependent on one another (Ibid., 

p. 16).  

 

 

3.3.1 The importance of obtaining a moral orientation 

 

This is where the resurgence of the art of living becomes important to Dohmen as an 

alternative to the moral vacuum already addressed by Fromm (Ibid., p.25). A renewed ethical 

framework is needed to re-enable people to orientate themselves in their lives. Dohmen takes 

inspiration from Foucault's rediscovery of the classical art of living, stating that the practices 

found in ancient Greece and Rome are still relevant today. Modern citizens have to learn to 

handle their attained freedom (Ibid.). For Dohmen, the art of living could be of great help in 

handling this freedom.  

Originally, being freed from others, as well as from their passions, the body and the soul, and 

the influences of the state were what drew free men of the Greek polis to practicing an art of 

living (Ibid., 2007, p.18). The art of living, therefore, has always been concerned with the 

obtainment of freedom.  

 

In the current age, Dohmen emphasizes this freedom by saying that it is a sustainable, 

individual process which takes into aspects of responsibility, personal morals, conscious 

living, persistence and expression (Ibid., p.22). Taking up responsibility for oneself is of the 

utmost importance (Ibid.). The art of living does not propose to maintain or stimulate   

negative freedom, but focuses instead on the attainment of positive freedom as a creative 

process intended to shape one’s life. Much in the way that a sculptor sculpts a statue out of a 

block of marble, or that a musician composes a piece of music (Ibid., 2008, p.39) shaping 

one's life involves aesthetic aspects such as technique, style varieties, public opinion, 

inspiration and composition (Ibid.). 

 

Apart from it being a freedom practice, the art of living is a public morality, too (Ibid., p.66). 

The practice as perceived by Dohmen is firmly rooted in society, it is an art of living together 

or a ‘samenlevingskunst’ (Ibid., 2007, p.5). The ideal of the art of living is to create a 

(post)modern community of resilient, mutually involved human beings. The art of living as a 
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form of morality is an ethics based upon taking responsibility for oneself (Dohmen, 2008, 

p.26). Dohmen can relate to the philosopher Henk Manschot who shares this viewpoint to a 

certain degree. Manschot sees managing oneself  as a form of socratic autonomy, as a means 

to achieving a morality which focuses on the value of solidarity (Dohmen, 2007, p.156).  

Manschot says that through connection, people can live together. To enable themselves to do 

this, it is necessary to practice self-care (Ibid.). Dohmen does seem to make the assumption 

that the social coherence in society can grow through the practice of the art of living, but this 

cannot be known for sure, as practicing an art of living cannot be a guarantee for the fostering 

of good intentions and acts within society (Heinemans, 2011, p.17). 

 

 

 

3.4 What does Dohmens art of living as self-care strive for?  

 

The art of living can be seen as a particularly broad term which can mean many things. 

Taking into account all which I have just mentioned, it becomes clear that Dohmen is in 

search of a morality which is appropriate for the current age, in which authenticity, positive 

freedom and self realisation play a very significant role. In the following section I will 

elaborate on three of Dohmens main themes found in his interpretation of the art of living as 

self-care. 

 

 

3.4.1 Self-care 

 

An ‘ethics of self-care’ is one of the main reasons for Dohmen to advocate for a postmodern , 

Humanistic variant of the art of living. Self-care can foster a life orientation and can be 

realised through critical self research (Dohmen, 2007, p.17). Through self-care, people act as 

teachers to themselves as they learn to live in accordance with their own perspectives on life 

(Ibid., p.38). Dohmen takes ‘epimeleia heautou’ or self-care to be at the heart of practicing 



60 

the Humanistic art of living, as this was what Foucault had originally discovered through his 

genealogical research.  

Dohmen describes the various exercises pertaining to self-care which were developed in the 

Greco-Roman era, mostly focussing on various forms of self research, or ‘a collection of 

tasks relating to yourself’ (Ibid., p. 45). Through self-care, the practitioners could exert self 

control, foster healthy relationships, live harmoniously and autonomously (Ibid., p.29).  A 

whole array of philosophical perspectives, deeply inspired by Socrates, advocated that it was 

important to take care of oneself (Ibid., p.28). This led to a collection of methods and 

practices which were contemplated, developed and taught, ultimately becoming a societal 

practice (Ibid.). 

 

Situated in the context of current society, self-care comes to mean fostering a relationship 

with yourself through the attainment of practical knowledge, autarky and responsibility 

(Dohmen, 2008, p.45). To practice self-care is to take responsibility for oneself, and to learn 

to live truthfully and congruently (Ibid), enabling people to fully attune with others (Ibid.), 

which to Dohmen is an important reason for the art of living being such an ethical practice. 

This leads me into the second main aspect of Dohmens philosophy, which follows now. 

 

 

3.4.2 Authenticity  

 

‘Self-care refers to quality, to living congruently, in accordance with your set of values, in 

short: it refers to authenticity’ 10  

 

Authenticity can be seen as the positive interpretation of autonomy (Heinemans, 2011, p.13). 

Authenticity plays a significant part in the moral appeal of Dohmens art of living, calling it ‘a 

moral ideal’ in which a person seeks out her or his own moral orientation (Dohmen, 2007). It 

is defined by Dohmen as a cohesive interplay between originality and truthfulness, emanating 

directly from within the person who acts as ‘living from within yourself’ and not being 

directed or coerced by the other (Ibid.). It can also be defined as being honest with oneself 

and living in accordance with one’s own nature, or as Montaigne has said, to coincide with 

                                                
10

 Dohmen, 2007, p.43 
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oneself  (Ibid., pp.169-177; Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.188). This finds its resemblance in a 

work of art whose validation seal signals that it comes from the artist first hand (Dohmen, 

2007, p.162).   

For Dohmen, the true essence ‘(...) of the art of living is authenticity’ (Ibid., p.42). `Dohmens 

call for authenticity is also found within Humanistic psychology revolving around themes 

such as personal growth or self actualisation (Ibid.,  p.170). 

 

Charles Taylor has been critical of the development of the importance of authentic living, 

because of its connection to the liberal interpretation of self determination, resulting in a 

unhinged form of authenticity in which people become devoid of their surroundings, of 

communally shared values and everything that transcends their individual selves, in favor of  

personally held choices and opinions (Ibid., p.174). Dohmen counters this by saying that 

authenticity can also mean that the subjective positioning of the individual is a crucial factor 

in this. In staying true to oneself, a person can manage to consider an action or position which 

is fitting for the moment at hand (Ibid., p.180). Someone acts or responds in a certain way,  

not because of authority or out of duty, but because she or he must do so, they are naturally 

inclined to respond that way. This, Dohmen argues, is true authenticity (Ibid.) 

 

 

3.4.3 Positive freedom 

 

‘Vrijheid waarvan, wat kan mij dat nou schelen! Vrij waartoe, dat wil ik horen!’ - Nietzsche 

11  

 

Authenticity can be seen as the enactment of one's positive freedom (Ibid., p.175). 

As mentioned earlier, Dohmen vehemently counters the presence and stimulation of negative 

freedom in modern society and is more interested in the effects of positive freedom regarding 

a person's life choices. To Dohmen, the ethics pertaining to the art of living is ultimately a 

practice in positive freedom. 

                                                
11

 Ibid., p.15 
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Positive freedom can be defined as the desire to be a subject instead of an object, according to 

the philosopher Isiah Berlin (Dohmen, 2008, p.23). In the enactment of positive freedom, a 

person is able to govern her or himself and is not prompted by any external force whatsoever 

(Ibid.). A person's life choices should belong to one’s own (Ibid).  

 

 

For Foucault, whose perception of freedom has partially been the inspiration of Dohmens, the 

subject who enacts this freedom and shapes its individual life was problematic. Dohmen, 

however, has emphasized this autonomous position of the individual and therefore 

absolutized it, while this was not Foucault's intention (Ten Kate & Manschot, 2004, p. 21). 

By individualizing the subject, Dohmen risks even depoliticizing the subject, contradicting 

his own socially inclined philosophy (Ibid.). Foucault himself argued that the practice of 

freedom must relate itself to systems, political or technological (Ibid.), a point which is also 

made by Dohmen when he states that positive freedom is limited by others, such as 

institutions. Berlin does not, however, answer the question posed by Dohmen, which is what 

the enactment of positive freedom should specifically look like (Ibid.). But because it is a 

creative process, there is no specific form to it. The enactment will depend on the person 

enacting her or his freedom to create. 

