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This publication is the result of a collaboration between two artists,
the duo Boisseau & Westermeyer, and the philosopher David Zerbib, as part
of an artistic research project combining an artistic method that uses
an experimental agent, f, who draws attention and activates situations, with
a rereading of the work of the philosopher Helmuth Plessner (1892-1985),
who developed a view of humans in biological and spatial terms.

By describing how a living body asserts itself within and outside its
borders in the surrounding space, which Plessner termed “positionality”,
the philosopher identified three forms of life: plants, animals, and humans.
According to his theory, the particularity of humans is based on a form
of positionality that he termed “ex-centric”, because humans never cease
to project themselves outside their own bodies, though without ever ceasing
to be this body, which is their animal “centre”.

The concept of positionality allows us to reimagine the relative state of
living beings and forms of intelligence. We found it a highly pertinent way
of addressing the challenges that human beings face, namely the prospect
of their obsolescence due to the growth of the artificial intelligence that
governs cognitive capitalism, and the dire crisis of our mode of development,
which demands that we reinvent our relationship to non-human living things.



We wanted to experiment with several hypotheses drawn from Plessner’s
theories by immersing them in video imagery and submitting them to f's
actions. Could this process reveal a new image of humans, and in what way?

An essay by Plessner on the anthropology of actors was particularly useful
iIn developing our mode of inquiry. Plessner explained that an actor is the
ideal experimental figure for an anthropologist because every human is
an actor. Thus, f constitutes this experimental figure, who engaged in new
kinds of ex-centrings, heading towards artificial intelligence in one direction
and towards other (animal and plant) forms of organic life in the other.

From a cinematic standpoint, the focus on the body in these ex-centring
experiments focuses the viewer’s attention on new forms of subjectivity.
They de-hierarchise (and not without a sense of humour) the relations

between humans and non-humans.
In the interweaving of filmed sequences that elicit ideas and concepts that

provoke images, video and philosophy both explore the conditions of another
“anthropic performance” in this new play at being human, offering it a new

surface of reflection and projection.

Sylvie Boisseau, Frank Westermeyer, and David Zerbib
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PLANT ANIMAL HUMAN
open, non-centred positionality centred positionality excentric positionality

We can show the three types of “positionality” of organic life It has a relationship to this boundary and, thus, to what lies
classified by Helmuth Plessner in the following manner, using a outside it. This is coordinated by its “centre”, located in a “here
diagram proposed by Jos de Mul that we have slightly modified'. and now”3, Human positionality is instead “excentric”, as it is

A plant is characterised by an “open” and “non-centred” form, not only a “centred” animal that “is” its own body. It is also a
as its relationship to its surrounding environment is one of full living thing that “has” its body as well, at a distance from itself.
and immediate integration and assimilation. An animal is defined A human thus has a mediatised relationship to the immediate
by its “centred” positionality, because it possesses a “core of relationship to his or her own body. We have placed F here at

a living form”?, such as its central nervous system, which gives the centre —or a focus, as it is called in geometry— in relation
it its vital sensorial and motor capacities. Its form is “closed,” to which excentricity becomes possible. And f represents the

in the sense that its life depends on the limits of its own body. excentricity of the relationship to the centre. D.Z.

1 De Mul, Jos. «Polyzentrizitdt und Poly(ex)zentrizitat: neue Stufen der Positionalitdt? Zu Telerobotern, Craniopagus Zwillingen und globalen Gehirnen», in Burow, Johannes F.;
Daniels, Lou-Janna; Kaiser, Anna-Lena; Klinkhamer, Clemens; Kulbatzki, Josefine; Schitte, Yannick; Henkel, Anna. Mensch und Welt im Zeichen der Digitalisierung. Perspektiven
der Philosophischen Anthropologie Plessners, Baden-Baden, Nomos, 2019, p. 194.

2 Plessner, Helmuth. Les degrés de l'organique et ’Homme. Introduction a l'‘anthropologie philosophique, trad. Pierre Osmo, Paris, Gallimard, coll. « bibliothéque de Philosophie », Paris,
2017, p. 375.

3 Ibid., p.378.
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f zwischen den Stufen
des Organischen

f in between the Levels
of Organic Life

Germany/Switzerland
4k video, 20 min 40, 2021

(» watch online
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f is tiring of the possibilities that his hypersmart car offers him. He no longer wants
to use its technological improvements to transcend the limits of his own body.