 

It should be mentioned that the art of living as self-care was and is, apart from being a 

practice of freedom,  a practice in self control (Dohmen, 2007, p.29) so as to guard the 

quality of one's life (Ibid., p.43). Freedom does not come without responsibility, and for 

dohmen, taking responsibility for oneself is a form of maintaining control over oneself (Ibid., 

p.38). Controle of the self was already mentioned by the philosopher Epictetus, in which he 

posed the question, ‘does a person have sufficient self control? Is someone able to exert 

power over her or his libidinal economy’? (Ibid., p.32). This was one of the main motivations 

in creating the practices of self-care, namely the control of libidinal outbursts. Dohmen states 

that control based on managing the self even constitutes the first dimension of the art of 

living Ibid., p.39).  This control has a moral character, as it is the moral orientation which 

demands a certain amount of control. This coercion of morals is opposed by thinkers such as 

Berlin (2008, p.22) because it interferes with values such as self determination. But there are 

others, like Kinnening and Brinkgreve, who state that control insisted by a moral orientation 

is needed (Ibid.), a positioning which does seem to be consistent when referring to Dohmens 

control of self and the importance of retaining one's power over her or his libidinal economy. 
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3.5 The body in Dohmens art of living as self-care 

 

What becomes interesting is that Dohmen does not actually consider the role of the body 

when reflecting upon what an art of living as self-care should entail. He does not make use of 

somatic theories in his philosophy, and does not refer to psychological or neurological 

developments concerned with the relationship between body and mind. When speaking of 

Eastern philosophy and its practices,  he only briefly mentions Zen philosophy (Ibid., p.50), 

in which he clearly states that philosophical art of living cannot be compared to an Eastern art 

of living.  

 

However, Dohmen does mention that the way in which a person develops oneself is a matter 

of taste. This taste is based upon an embodied, sensuous and subjective ‘happening’ (Alma & 

Smaling, 2010, p.190). Here, Dohmen does acknowledge some of the more visceral aspects 

to an art of living. He also mentions that the classical culture of self care encompassed the 

care for ‘body, spirit and soul ’by way of gaining knowledge of self and through various 

practices (2007, p. 32), and states that people are fundamentally ‘bezielde lichamen’ 

(Dohmen, 2008, p.38). He sometimes refers to viewing people holistically, and this holistic 

perspective can be defined as the ‘mutual attunement of all your human capabilities (...)’, 

which are thought, feeling and action (Dohmen, 2007, p.70).  

 

In the end, however, Dohmen does still remain adamant in emphasizing the Humanistic art of 

living as a spiritual orientation and not an embodied one. The importance of these spiritual 

aspects possibly  derive from Pierre Hadot, his philosophy being influential in advocating 

these spiritual and transformational aspects of self-care. Dohmen frequently refers to Pierre 

Hadot when considering the practices that pertain to self-care, and mentions similar types of 

of practices which Hadot also found to be important. In the following, in becomes apparent 

how little Hadot seemed to be concerend with the embodied aspects of practicing an art of 

living as self-care: 
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‘We shall study the following groups in succession: first attention, then meditations and 

“remembrances of good things,” then the more intellectual exercises: reading, listening, 

research, and investigation, and finally the more active exercises: self-mastery, 

accomplishment of duties, and indifference to indifferent things.’ 12 

 

Hadot believes that transcendence of the self is the true meaning of life (Dohmen, 2007, 

p.156), and is therefore not so much socially-ethically oriented as he is spiritually (Ibid.). 

Hadots perspective contrasts the socratic autonomy supported by Dohmen, but does 

correspond with the philosophy of Marcus Aurelius and his notion of self containment, which 

is fixed on the transformation of the self and, ultimately, transcendence of the self. In Hadots 

philosophy, human beings are part of a larger whole, of the cosmos and the logos, and the 

most important practices pertain to the condition of the spirit (Ibid.). Dohmen mentions that 

Hadots philosophy is unthinkable without Plato, echoing Platonic idealism regarding the 

disconnection from all that is worldly as a form of ethics (Ibid., p.68).  But although Dohmen 

features Hadots perspectives in his interpretation of the art of living, he is critical of Hadots 

vertically transcendental view concerning the art of living, and states that Hadot forgets to 

keep in mind that the art of living is interconnected with society, not bound to any greater 

being or hierarchy.  

 

 

3.6 Some aesthetic aspects regarding Dohmens art of living 

 

The concept ‘the art of living’ contains the word ‘art’, making it obvious that there is an 

aesthetic dimension to this practice as envisioned by Foucault. Dohmen concerns himself 

with the aesthetic aspects of the art of living as self-care when referring to the stylization of 

oneself, following up on Nietzsche’s famous adagium that there should only be one thing 

necessary, and that is to stylize one’s character (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.189). This 

stylization is a matter of aesthetics as well as technique (Ibid., p.190). It can be perceived as 

                                                
12 Hadot, 1995, p.84 



65 

simultaneously an art and a craft. Seen in this way, Dohmen acknowledges that the art of 

living has an aesthetic quality to it. His definition of ‘aesthetic’ does, however, differ 

considerably from that of Van den Bossches’, whose definition I will explain in the next 

chapter. In any case, Dohmens focus on positive freedom as inherent to the art of living as 

self-care shows that he views the art as being a creative process. T 

 

 

 

3.7 Conclusion 

 

The art of living as self-care is a form of morality based on autarky and responsibility, in 

which self-care, positive freedom, authenticity and social coherence play an important role. 

The modern age ushered in the gradual uprising of the individual, in which freeing oneself of 

the dominating morality and hierarchical structures was deemed necessary. This 

emancipation of the individual coincided with the increasing relevance of values such as self 

determination, autonomy and non-interference, or negative freedom. 

Dohmens interpretation of the art of living is partially based on the varieties which have been 

proposed by philosophers throughout western history. He mostly bases his interpretation of 

the art of living as self-care on moral grounds pertaining to oneself and to society, in which 

positive freedom is sought in favor of negative freedom emphasized by liberal society. 

Ultimately, the art of living is concerned with fostering an authentic way of living in which a 

person can live truthfully and in accordance with oneself. 

 

 

Dohmens art of living focuses on the attainment of positive freedom by way of shaping, 

sculpting or composing one's life much in the way that a piece of art is created, giving the art 

of living as self-care its aesthetic quality. But on the whole, Dohmen does not strongly adhere 

to an embodied perspective regarding the art of living. The art of living as largely being a 

mindful practice features more prominently in his perception of what an art of living should 

be, as to Dohmen the art of living should be viewed as a spiritual orientation.  
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4. Which critical aspects does Marc Van den 

Bossche introduce regarding Dohmens concept 

of the art of living as self-care? 
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4.1 Introduction 

 

The philosophy of Marc Van den Bossche represents the second half of the philosophical 

debate. Having expounded upon Dohmens philosophy, I turn to Van den Bossches’ critique 

on the part of the art of living as self-care. As mentioned earlier, Van den Bossche presents 

an embodied alternative to philosophy in general and to the art of living as self-care in 

particular. He argues that a body centered approach to self-care is crucial for experiencing 

meaning and connection. 

 

In this chapter, I will outline some main aspects found in Van den Bossches’ embodied and 

aesthetic philosophy, functioning as a commentary to Dohmens ideas. I will elaborate on the 

aesthetic qualities that Van den Bossche proposes as an enhancement to the art of living as 

self-care. I will also attempt to show what an art of living as self-care should be according to 

Van den Bossche, and how his perception of the art relates to the natural world, the context 

which Van den Bossches often chooses in favour of the societal context so frequently found 

in Dohmens philosophy. 

 

 

4.2 Van den Bossches aesthetic philosophy 

 

4.2.1 The influence of Maurice Merleau-Ponty regarding Van den 

Bossches embodied art of living as self-care 
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Van den Bossches embodied perspective of the art of living as self-care is, as mentioned 

earlier, very much influenced by the philosophy of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Merleau-Ponty 

regards the body as a ‘corps vécu’ or ‘lived body’ and is crucial to the way in which human 

existence should be viewed (Houterman, 2019, p.44). His phenomenological perspective 

entails returning to the immediate experience of the world (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.91). 

Phenomenology does not want to explain the world, but seeks to portray the way the world 

presents itself to the senses, as well as thoughts (Ibid., p.91). To Merleau-Ponty, the body is 

extremely important, as it is intertwined with the world it is situated in (Houterman, 2019, 

pp.44-45).  The French philosopher would say that all that can be perceived starts out at the 

embodied level, this is the primary way of being-in-the-world (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.81).  

 

Merleau-Ponty  supposes that there is an a priori reality prior to scientific reality. This 

scientific reality becomes secondary, while Merleau-Ponty’s a priori reality forms the basic 

perspective to human existence. Like Nietzsche, his critique of scientific paradigms such as 

idealism and materialism lies in the fact that they perceive the world objectively: 

 

‘Each takes the objective world as the object of their analysis. Neither seem able to express 

the way in which the perception of consciousness constitutes an object. Both stay at a 

distance of the perception instead of connecting to it’ 13 

 

For Merleau-Ponty, science manipulates all things but refuses to live inside of them (Ibid.,  

p.82). He argues that the body should not be treated as an information machine but as ‘(...) 

the sentry which resides beneath all my words and actions’ (Ibid.). Van den Bossche adds to 

Merleau-Ponty's critique and states that the idea should be challenged that the world we 

inhabit is only to be found outside of us, objectively, as this influences and shapes the way in 

which meaning is conceived (Van den Bossche, 2017, p.64). 

 

This opposition to objectifying the world implies what Merleau-Ponty does consider to be a 

rightful perception of the world. Contradictory to most of Western philosophy, Merleau-

Ponty can be considered a non dualistic thinker. To him, reflexive-dualistic thought will 

never be able to interpret the body as deeply as non dualistic thought. The body is the manner 

in which a person moves through the world, and at the same time the body is an appearance 

                                                
13

 Van den Bossche, 1998, p.74  
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of the world itself (Ibid., p.81).  The body becomes the actualized world, ‘doorheen het lijf 

maakt de werkelijkheid zich toegankelijk voor zichzelf.’ (Ibid.). The human body is only here 

in so far as there is a constant connection between that which sees and that which is seen, 

between the one who feels and that which is felt (Ibid., p.84). The body-subject and the flesh 

of the world or ‘la chair’,  are one and the same matter (Ibid., p.81).  

 

 

4.2.2 Van den Bossches embodied perspective concerning the art of 

living as self-care 

 

Van den Bossches philosophy builds upon these aspects discussed by Merleau-Ponty,  and 

emphasizes its ontological and epistemological undercurrent as being aesthetic, while also 

highlighting its non dual aspects, and its contributions to the way in which the relationship 

between humans and the environment can be perceived. Van den Bossche is influenced by 

the philosopher Zweers in stating that every aesthetic anthropology is based upon the notion 

that human bodies represent nature, which is to say that we ourselves are nature. On the other 

hand, humans are nature because of their embodied state of being, and so cannot be 

disengaged from nature (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.60). Humans cannot be viewed as mere 

rational beings, living ‘outside’ of the natural world they inhabit.  To perceive the body as a 

viable centre of knowledge suggests that we alter the philosophical course and steadily move 

away from the dualistic perspective of body and mind division that has pervaded for a very 

long time. The relationship that humans as embodied beings inherently have to their 

surroundings, according to Van den Bossche, starts out here, and not by way of reason.  

 

As mentioned, Van den Bossche takes an aesthetic approach to the art of living as self-care. 

His definition of aesthetics or ‘aisthesis’ is not taken from the academic discipline of 

aesthetics as developed by Alexander Baumgarten in 1750, which primarily had to do with 

the formulation of an aesthetic judgement or the assessment of art. By using the term 

‘aesthesis’ , Van den Bossche refers to its original Greek meaning of ‘experience’ and 

sensomotoric ‘perception’ (Ibid., p.46),  perception meaning to experientially situate yourself 

in a surrounding (Ibid., p.86). In general, however, aesthetics has not usually been defined 

this way. Van den Bossche gives various explanations for this. Baumgarten, for example, did 



71 

not take these sensory aspects into account while developing his perspective of aesthetics, the 

reason being that this perspective catered to the times where the bodily senses were still 

subjected to reason (Ibid., p.47).  Baumgarten is said to have even sought to suppress the 

sensory aspects in his own definition of what aesthetics should be (Ibid.).  

 

The philosopher Schiller seemed to have followed in Baumgartens footsteps, claiming in one 

of his letters that the human sensory capacities should be perceived as an enemy, and should 

therefore be destroyed (Ibid., p.48). Kant's aesthetic philosophy proposed that there should be 

a certain disinterest or disconnectedness to the aesthetic experience. An object should be 

experienced as beautiful without it stirring any feeling of want for the object at hand. 

Distancing plays a key role in Kantian aesthetics. For if there would be any such interest 

regarding the object, it would be a biased position, and the aesthetic experience could no 

longer be deemed pure (Ibid., p.63). 

 

Aesthetics does not just have to do with the admiration of beauty or the theorizing of art 

(Ibid., p.60): 

 

‘We can fall back on a vision of aesthetics as an original way of experiencing reality’ 14 

 

Aesthetics as envisioned by Van den Bossche does not adhere to the notion of perceiving at a 

distance, or taking on a neutral perspective. Aesthetics as perception and experience tries to 

bridge the void between the subject and its object of perception, they cannot be separated 

(Ibid., p.86). Seen this way, the subject is affectively struck by the condition of her or his 

surroundings. Aesthetics is not something that can remain indifferent or detached to the 

world, it has nothing to do with distance (Ibid., p.81). Distance should be perceived in a 

Heideggerian way as ‘gelassenheit’, a form of detached involvement to something other than 

itself.  In this way it can still be part of an enlarged definition of aesthetics (Ibid., p.82).  

 

Traditionally speaking, there has often been a divide between the dimensions of the ethical 

and the aesthetical (Ibid., p.46). But, says Van den Bossche, the act of reflecting on the 

                                                
14 Van den Bossche, 1998, p.60 
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aesthetic position, on an aesthetic art of living, ultimately makes it an ethical act, too. Van 

den Bossche differs to a certain extent from the generally held moral and political aspects 

which have always been a part of the art of living, but he does mention that aesthetics is 

always something which is ethically charged, and that the lives we live are intertwined with 

other lives as well. Van den Bossche’s values are not so much a set of moral imperatives as 

can be said to be the case with Dohmen, but he does mention several values such as love, 

openness, sensitivity, respect, alertness and creativity (Ibid., p.90). His aesthetics can be 

interpreted as what Lemaire calls a ‘moderated humanism’, as opposed to the ideals of 

Enlightened humanism with its emphasis on rationality and universality (Alma & Smaling, 

2010, p.174). The tendency to control by way of rational thought is tempered in aesthetics, 

the focus shifts to the particular, instead of the universal (Ibid.). This interpretation of 

aesthetics is thoroughly supported and advocated by Van den Bossche. Human existence is 

ultimately a sensing embodied being in the world (Houterman, 2019, p.227), and meaning is 

an aesthetic process which is acted out through the body, becoming an experienced and lived 

meaning (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.156).  

 

Van den Bossche is accompanied in his embodied, non dualistic perspective by Italian 

philosopher Rosi Braidotti (2012). Her ‘nomadic’ philosophy advocates for the same 

embodied perspective as Van den Bossches’, calling her philosophy ‘a materialism of the 

flesh that unifies mind and body in a new approach that blurs all boundaries’ (Ibid.). In 

reference to nineteenth century vitalism, Braidotti mentions that ‘nomadic’ thought has a 

vitalist and materialist influence in that it endows everything with ‘the power of 

consciousness in the sense of self-affection’ (Ibid.). She deems rationality as not being a 

priority to human beings, and consciousness and rationality are not the same to her. 

Braidotti’s emphasis on the affects and what she calls ‘extended consciousness’, seems to 

echo Van den Bossches’ non dualistic view of interconnection between ourselves and the 

environment as a form of environmental consciousness (Ferrando, 2020). 

 

4.2.3 The importance of an embodied or aesthetic perspective 

concerning the art of living as self-care 
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To Van den Bossche, the art of living as self-care should primarily be considered as an 

embodied art. This art of living as presented by Joep Dohmen is embraced by Van den 

Bossche to the extent that the creation of meaning and direction is crucial to him as well. 

Also, Van den Bossche similarly views the art of living as striving towards authenticity (Van 

den Bossche, 1998, p.25). However,  the body is too important for Van den Bossche to 

remain objectified, as it has been from classical philosophy onwards, and so an art of living 

can not be complete without taking into account the fact that human beings are embodied, 

sentient beings, and that our bodies play a crucial role in creating meaning and relating to our 

surroundings. Van den Bossche quotes Thomas Alexander from his article called ‘The 

Human Eros’ : 

 

 

‘Onze ervaring is fundamenteel esthetisch van aard, veeleer dan cognitief. (...) Voor mijn 

thema hier betekent dit dat betekenisgeving niet op louter cognitieve wijze tot stand komt. 

Onze interactie met de wereld resulteert niet vanuit enkel iets als kennisoverdracht. Het 

esthetische heeft te maken met onze lichamelijkheid, met het emotioneel geaffecteerd worden, 

met hoe we de dingen aanvoelen, met de stille dialoog tussen ons en de wereld, hoe we leren 

zonder aangeleerd te worden.’  15 

 

 

Van den Bossche does not directly confront Dohmens perspective of what an art of living 

should be. He does, however, perceive that the art of living in general is not an art which is 

based within the human body, and does not take into account the aesthetic qualities of being. 

Van den Bossche can be deemed a radical philosopher in that he is convinced that philosophy 

has to rethink itself in order for it to take into account the underappreciated significance of 

the body. As Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty did before him, he counters Platonic idealism in 

saying that the mind and the body cannot be separated and that no psychological act can be 

understood without taking into account the embodied disposition from which it emanates. In 

opposition to Dohmen, Van den Bossche is convinced that the body plays an important role 

in shaping a moral orientation. According to him, it is a specific trait of human beings to give 

meaning to something and to formulate values and norms (Ibid., p.59). But he adds that 

‘normen, waarden en zin zullen echter enkel tot stand komen doorheen het verweven zijn met 

                                                
15 Van den Bossche, 2017, p.108 
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de natuur, zonder dat een van beide medespelers de imperatieven uitdeelt’ (Ibid.). Because he 

views the body as being nature, too, it can be said that through our bodies, human beings are 

also capable of attaining meaning, values and a moral outlook to life.  