Can he experience himself in a new way by embodying every stage of organic life,
both animal and plant? Inspired by this line of inquiry, he ultimately decides to view

the world first from the standpoint of a quadruped, and then from the immobile
position of a plant.


https://en.naimaunlimited.com/library/boisseau-westermeyer-f-zwischen-den-stufen-des-organischen/
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Der Freie Mensch — mit Kl

The Free Man — with Al

Germany/Switzerland
4k video, 7 min 43, 2019

(» watch online

“The human being asks a question, and the machine provides the response”.

This was the mechanism that Boisseau & Westermeyer used to confront f, their main
character. What happens when the informational content is optimised and becomes
accessible on a permanent, unlimited basis? Does the algorithm know f better than
f himself? Can f's personality still be detected? Is his perspective on himself still

his own, or has it become that of the algorithm? Are his aspirations his own, or has
he internalised the algorithm? The questions that The Free Man — with Al raise seem
to unfold ad infinitum, but what happens when every uncertainty is resolved?


https://en.naimaunlimited.com/library/boisseau-westermeyer-der-freie-mensch-mit-ki-st-en/

David Zerbib

The Human, the Dog, the
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Amerindian shamanism can be defined as “the abil-
ity of certain individuals to cross the physical barriers
between species”. By making this crossover, a shaman
seeks “to adopt the perspective of allospecific sub-
jectivities to manage the relationship between these
entities and human beings”!. So, what kind of sha-
man would that make f, who appears to cross spatial
boundaries and become a dog, a water lily, and then a
tree? In the video f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen
(f in between the Levels of Organic Life)?, directed by
Sylvie Boisseau and Frank Westermeyer, the main
character, f, has experiences that exist between certain
forms of life, plant and animal. What kinds of per-
spectives does he adopt, and for which relationships?
We appear to witness a change in a human being’s
perspective on himself, a kind of auto-shamanism, but
other life forms meet in this relationship with him-
self, and f adopts their positions, thereby changing his
situation and relationship to his surrounding space.
In a certain sense, the shamanic crossing of the
barriers between species is not so foreign to the pro-
cess constituting the film, in which we observe figures

f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life),
4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.

of thought after having experimentally instilled con-
cepts that then react in the image, as if in a develop-
ing bath. In fact, this film is the result of an exchange
of perspectives between artistic creation and phil-
osophical inquiry®. The research that gave rise to
this film leads the images and concepts to become
de-centred and to evolve between the disciplines
where the issues customarily find the epistemologi-
cal and institutional fields that give them meaning,

1 Eduardo Viveiros de Castro, Cannibal Metaphysics, translated by Peter Skafish, University of Minnesota Press, 2014.
2  Sylvie Boisseau and Frank Westermeyer, f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen, video, 20 min, 2020.

3 Research Project Plessner Transposed: an ‘Ex-Centric’ Actor between Philosophical Anthropology and Video, (Geneva School of Art and Design (HEAD) / University of Applied
Sciences and Arts of Western Switzerland (HES-SO) / Réseau de Compétences Design et Arts Visuels (RCDAV)). Project Team: S. Boisseau, F. Westermeyer (coordinator), and

D. Zerbib.
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as in their natural environments. More specifically,
these “environments” are video art and philosophi-
cal anthropology. In this hybrid territory, a process of
experimentation tested hypotheses that came from
both the works of Boisseau and Westermeyer* and a
reading of the theories of Helmuth Plessner, author
of Levels of Organic Life and the Human, the 1928 work
to which the film’s title refers>.

The initial question was, what theoretical
resources could Plessner’s philosophical anthropol-
ogy offer to comprehend what is happening in the
artists’ videos of the character f? Qualified by his
creators as an “agent provocateur”, this character is
in fact a figure that provokes certain effects, but he
is not the product of a psychological interiority that
acts by expressing itself. His position, his manner
of being, both present and absent in the filmic sit-
uation, constitutes his mode of operation—and we
will see exactly how. So, why do we refer to Plessner?
Because he theorised the “excentric positionality”
(exzentrische Positionalitdat) of humans. This concept
merits a more detailed explanation but let us for
now say that it designates a fundamental form of the
understanding of human life in its relationship to

4  For documentation of this piece, please see www.filmerei.de.

the animal body of humans and to its surroundings.
This relationship entails a distance from oneself and
a dynamic of spatialisation that presents a utopian
dimension. f embodies this relationship in a particu-
larly eloquent manner, to such an extent that he asks
viewers to consider image and the acting of the char-
acter through a specific notion of a “positional field”,

Moi vu par... video, 1999, 19 min.

5 Helmuth Plessner, Levels of Organic Life and the Human. An Introduction to Philosophical Anthropology, translated by Millay Hyatt, Fordham University Press, New York, 2019.


http://www.filmerei.de
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which lies at the intersection of the cinematographic
notion of a “field” and of Plessnerian theory.