 

For Van den Bossche, meaning which is fostered in the body can be said to be a form of 

horizontal spirituality. The act of self-care, when not centered or focussed around the self,   

becomes an act which can transcend the self and connect with others (Van den Bossche, 

2017, p.82). Van den Bossche mentions that humans are spiritually-embodied beings, and 

that through their embodied position, they are affected by other human beings who in turn co 

create one’s own subjectivity (Ibid.). To not envision oneself as the centre of being is to leave 

a long held Western disposition (Ibid.), and which constitutes a horizontally transcendent 

position: 

 

‘Ik ben een belichaamd-geestelijk wezen dat zich laat affecteren door andere belichaamd-

geestelijke wezens. Ik zie pijn, lijden, genot, vriendschap, verdriet. Een universaliteit van het 

voelen, van het medevoelende lichaam, leert me dat. Het gaat hier om een appèl dat mij 

losmaakt van mezelf als subject-op-zich en dat me een beweging doet voltrekken naar de 

ander toe. Uiteindelijk gaat een lichamelijke spiritualiteit op die manier dan ook om 

gelijkwaardigheid en wederkerigheid: met het wegvallen van het denken in dualistische 

termen, verdwijnt ook het hiërarchische en beheersende perspectief. We kunnen van hieruit 

de stap zetten naar een politieke en religieuze benadering van zingeving. We maken echter 

eerst nog een omweg langs de emotionele en gevoelsmatige sferen van ons mens zijn.’ 16 

 

This horizontal transcendence is the articulation of a non dualistic position, in which the body 

plays a key role. From here, a connection can be made to society. 

 

 

                                                
16 Van den Bossche, 2017, pp.82-83 
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4.3 Control versus freedom  

 

According to Van den Bossche, aesthetics fell into the grasp of disciplination and control, as 

well as the rational approach derived from the natural sciences (Ibid., p. 49). Van den 

Bossche differs from Dohmen in that he is very critical of rationality being so influential 

concerning the way humans develop themselves. He therefore also critiques the manner in 

which the technological perspective has become so dominant in the process of living life, for 

example, medicalizing the body through abstract systems (Giddens, 1991). Van den Bossche 

does acknowledge, however, that the scientific and rational perspective has had a very 

positive impact on society. But he vehemently adds that this perspective should not interfere 

with the process of self realisation, the search for connection or meaning. This is because 

technological reasoning refers to the Platonic terms ‘poson’, or the measuring of quantity, as 

opposed to its counterpart ‘poin’, or the measuring of quality (Ibid., pp.94-95). Methods 

regarding quantity have to do with the search for controllability (Ibid., p.96). Van den 

Bossche states that if by using methods of control we attempt to seek out truth,  what results 

in the measurement of knowledge is the attainment of a certain degree of sureness, of 

predictability, but not necessarily the truth (Ibid.).  

 

Van den Bossche mentions that he sees a gradual change occurring throughout Western 

philosophical history, in which the autarkic position, although mostly practiced by the Greek 

and Roman elite, was traded in for abstract or expert systems (Giddens, 1991, pp.18-19) 

acting as external moral directives. These systems demanded a moral orientation which were 

not the result of internally explored and fostered moral values, but ordered externally. The 

control of the self, which still had a positive connotation in the Greco-Roman era, shifted to 

the adherence of  a set of external, sometimes universally held, laws. The control of the self 

therefore became a jurisdictional and societal concern. Van den Bossche calls ‘the scientific 

imperatives of expertise’, in which a person should adhere to a system of rules (1998, p.25). 

A formulation of the self becomes a public affair instead of a personal and intimate one 

(Ibid., p.34). Behaviour which conforms itself to the societal system is desired. We do not get 

the chance to arrange our own existence (Ibid.). This is paralleled by Dohmens idea of there 

not being a culture in which developing positive freedom is stimulated (2007). Civilisation 

comes to mean being disciplined and computable (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.25), and fits into 

Foucault's theory of discipline as a major factor in society. (Ibid., p.58). A reality based on 



76 

ownership and repression commenced. The more that reality became defined as that which is 

controlled, the more threatening the other, the irrational or that which could not be controlled, 

became (Ibid., p.31).  

 

Bohme states that the body is what suffered the most under this. The body as nature, sharing 

with it the same fate as nature, was permitted on account that it stays reasonable, as a rational, 

transparent and controllable machine. Dohmens notion of the limitations put on human 

libidinal economy becomes relevant here, too. Though Dohmen saw this to be a necessary 

incentive for the creation of an art of living in the Greco-Roman era, the controlling 

mechanisms of Western society which have increased since then seem to imply that the 

limitation of human sexuality has far exceeded its original intent of keeping society intact, 

perhaps as a, as philosopher Herbert Marcuse stated,  ‘struggle for existence’. In doing so, 

this ‘struggle’ has been seemingly perpetuated, becoming an intentional dominating influence 

on human sexuality or libidinal economy (1966, p.130). 

 

 

4.3.1 The body as nature  

 

Van den Bossche argues that humans have been opposed to nature (Ibid., p.58). He states that 

the affective aspects of being human, such as emotion or feeling, have been banished and the 

body shaped to fit technological and working standards (Ibid., p.30). This increase in wanting 

to control has become visible in our relationship with nature, too. Nature has become 

humanized, made to fit and cater to human needs. But our bodies, says Van den Bossche, can 

be viewed as ‘a singular aspect of nature’ (Ibid., p.17). In support of Van den Bossche is 

Houtermans notion of there being three bodies that should be taken into consideration, 

namely our own, the collective, and the world as a body (2019, p.226).  

 

Marcuse wrote that aesthetics can be perceived as simultaneously being the sister and 

counterpart to logic. It is commonplace to place the logical, and everything but logical, 

opposite to one another. Perceived from a rational point of view, that which opposes 

‘rational’ must be the ‘irrational’ (Van den Bossche, 1998). The discussion whether nature is 

rational is a complex one, taking into account that Stoic philosophy deemed nature rational, 
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while the modern natural sciences have generally come to view it as being irrational. Similar 

opposites, such as moral and immoral versus non-conform, and logical versus illogical, could 

equally be placed into this discussion of nature. Everything other than reason, other than what 

is considered morally sound, or other than logical is what typifies nature. It therefore does not 

come as a surprise that the body, too, is referred to as being irrational or immoral (Ibid.). Rosi 

Braidotti writes of this: 

 

‘Characteristic of the quasi-animal, prerational receptivity, the body, as the location of 

passion and other sentiments, is the Cartesian methods favourite target, and forms the 

battleground between reason and that which is other to it. What is a stake here is the 

attainment of full control over the territory of embodiment’  17 

 

Concerning the body, and concerning Dohmens perspective on the part of the importance of 

control, there is an argument that can be made countering this importance. According to 

Merleau-Ponty, there is the idea that the embodied-being-in-the-world should not be 

controlled, but protected, because it is vulnerable and frail (Houterman, 2019, p.45). 

To live is to live dialogically, that is with nature, with the other, with ourselves : 

 

 ‘We ondervinden aan het eigen lijf hoe het met de natuur rondom ons gesteld is’ 18 

 

4.4 Conclusion 

Humans are firstly embodied, experiential and perceiving beings according to Van den 

Bossche. Thus the art of living as self-care should have to take notice of this. The art of living 

should first of all be an embodied art, in which the senses play a significant role, in which far 

greater emphasis is put on the aesthetical aspects of living. The relationship which human 

beings inherently have to their surroundings, according to Van den Bossche, starts out here, 

and not by way of reason. Meaning is an aesthetic act, and is based in the body by way of 

                                                
17 Braidotti, Patterns of Dissonance, 1991, p.52 

 
18 Van den Bossche, 1998, p.86 
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lived experience. A horizontal transcendent position is the articulation of a non dualistic 

orientation to life, in which humans are affected by one another in an embodied way, 

reciprocally, and in which one's subjectivity is constituted by this being affected by the other 

The other therefore co creates one's subjectivity. This is the primary manner of being to Van 

den Bossche.  
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5. Which perspectives are provided by the 

debate between Dohmen and Van den Bossche 

concerning the art of living as self-care and 

embodiment theory and what are the 

implications regarding my position in this 

debate? 

 

Taking both Dohmens and Van den Bossches’ perspectives concerning the art of living as 

self-care into account, I will elaborate on some perspectives provided by the debate between 

Dohmen and Van den Bossche. I will use the chapter as the ‘ philosophical playground’ in 

which their perspectives are both considered in terms of their possibilities and challenges for 

the enhancement of the philosophical art.  I will end this part by formulating my  own 

perspective concerning the debate. 

 

5.1 Perspectives provided by the debate 

 

 

Having already outlined the current context in which this debate is situated, I will briefly 

recapitulate what is relevant regarding this context as it clarifies the reasons for the debate at 

hand. 

I have attempted to clarify that modern philosophy and science have become increasingly 

conscious of the role the body plays regarding the connection to ourselves and others,  the 

construction of meaning, the processing of information and the relationship towards nature. 

These perspectives have also been provided by Humanistic philosophy, such as is the case 

concerning the aforementioned phenomenological philosophy of Merleau-Ponty. In western 

society, the body has become more prominent through somatic practices such as yoga, tantra, 
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meditation, breathwork, and embodied psychotherapy. Several of these developments and 

perspectives take full recognition of the potential of the body for being helpful in developing 

a direction and sense of meaning in life. This full recognition is what Van den Bossche 

represents in current philosophy. Van den Bossche takes to heart the developments which 

have been occuring in neuroscience as well non dualistic perspectives provided by Merleau-

Ponty. Dohmen does not take these developments and perspectives into account, adhering to 

a more ‘traditional’ philosophical outlook could be at times be deemed Cartesian, in the sense 

that the body does not play as significant a role in practicing an art of living as self-care as do 

the spiritual and mental aspects. 

 

In the following section, I will propose three perspectives provided by the debate between 

Dohmen and Van den Bossche. 

 

5.1.1 A non dualistic approach towards the art of living as self-care 

5.1.1.1 Perspectives regarding the context in which the art of living as self-care 

takes place  

 

Both Dohmen and Van den Bossche agree that the art of living as self-care is to be practiced 

in a societal context. To them, personal development coincides with co-existing alongside 

others. This is illustrated by Dohmens portrayal of the art of living as a ‘samenlevingskunst’. 

Dohmens ‘samenlevingskunst’ is necessary because of its lack of there being a cohesive 

spiritual framework. This seems to have encouraged Dohmen to call for the return of the art 

of living as self-care. Dohmen adheres to the idea of there being a culture of the self as was 

found in the Greco-Roman era. This culture of the self has gradually transformed into an 

externalizing force coming from institutions, governments and expert systems (Giddens, 

1991, pp. 18-19). This contradicts the notion that one should learn to gain control over 

oneself and foster a self directing force from within. Finding meaning and purpose for  

oneself has been outsourced to society, which has been given the opportunity to direct 

people's lives for them. 
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However, their attitudes towards the nature of Western society and its effects on its citizens 

seem to have a significant influence regarding the role the art of living should play in their 

philosophies.  For Van den Bossche, the dualistic perspective of body and mind has heavily 

influenced society, which in turn has furthered the schism by emphasising this division. This 

by way of favouring technological reasoning above all else. 

This dualistic influence, however, is not as much a theme in Dohmens philosophy as it is in 

Van den Bossches’. Van den Bossche does confront society for its dualistic nature and its 

consequences regarding the ways in which people relate to ourselves because of this. He does 

so by writing that the mechanized society which the Western world has gradually turned into 

has become increasingly anaesthetic and numb because of this development. Whereas 

Dohmen sees this as being symptomatic of there being a lack of culture of self, Van den 

Bossche interprets this as a signal of there being a gradual decrease of intimate connection to 

one's own self, to one's own body and nature as the locus of meaning and autarky. 

 

Both Dohmen and Van den Bossche pertain to the notion that the technological and 

neoliberal system in which the Western world predominantly lives creates a divide within 

ourselves, between us and others, and between ourselves and nature, although we have much 

to be thankful for considering these technological advancements (Van den Bossche, 2017, 

p.40). Van den Bossches critique of rationality and the growing technological character of 

society bears a similarity to Dohmens critique of the neoliberal system in which Berlin's 

aforementioned negative freedom as non-interference has become so prevalent. Dohmens 

support of the return of an art of living in a society which he himselfs partially condemns is, 

however, curious, and can be illustrated by the following quote made by Marcuse about Erich 

Fromm:  

 

‘Fromm revives all the time-honored values of idealistic ethics as if nobody had ever 

demonstrated their conformist and repressive features. He speaks of the productive 

realization of the personality, of care, responsibility, and respect for one's fellow men, of 

productive love and happiness- as if man could actually practice all this and still remain sane 

and full of " well-being" in a society which Fromm himself describes as one of total 

alienation, dominated by the commodity relations of the "market." In such a society, the self-

realization of the "personality" can proceed only on the basis of a double repression: first, 

the" purification" of the pleasure principle and the internalization of happiness and freedom; 

second, their reasonable restriction until they become compatible with the prevailing 
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unfreedom and unhappiness. As a result, productiveness, love, responsibility become "values 

" only in so far as they contain manageable resignation and are practiced within the 

framework of socially useful activities (in other words, after repressive sublimation)’ 19 

 

Following in Fromms wake, Dohmen also seems to want to enable or create similar values 

which contrast with the current state of liberal society, such as positive freedom and 

responsibility, while a system of externalized control still functions. This set Dohmen apart 

from Van den Bossche, in that the embodied position is more elusive in character. Fostering 

an internal sense of orientation and meaning becomes primarily rooted in the body. Although 

the body is still subjected to the same externalized control, its focus remains with the self, as 

opposed to Dohmens more politically natured art of living, which seeks to contribute to 

society, adhering to an existing societal form. Van den Bossche offers a more 

transformational quality to his art of living as self-care, in which a rooted sense of autarky 

can be attained, which may consequently be of influence to society and living alongside one 

another. 

 

5.1.1.2 The non dualistic perspective as an aesthetic perspective 

 

For Van den Bossche, there is an increasing need for an aesthetical awareness regarding 

ourselves and our environment. An active awareness which surpasses aesthetic observation, 

because mere observation misses out on the elevatory aspects of aesthetics. ‘Aisthesis’ refers 

to the body as the centre of sensory experience (Shusterman, 2006, p.2). This aesthetic 

manner of being creates a space in which it becomes philosophically and existentially 

possible to perceive and experience the body as a viable centre of knowledge. The perceiving 

and experiencing of the body suggests that the philosophical course should be altered and 

should steadily move away from the dualistic perspective of the body and mind division 

which has persisted for such a long time. The relationship which humans as embodied beings 

inherently have towards themselves and their surroundings, according to Van den Bossche, 

starts out here, not with  reason. Dohmen does not mention experience and perception as 

extensively as Van den Bossche does, though he does acknowledge that the art of living is a 

                                                
19 Marcuse, 1966, pp. 258-259 
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holistic process, which implies mind, body, action and the acquirement of taste, which is a 

sensuous an embodied act (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.190). His definition of aesthetics differs 

from Van den Bossches’, perceiving it as a style and not so much a visceral, embodied 

aesthetics. This embodied relationship towards oneself is at the heart of Van den Bossches’ 

art of living as self-care. And through this perspective of interconnectedness between body 

and mind, the dualistic approach which is so prevalent in modern science and society is made 

redundant. The experiential quality of the body itself can be seen a a form of protest towards 

dualistic thought: 

 

‘Zo verzet de ervaring van het eigen lichaam zich tegen de beweging van het reflexieve 

denken dat het object van het subject en het subject van het object losmaakt, en dat ons 

slechts de gedachte van het lichaam of het lichaam in de idee geeft en niet de ervaring van 

het lichaam of het lichaam zoals het in werkelijkheid is’ 20 

 

This redundancy, in turn, opens the possibility to not only feel connected to one's body, but to 

feel that the body is also part of a larger ecosystem. The body is nature in a singular form, 

and this perspective offers possibilities to bridging the gap between humans and nature. In 

this way, experience and perception become a primary way of being, connecting, and 

responding to our surroundings.  

 

An interconnected perspective regarding nature remains for the most part absent in Dohmens 

philosophy, which parallels the equal absence of embodied perspectives. In Dohmens 

defence, he often does refer to Stoic philosophy, in which it was believed that it was 

important to live in accordance with nature, nature being ‘fundamentally reasonable’ 

(Dohmen, 2007, p.30). Dohmen sadly does not go into any more detail concerning this Stoic 

belief. Dohmen puts more emphasis on society as the environment in which the art of living 

is to be practiced. Dohmen also exerts a far more political approach and direction envisioned 

for the art of living as self-care. Van den Bossche does not delve into the political aspects to 

the same extent, in so far as he does not overtly mention the political implications of his 

interpretation of the art of living. Van den Bossche attempts to show that philosophy, and 

therefore Dohmens philosophy of the art of living too, should take into account that there is 

an a priori positioning of existence in which experience and perception of ourselves and the 

                                                
20 Van den Bossche, 2017, pp. 78-79 
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world preclude any notion of the world by way of thought. Seen in this way, Dohmens art of 

living supposes a connection to ourselves and others which differs from Van den Bossches’ 

idea of connection.  

 

Van den Bossches' perspective seems to have a want for expanding Dohmens vision of what 

meaning and connection can be, namely that they are not just philosophical ideals, but 

experiences, perceived and felt. This is possibly because Dohmen does not take the original 

definition of ‘aisthesis’ into account, but opts for a more culturally and socially inclined 

spiritual approach towards living life.  

 

 

5.1.2 Control and freedom 

 

Dohmen and Van den Bossche share different views concerning the significance of control in 

practicing the art of living. Self control is mentioned by both as belonging to the practice of 

self-care, but the intrinsic motivation to control oneself through various practices is favoured 

by Dohmen as being part of a (post)modern art of living as self-care. Van den Bossche argues 

that the classical practice of self-care should be preferred to the moral power exerted by 

institutions and expert systems, but ultimately does not envision control as being such an 

important aspect to the art of living as Dohmen does. He sees self control as something which 

once had been a positive feature in the care of the self, such as with the control of the affects 

and libidinal economy, already noticeable in the classical interpretation of the art of living. 

This became an important aspect in the disciplining of the self. But practicing self control has 

become redundant through the transformation of internal to external control. Control is now  

carried out by society towards its citizens, not through the cultivation or stimulation of 

autarky. There is a need for behaviour which conforms itself to the societal system and 

societal norms. Because of this, people do not get the chance to arrange their own existence 

(Van den Bossche, 1998, p.34), a notion which is paralleled by Dohmens idea of there not 

being a culture in which developing positive freedom is actively stimulated (2007, p.17), 

although Dohmen also mentions that positive freedom is always confronted by the 

interference of society, and is therefore limited by it (Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.193).  
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But although Dohmen cites control as being an important aspect, he ultimately does view the 

art as a freedom practice. However, Dohmen and Van den Bossche differ in opinion 

regarding the definition of freedom. Dohmen advocates for  a culture of positive freedom 

where people are stimulated to reflect on what they want to achieve with the freedom they 

possess. The enactment of positive freedom should be seen as a creative process, coinciding 

with the art of living as a craft, a manifestation of a work of art that is one’s life.  