In another sense, the videos by Boisseau and
Westermeyer tested and questioned Plessner’s the-
ories in a way that the philosopher could not have
envisioned.

In particular, how does the cinematic figure of f
recontextualise the anthropology of the actor
that Plessner first sketched out? In the 1948 work
titled Zur Anthropologie des Schauspielers (“On the
Anthropology of Actors”, unpublished in French until
it was translated as part of this research project®),
Plessner assigned to actors an “experimental type”
function in anthropological inquiry. In fact, actors
show what it means to be human through spectacle.
Among all living beings, aren’t humans the one being
that “can only live within a role”’? Plessner wrote:
“As virtual spectators of ourselves and the world,
we must see the world as a stage”s. Shakespeare had
already written “All the world’s a stage”, a notion
that was echoed in sociology with the theories of
“the presentation of self” in everyday life developed
by Erving Goffman®. However, the “stage” evoked by

Helmuth Plessner, Zur Anthropologie des Schauspielers, 1948.
Ibid.
Ibid.

©O© 00 N O

Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, New York, Doubleday, 1959.
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life),
4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.

Plessner ditfers from these frameworks within which
the individual’s social and psychological identity
plays out, in essence. It instead constitutes a kind of
anthropic stage, where a human becomes human, that
space where a human, as a living being and thus on
the same level as a plant or an animal, has the specific
role of "embodying a human being”. So, if Plessner’s
philosophical anthropology seeks to define what is
essential about humans based on an organic form of a
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life),
4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.

living being that should initially be conceived of in the
same way as all other forms of organic life, shouldn’t
we therefore consider the paradigmatic figure of the
actor as visualising this form in action? But how can
we render explicit this fundamental stage of anthropic
performance that Plessner theorised as he observed
Desdemona or Othellomove about? Similarly, how
can we see, behind the facade of a "movie star”, not
just an actor or an actress “playing him- or herself in
a role”!®, but instead a living being playing a human?
The character of f explores this issue, certainly more

10 Helmuth Plessner, Zur Anthropologie des Schauspielers, op. cit.

than Othello, and more directly and in a more exper-
imental representational and performative setting.
Beyond the aesthetic issues, this also raises anthro-
pological and ethical ones, because the goal is also to
identify a form of human relationship to life.



Playing at Being Human

e e
o | -

! -"-'13 ._ lts-# .-..-'-\- -=h . 'I.I:.'r

f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life), 4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.
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Already in Boisseau and Westermeyer’s first videos,
f tended to decentre the issue of social identity by
stripping the character of any biographical content
and expressive subjectivity, especially through his
muteness. This identity was reflected in the image
of the character’s placement within his surrounding
environment of beings and things. f appears to be
alive within a social and relational field within which
he must respond to the expectations and desires

I:;‘t

Meine Familie und Ich (My Family and ), video, 16 min, 1997.

that concern him. But instead of acting on them, he
remains mute; he does not respond, and, paradox-
ically, it is his passivity that activates the situation.
Nothing is seen here; there is merely a seeing, a field of
vision that opens around f as a field of social and exis-
tential possibilities. Likewise, in Meine Familie und ich
(“My Family and Me”), fis questioned, requested, and
awaited in a series of scenes that nevertheless always
depict him as impassive and silent. In Der Optionist
(“The Optionist™), f is shown in a wide shot, eating
a sandwich while sitting on an outsized chair that is
actually a sculpture in the middle of a public park. We
hear the character’s inner voice serenely listing all the
things he could do, what he could be, whom he could
love, and where he could go. He sits in a rather gro-
tesque position at the centre of a world that appears
to wait for him while he reigns like a spoiled child
over the sphere of the possible around him.

f in between the Levels of Organic Life posits
another problem in f’s relationship to his situation.
The film explores another dimension, one concerning
what fundamentally defines him as human. Should
we admit that, before the performative processes
involved in constructing our social and gender iden-
tity take place, there is a primary performance that
constitutes the “human character” on an organic
stage that is the same as that for plants and animals?
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And, thus, does a vegetable or animal issue dimen-
sion before or alongside the social one?