 

Referring to Shusterman, it can be said that the body has always been subjected to the various 

arts of living which have existed throughout Western philosophy.  It can be said that the body 

has always been limited in its freedom. As mentioned, Dohmen and Van den Bossche favour 

a culture of the self to there being no culture of the self whatsoever. Dohmen, however, 

seems to perceive this a freedom practice, while Van den Bossche, though regarding the art 

as a freedom practice when referring to society, is not so positive of the art of living being as 

free as Dohmen perceives, all because of this subjected state of the body. The culture of the 

self may in some way be a cultivation of freedom and autarky, it can simultaneously be 

viewed as a subjected body culture, which on the other hand may possibly be favoured over 

there being no culture of the self at all. While it is clear that Dohmen does not demand any 

form of emancipation on behalf of the body, Van den Bossche and Shusterman agree that the 

body should be taken out of this subjected sphere and given a rightful place in the art of 

living as self-care. The art should first of all be an embodied practice. 

 

 

5.1.3 Ethical versus aesthetic living 

 

Van den Bossches’ and Dohmens perspective regarding the art of living as self-care can be 

said to be a matter of how the art of living is contextualized. Their respective contexts differ 

in that Dohmen is ethically positioned whereas Van den Bossches views ethics and aesthetics 

to be the same. The art of living is to a certain extent an ‘art’, though Dohmen makes it clear 

that it is not an art in the classic sense of the word. He does, however, mention that the art of 

living can be compared to being an artist or artisan, and compares it to sculpting, painting or 

composing music. But ultimately, Dohmen defines the ethics of the art of living mostly 

without the addition of an aesthetic dimension, and does not acknowledge the primacy of the 
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body in the art of living. Dohmen could take into account  that the art of living as self-care 

could be expanded and deepened by rooting it in aesthetics.  

Dohmen does not make this explicit, but his moral perspective is possibly the reason for him 

not taking into account that the body could play a very important part in the moral sphere. 

Dohmen may not be aware of the fact that his perspective has unwittingly taken for granted 

that the body is immoral, irrational, and so can not take part in a moral orientation to realizing 

one's life. This, however, is countered by Van den Bossche, who envisions the ethical as 

aesthetical, they have a relationship towards each other. With Van den Bossche, there is no 

opposition to rational thought and nature, because the mind is a part of the body. Dohmens 

inclination to emphasize the more mindful and spiritual aspects of the art could possibly 

reveal Hadots influence of worldly disconnection as a form of ethics or the emphasis of the 

spiritual (Dohmen, 2007, p.68). Van den Bossches perspective of the art of living does seem 

to lack these spiritual and mindful aspects found in Dohmens philosophy, as his emphasis lies 

mostly with the embodied aspects. Also, Van den Bossche does not often mention specific 

practices that could accompany his interpretation of an embodied art, although he underscore 

the importance of sports and movement, as it belongs to his personal enactment of the art of 

living (Alma & Smaling, 2010; Van den Bossche, 2017; Van den Bossche, 2020). 

 

But Dohmens definition of authenticity does offer an interesting possibility for connecting his 

ethical viewpoint to the aesthetics of an embodied art of living.  As mentioned earlier, 

authenticity has an important role in Dohmens moral philosophy because it has everything to 

do with cultivating and nurturing a personal moral orientation. This ‘living from within 

yourself’, living congruently and honestly with oneself, can be seen as living in accordance 

with one's nature  (Ibid., pp.169-177; Alma & Smaling, 2010, p.188). The notion of living 

from within and following one's nature shows a resemblance to what Van den Bossche strives 

for in the art of living. Taking one's body as the primary way of being and living is a form of 

living from within, viewing the experiential qualities of the body as a guideline for what is  

meaningful in living life. As Van den Bossche says, the only way in which we can know our 

bodies or that of another is by living it, by way of lived experience (Alma & Smaling, 2010, 

p.156). 

5.1.4 Horizontal transcendence 
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Van den Bossche mentions the possibility of horizontal transcendence which is not found in 

Dohmens philosophy. Van den Bossches viewpoint on horizontal transcendence in which 

meaning is found through the body, corresponds to the perspectives found in the 

aforementioned core energetics movement. It is a perspective which is already found with 

Aristotle, in which he stated that the transformation of self is a transformation towards  

oneself, one's spirit and one's divine nature (Hadot, 2007, p.162). Dohmen counters Hadots 

idea of the importance of vertical transcendence, but does not mention horizontal 

transcendence. The implications of horizontal transcendence as meaning found from within 

oneself, as an embodied experience, is something which could be further examined in the art 

of living as self-care. Van den Bossches idea that horizontal transcendence is made possible 

through the body, because it can be emotionally affected, constitutes an alternative in 

connecting with oneself and one's surroundings, wherein being affected through each other's 

embodied disposition causes a transcendence of self and a sense of connection. This form of 

transcendence is wholly different from that of Hadots, and may be considered as an 

enrichment to Dohmens ‘samenlevingskunst’ , and as an important aspect of connecting with 

one another, which is crucial to Dohmen and Van den Bossche. 

 

5.2 Personal position in the debate 

 

I will use this section to give my own perspective concerning the debate between Dohmen 

and Van den Bossche. I believe that a culture of the self implies a serious regard towards the 

body, and here I specifically refer to the importance of primacy of the body as mentioned by 

Merleau-Ponty, as the a priori manner in which we relate to the world. Van den Bossches 

perspective of the primacy of the body implies, though he does not specifically mention 

Dohmen, that the body precludes the art of living as self-care, as it precludes philosophy and 

science, too. Van den Bossche therefore deepens and embodies the act of self-care, making 

the practice more visceral and palpable than Dohmen seems to set out for. Dohmens art of 

living as self-care is, generally, not meant to be visceral or experiential, but as a means to 

create space for enacting positive freedom attuned to the other, to society, so as to better 

society by further developing ourselves morally. But I disagree on a notion of positive 

freedom based on spiritual practice, societal relevance and control of our libidinal economy. 

Positive freedom, as the enactment of one's authenticity,  should also be supported by what is 
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experienced in the body, when taken seriously as the centre of our existence. This absence in 

Dohmens philosophy is curious, as he is in favour of the holistic approach toward being 

human, in which feeling and emotion, alongside thought and action, all play an equal role. 

Dohmen, however, does not really expound on this holistic positioning, and so it remains 

underdeveloped in his philosophy. To me, the embodied perspective should actually form the 

groundwork to the Humanistic art of living, as it should actually form the groundwork to all 

of philosophy. Because whichever way life is directed, there is the presence of a sentient 

being who wants, feels experiences and perceives, a priori to knowing’ the world. 

 

Though I can agree that having a culture of the self is in favor of there being none, and that 

fostering an intrinsic moral standing is considerably more Humanistic and admirable than 

cultivating a moral orientation which is externally demanded by expert systems, as claimed 

by Van den Bossche and Giddens. But even if it is possible to realize a new culture of the self 

based on philosophy, such as Foucaults and Dohmens art of living as self-care presents, I am 

critical in the way it is attempted, because I am critical of the perpetual subjection of the body 

in Western culture, and perhaps in all of modern culture. Van den Bossche mentions that in 

striving to humanize ourselves and our society, we have come to humanize nature also. But 

when seriously taking into account that we ourselves are nature, too, then in doing so we have 

humanized our own nature, in the sense that there is a strain which has been put on our bodies 

as a part of nature. What Van den Bossche writes comes as a paradox, as what was meant to 

be a process of humanization, so as to benefit from nature and grow and prosper as a culture 

and as individuals, we have actually come to dehumanize ourselves in the process. In a way, 

it seems as though the art of living also tries to play by the rules of coercion and discipline in 

order to sustain itself and be considered legitimate, though it also goes against externalized 

control in favour of self control. 

 

I agree that human beings are endowed with reason, and should use it to the benefit of 

themselves and each other. But apart from being reasonable beings which attempt to control 

themselves as individuated nature, symbolic and parallel to the way that nature itself is 

controlled, what could be lost in examining the perspective offered by Merleau-Ponty, 

Shusterman and Van den Bossche, as well as practices such as Core energetics or Buddhist 

Tantra. Experiencing meaning and transcendence through the body is actually in accordance 

with knowledge already known to us via various esoteric perspectives, such as Tantra. or 

through psychotherapeutic schools such as Core energetics. I adhere to the 
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statement that another philosophy and a new culture is needed to make a turnaround against 

rationalism (Van den Bossche, 1998, p.31). To an extent, though Dohmen is visibly critical of 

the liberal influences in society and seeks to challenge this, his philosophy seems to want to 

adjust itself to society, as becomes clear in his representation of the art of living as a 

‘samenlevingskunst’. His moral philosophy challenges the moral status quo of society, but 

does so in accordance with societies’ dualistic character. Van den Bossche looks to challenge 

society to an even greater extent, in my opinion, opposing societies’ dualistic tendencies 

which affect the way in which the body is treated,therefore demanding a non dualistic manner 

of living which makes the embodied connection with ourselves and the world more visible 

and present in society. Van den Bossches propositions have the intention to transform 

society, whereas Dohmens philosophy wants to adapt to it. In addition to this, the relationship 

which the two philosophers have towards the world seems to differ in that Van den Bossche 

approaches the world experientially, whereas Dohmen approaches it more reflexively, in a 

more contemplative manner. The characterisation of this relationship is what seems to cause 

Van den Bossche to, from an experiential perspective, propose a more physically involved 

approach to the art of living as self-care, while Dohmen offers a more abstract, spiritually 

inclined involvement, which is simultaneously social as well.  
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6. Conclusion 
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Joep Dohmen and Marc Van den Bossche both perceive the art of living as essentially being 

an act of self-care. The definition of self-care, however, is defined differently by both 

philosophers. To Dohmen, self-care is a form of self research, a set of practices, and a 

fostering of a relationship with oneself while maintaining an interconnected position towards 

society. Dohmens art of living is more spiritually and mentally inclined rather than embodied. 

To him, a postmodern variant to the art of living should offer a much needed spiritual 

orientation. This differs considerably from Van den Bossches’ perspective, for whom self-

care is first and foremost embodied and experiential.  

 

Dohmen adheres to the art of living as a moral praxis, and to a lesser extent as an aesthetic 

praxis. To Van den Bossche, self-care is essentially an aesthetic act because of its embodied 

character, as perceiving and experiencing by way of the body play a central part. Meaning is 

found, experienced and expressed through the body, according to Van den Bossche. It is 

because of this, that Van den Bossche envisions the body as a viable centre of knowledge. He 

suggests that the modern philosophical course should be altered and should steadily move 

away from the dualistic perspective of the body and mind division that has pervaded for such 

a long time. Shifting from a dualistic to a non dualistic positioning of the art of living as self-

care consequently means redefining the relationship we have towards our own nature, namely 

our bodies,  as well as towards our surroundings, particularly nature itself. The relationship 

which humans as embodied beings inherently have to their surroundings, according to Van 

den Bossche, starts out in the body, and not by way of technological reasoning.  The way we 

treat ourselves is reflected in the manner we treat our environment.  

Dohmen does not take the relationship with nature into account, but emphasizes that the art of 

living as self-care must answer a societal need of living together in a morally sound, 

interconnected manner. 

 

For Van den Bossche, meaning, connection and morality can be body based, as soon as it 

becomes a serious possibility to learn to open ourselves to it and not be too controlling, 

thereby approaching ourselves, society and nature in a dualistic, suppressed way. Becoming 

more aware that we are not severed from, but are interconnected through our bodies, 

transcends division and gives new perspectives concerning the creation of meaning and 

direction, of which the body can be a source and a guideline in formulating an aesthetic, 

embodied ethics as an art of living as self-care. The body can be viewed as a basis of lived, 

experienced meaning, which confronts Dohmens ethical approach to fostering meaning. 
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Horizontal transcendence as being affected by way of the body, is crucial to Van den Bossche 

as it illustrates the bodies’ potential for connection as being affected, as embodied beings, 

reciprocally. 

 

7. Discussion 

 

There are many aspects to take into consideration when dealing with the subject of the body 

as the primary way of finding meaning and realizing oneself. In this thesis, I have tried to 

take multiple perspectives into consideration, as there are many perspectives to be found 

regarding the role which the human body plays in society, in spiritual orientation, its 

relationship to the human mind and spirit and its potential for fostering meaning and 

direction. Though I have tried to add as much focus to my thesis subject as possible, it has 

remained a body of work containing a broad scope, revealing my ongoing tendency to branch 

out and take much into consideration, and in doing so possibly considering too much.  

I have struggled with Joep Dohmens definition of the art of living as self-care, as he takes a 

multitude of aspects into consideration which he deems is a part of self-care and practicing 

the art of living. I have made an attempt to choose a couple of, what I have come to believe 

through extensive reading and rereading, essential aspects to his interpretation of the art of 

living as self-care. Because the scope of this thesis is limited, I felt it would suffice to choose 

the three main aspects which I have referred to in chapter three. However, the choices I have 

made do not feel in any way comfortable, as I have had to leave out other aspects which are 

of importance in Dohmens philosophy, too. For future research, it would be interesting to 

combine other aspects of Dohmens philosophy with embodiment theory. 

On the part of Van den Bossche, I also feel that I have had to limit myself to a couple of main 

features such as his aesthetic perspective and the idea of the primacy of the body, leaving out 

other important aspects such as his love of sports, which I thought to be a personal example 

of his embodied philosophy, and as such I did not delve into the matter any further.  

 

 

Lastly, I am critical of the fact that I did not sufficiently support this thesis with more non 

Western theory. I have mostly used American and Dutch references, supported by a few non 
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Western authors. For further research, I think it would be very interesting to confront these 

Western perspectives concerning embodiment theory with Eastern theories, as well as 

comparing the concept of the art of living with other practices which are similar. I have 

briefly tried to introduce other practices, such as Buddhist Tantra, which I believe is an art of 

living too, but which needs a considerable amount of literature to help contextualize and 

understand this Buddhist art more adequately and more completely. 

 

I have not been able to fully explore the potential of Van den Bossches’ horizontal 

transcendence, which is partially due to it being a fairly elusive concept. I have attempted to 

show its importance as a manner in which people can become affected by each other, and 

therefore experience connection and meaning. In what way meaning is precisely fostered in 

this way, I do not know for sure. It is maybe not a crucial aspect of the art of living, but as the 

art is firmly rooted in a societal and social context, I do think it is important enough to be 

mentioned. 



95 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bibliography 

 



96 

● Alma, H., Smaling, A. (2010). Waarvoor je leeft. Studies naar Humanistische 

bronnen van zin. Amsterdam: Humanistics University Press SWP. 

● Babbitt, S.E. (2014). Humanism and embodiment: from cause and effect to 

secularism. London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. 

● Bhavanani, A.B. (2011). Understanding the science of yoga. SENSE, 1 (1), 334-344. 

● Bossche, M.  Van den, (1998). Natuur en lijfelijkheid. Proeven van een esthetisch 

denken. Utrecht: Uitgeverij Jan van Arkel. 

● Bossche, M. Van den, (2017). De zinnen van het leven. Of de kunst van het verstaan. 

Brussel. Uitgeverij VUBPRESS. 

● Bossche, M.  Van den, (2020). Sport en het goede leven. Een kleine filosofie van de 

duursport. Brussel: Uitgeverij ASP. 

● Braidotti, R. (1991). Patterns of dissonance. A Study of Women and Contemporary 

Philosophy. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

 

● Braidotti, R. (2012). Nomadic Theory: The Portable Rosi Braidotti. New York: 

Columbia University Press. 

● Carleton, J. A. (2002). Body, self and soul: the evolution of a wholistic 

psychotherapy. JISHIM-Journal of the International Society for the History of Islamic 

Medicine,  1 (2), 30-39. 

● Damasio, A. (1995). De vergissing van Descartes. Amsterdam: Wereldbibliotheek 

● Dohmen, J. (1994). Nietzsche over de menselijke natuur. Een uiteenzetting van zijn 

verborgen antropologie. Kampen: Kok Agora. 

● Dohmen, J. (1997). Nietzsches filosofie van het verstandige lijf. Studium Generale 

Reeks, p.57-81. 

● Dohmen, J. (2007). Tegen de onverschilligheid. Pleidooi voor een moderne 

levenskunst. Amsterdam: Ambo. 

● Dohmen, J. (2008). Het leven als kunstwerk. Rotterdam: Lemniscaat. 

● Ferrando, F. (2013). Posthumanism, Transhumanism, Antihumanism, Metahumanism, 

and New Materialisms: Differences and Relations. Existenz, 8 (2), 26-32. 

● Ferrando, F. (2020). Leveling the posthuman playing field. Theology and Science, 18 

(1), 1–6. 



97 

● Foucault, M. (1986). The Care of the Self. Volume 3 of The History of Sexuality. New 

York: Pantheon Books. 

● Foucault, M. (1985). De zorg voor zichzelf. Geschiedenis van de seksualiteit 3. 

Nijmegen: Uitgeverij SUN. 

● Foucault, M. (2018). Geschiedenis van de seksualiteit. Boom: Amsterdam. 

● Gadamer, H. G. (1989). Truth and Method. London: Bloomsbury. 

● Geller, S. M., Porgess, S.W. (2014). Therapeutic presence: neurophysiological 

mechanisms mediating feeling safe in therapeutic relationships. Journal of 

Psychotherapy Integration, 24, (3), 178–192. 

● Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and self-identity. Self and society in the late modern 

age. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

● Hadot, P. (1995). Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to 

Foucault. Hoboken, New Jersey: Blackwell. 

● Hadot, P. (2007). Filosofie als een manier van leven. Amsterdam: Ambo. 

● Heinemans, L. (2011). Praten met je ogen en voelen met je buik, luisteren met je 

handen en kennen met je hart: Mensen met een ernstig meervoudige beperking en 

levenskunst. Masterscriptie [s.l.] : s.n. 

● Houterman, A. (2019). Wij zijn ons lichaam. Wat sport en beweging ons vertellen 

over menselijk gedrag. Amsterdam: Ambo|Anthos. 

● Joffe, H. (2012). Thematic analysis. In Harper, D. and Thompson, A. (Eds.), 

Qualitative Research Methods in Mental Health and Psychotherapy: A Guide for 

Students and Practitioners (pp. 209-223). Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell. 

● Johnson, M. (2007). The Meaning of the Body. Aesthetics of Human Understanding. 

Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press. 

● Merleau-Ponty, M. (2005). Phenomenology of Perception. London & New York: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

● Kroesen, J., Kuiper, Y., Nanninga, P. (2010). Religie en cultuur in hedendaags 

Nederland. Observaties en interpretaties. Assen: Van Gorcum. 

● Kunneman, H. (2006). De barmhartige cyborg. Meervoudig humanisme. [s.l.] : s.n. 

● Kunneman, H. (2017). Amor Complexitatis. Bouwstenen voor een kritisch humanisme 

- deel 2. Amsterdam: Humanistics University Press SWP. 

 



98 

● Gray, D. B. (2007). Compassionate Violence?: On the Ethical Implications of Tantric 

Buddhist Ritual. Journal of Buddhist Ethics, 14, 239-271. 

● Lange, F. de, (2004). The Modern Life Course and the Ethics of the Art of Living.  

[s.l.] : s.n. 

● Lange, F. de, (2019). Levenskunst. [s.l.] : s.n. 

● Marcuse, H. (1966). Eros and civilization. A philosophical inquiry into Freud. 

Boston: Beacon Press. 

● Montaigne, M. de, (1996). De sporen van het vuur. Essay over liefde en wellust. 

Amsterdam: Athenaeum - Polak & Van Genvolksnep. 

● Nietzsche, F. (1995). Aldus sprak Zarathoestra. Amsterdam: Athenaeum. 

● Packam, C. (2012).  Eighteenth century vitalism: bodies, culture, politics. Hampshire: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

● Pierrakos, J. C. (1987). Energetica van de ziel: ontwikkel je 

vermogen tot liefhebben en heelwording. Haarlem: Uitgeverij 

Becht. 

● Hartman, J.J. (1912). De avondzon des heidendoms. Zutphen: W.J. 

Thieme & Cie. 

● Porges, S. W., Dana, D. (2018). Clinical Applications of the 

Polyvagal Theory: The Emergence of Polyvagal-Informed 

Therapies. New York: WW Norton. 

● Prebish, C.S., Keown, D. (2010). Introducing Buddhism. New York: 

Routledge. 

● Preece, R. (2006). The Psychology of Buddhist Tantra. Boulder, 

Colorado: Shambhala Publications Inc.  

● Reich, W. (1941).  The Discovery of the Orgone. International Journal of Sex 

Economy and Orgone Research, 1 (2), 108-130. 

● Reynolds, J. (2004). Merleau-Ponty and Derrida. Intertwining embodiment and 

alterity. Athens, USA: Ohio University Press. 

● Shusterman, R. (1999). Somaesthetics: A disciplinary proposal. The journal of 

aesthetics and art criticism, 57 (3), 299-313. 

● Shusterman, R. (2000). Somaesthetics and care of the self: the case of Foucault. The 

Monist, 83 (4), 530-551. 



99 

● Shusterman, R. (2006). Thinking through the Body, Educating for the Humanities: A 

Plea for Somaesthetics. Journal of Aesthetic Education, 40 (1), 1-21. 

● Shusterman, R. (2008). Body consciousness. A philosophy of mindfulness and 

somaesthetics. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

● Shusterman, R. (2009). Body consciousness and performance. Somaesthetics East and 

West. The journal of aesthetics and art criticism, 6 (7), 133-145. 

● Shusterman, R. (2012). Thinking through the body. Essays in Somaesthetics. New 

York: Cambridge University Press.  

● Siegel, D. J. (1999). The developing mind: How relationships and the brain interact 

to shape who we are. New York & London: Guilford Press. 

● Simonsen, K. (2012). In quest of a new Humanism: embodiment, experience and 

phenomenology as critical geography. Progress in Human Geography, 37 (1), 10-26. 

● Schmidt, W. (2010). Groene levenskunst. Wat ieder van ons voor het leven op de 

planeet kan doen. Ambo: Amsterdam. 

● Sedley, D. (1995). The Dramatis Personae of Plato’s Phaedo. Proceedings of the 

British Academy, 85, 3-26. 

● Sloterdijk, P. (2013). Kritiek van de cynische rede. Amsterdam: Boom. 

● Smith, J.E.H. (2017). Embodiment. A history. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

● Veenhoven, R. (2000). Leuk-Levenskunst. Tijdschrift voor Humanistiek, 2000, 1 (2), 

13-19. 

● Veenhoven, R. (2003). Notions of art-of-living. Journal of Happiness Studies, (4), 

345-349. 

● Westerink, H. (2019). De lichamen en hun lusten: in het spoor van Foucaults 

Geschiedenis van de seksualiteit. Vantilt: Nijmegen. 

 

 

 

 

Other references 

 



100 

● Shusterman, R. (2021). Online Youtube lecture, march 2021. 

● De Groene Amsterdammer, 16 juni 2021. https://www.groene.nl/artikel/gij-zijt-

dat 

● Volkskrant, 1 november 2020. https://www.volkskrant.nl/mensen/luister-naar-het-

fluisteren-van-je-lichaam~b21b615f/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	Summary
	1. Research design
	1.1 Problematization of the thesis subject
	1.1.1 The current context of the debate between the art of living and somatic perspectives
	1.1.2 The turn towards the primacy of the body in philosophy
	1.1.3 The Humanistic art of living as self-care
	1.1.4 Critique from an embodied perspective regarding the art of living as self-care
	1.1.5 A philosophical debate between Joep Dohmens interpretation of the art of living as self-care and Marc Van den Bossche’s proposal to regard self-care as an embodied act

	1.2 Main research question
	1.2.1 Subsequent research questions

	1.3 Research goals
	1.3.1 Theoretical goal
	1.3.2 Practical goal

	1.4 Scientific relevance
	1.5 Societal relevance
	1.6 Humanistic relevance
	1.7 Methodology
	1.8 Reading guide
	1.8.1 Choice of literature
	1.8.2 Concept definitions


	2. Contextualisation of the philosophical debate
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 The current context in which the debate is situated
	2.2.1 The rise of embodied practices in Western society
	2.2.2 The increasing interest for the body in science and philosophy
	2.2.3 The body in philosophy and the art of living

	2.3 A brief history of the Humanistic art of living
	2.3.1 The role of the body within the classical art of living

	2.4 Dualism of body and mind
	2.4.1 Idealism
	2.4.1.1 The influence of Platonic idealism in Christianity and Cartesian Dualism

	2.4.2 Materialism

	2.5 A renewed interest for the body in philosophy
	2.5.1 The resurgence of the body in western philosophy
	2.5.2 Some examples of perspectives pertaining to embodied self-care
	2.5.2.1 Buddhist Tantra
	2.5.2.2 Vitalism, Core Energetics and Neurobiology

	2.5.3 Maurice Merleau-Ponty
	2.5.4 Richard Shusterman
	2.5.5 Marc Van den Bossche


	3. What does the Humanistic art of living as self-care as presented by Joep Dohmen strive for?
	3.1 Introduction
	3.2 A renewed interest in the art of living
	3.3 The call for a new morality
	3.3.1 The importance of obtaining a moral orientation

	3.4 What does Dohmens art of living as self-care strive for?
	3.4.1 Self-care
	3.4.2 Authenticity
	3.4.3 Positive freedom

	3.5 The body in Dohmens art of living as self-care
	3.6 Some aesthetic aspects regarding Dohmens art of living
	3.7 Conclusion

	4. Which critical aspects does Marc Van den Bossche introduce regarding Dohmens concept of the art of living as self-care?
	4.1 Introduction
	4.2 Van den Bossches aesthetic philosophy
	4.2.1 The influence of Maurice Merleau-Ponty regarding Van den Bossches embodied art of living as self-care
	4.2.2 Van den Bossches embodied perspective concerning the art of living as self-care
	4.2.3 The importance of an embodied or aesthetic perspective concerning the art of living as self-care

	‘Ik ben een belichaamd-geestelijk wezen dat zich laat affecteren door andere belichaamd-geestelijke wezens. Ik zie pijn, lijden, genot, vriendschap, verdriet. Een universaliteit van het voelen, van het medevoelende lichaam, leert me dat. Het gaat hier...
	4.3 Control versus freedom
	4.3.1 The body as nature

	4.4 Conclusion

	5. Which perspectives are provided by the debate between Dohmen and Van den Bossche concerning the art of living as self-care and embodiment theory and what are the implications regarding my position in this debate?
	5.1 Perspectives provided by the debate
	5.1.1 A non dualistic approach towards the art of living as self-care
	5.1.1.1 Perspectives regarding the context in which the art of living as self-care takes place
	5.1.1.2 The non dualistic perspective as an aesthetic perspective

	5.1.2 Control and freedom
	5.1.3 Ethical versus aesthetic living
	5.1.4 Horizontal transcendence

	5.2 Personal position in the debate

	6. Conclusion
	7. Discussion
	Bibliography