f seems to respond to such a question by regress-
ing towards life before culture. But is this a question
—according to a neo-vitalist or primitivist logic—
of “returning” to a sense of life in which we experience
our lives nakedly, free of the trappings of civilisation?
This seems doubtful, because the problem with such
a regressive reasoning is, first, that any regression
presupposes that we maintain the axis of progression
or progress whose direction is merely being reversed.
The “levels” of organic life that Plessner talks about
and that inspire this work are not exactly phases along
an evolutionary scale, as we would, for example, con-
sider to exist on the axis of the Darwinian evolution
of species in the field of biology, and which we might
symbolically travel in reverse to return humans to a
state of anthropoid primates, or even to the neotenic
state of a larva!'. The idea of “regression” also entails
an alien moral sense for f’s role. No specific value is
attached here to experiencing oneself as an animal
in relation to the predominant norms, for example.
The zoomorphic experiment that f undergoes does not

Der Optionist (The Optionist), video, 4 min 30, 2004.

exclude, condemn, or grant f the dignified stature of
a primordial and pure essence. Thus, f is not Kafka’s
Gregor Samsa. In The Metamorphosis, a young man
who has become an insect is confined to his room, a
prisoner of his family’s shame and disgust!?. In Kafka’s
work, the animal represents a figure of social and emo-
tional otherness that is inacceptable and inassimilable.

11 Marion Zilio, Le livre des larves (“The Book of Larvae”), Paris, PUF, “Perspectives critiques” collection, 2020.

12 Franz Kafka, The Metamorphosis, translated by A.L. Lloyd, London, Faber & Faber, 2015.
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life), 4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.
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When f gets up from the park bench where he was
sitting looking at the screen of his mobile phone, he
begins to walk on all fours. He soon arrives in the
city centre, wandering about like an errant animal,
observing the human beings he comes across one by
one during his aimless trajectory. No one seems to
remark on his position or behaviour, much less reject
it. At the very most, he is observed by two individuals
who are clearly homeless, sitting on the ground in the
corridors of a subway station. Two representatives of
social exclusion notice an animal inclusion. f’s ani-
mality, which is transparent to others, is not indicated
in the film as a rupture from the world of humans.
This animality is invisible, less visible than that of
an actual animal, as we can see from the interactions
that, unlike f, a small bulldog experiences as it begs
for some food from its owner, who is eating seated on
a building’s stoop. f does not appear to be a member
of this “mixed community”, to invoke the philosopher
Mary Midgley’s notion'. This animal that f is'* instead
reveals a position located between that of a human
and a dog, an in-between level that is in one sense
constituent of being human, but which, in f’s perfor-
mance, appears above all to be a displacement of a
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life),
4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.

perspective’s coordinates. This displacement does
not seem to concern the identity of the being it is
affecting; in fact, this question appears to have been
suspended. What instead matters is what becomes
of the physical, visual, acoustic, urban, natural, and
social space that is seen and traversed from this point
of projection, from this other point of view yielded
by an ex-centring and yielding a questioning of the
common world made up of living beings.

13 Mary Midgley, “The Mixed Community”, Animals and Why They Matter, Athens, The University of Georgia Press, 1983, pp. 112-124.
14 Jacques Derrida, The Animal that Therefore | Am, translated by David Wills, New York, Fordham University Press, 2008.



Playing at Being Human 18

To show this in the film, f takes quadrupedy from
the dog, as well as certain points of optical projection
directed towards the human. But he is not naked, nor
is he covered with an animal’s hide. His body has not
undergone any substantial mutation, hybridization,
or metamorphic, symbiotic, or chimeric evolution,
unlike the characters we see for example in Matthew
Barney’s Cremaster or Nicole Tran Ba Vang’s video
Re-Member, which depicts a human being in symbio-
sis with a monarch butterfly and a fern®. A different
path is being explored here.

With his clothing, his sneakers, and his demean-
our that does express either the effort or the ease and
suppleness of an animal’s behaviour, f expresses an
animality that is at times grotesque, which under-
scores the intermediate state of his physical attitude.
A more decidedly mimetic behaviour would have gen-
erated an entirely different effect, as in the case of
“sprinters on all fours” or of persons who know how
to gallop “just like a horse”, whose sometimes eccen-
tric performances we can admire in online videos. fis
not actually imitating an animal or measuring him-
self against the performance of an animal.

Matthew Barney, Cremaster 3, production still, 2002.

Nor does f seek to provoke or subvert a moral,
social, and human order, as other dog-humans have.
For example, in Valie Export’s performance, From the
Underdog File (1969), Peter Weibel moves about on all

15 Matthew Barney, Cremaster 3, video, 182 min, 2002; Nicole Tran Ba Vang, Re-member, video, 15 min, 2019.
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Nicole Tran Ba Vang, RE_ MEMBER, video, 15 min, 2019.

fours through the streets of Vienna, kept on a leash
by the artist, thereby overturning a certain sense of
gender domination. Or, more radically, consider Oleg
Kulik’s performances such as Dog House (1994), in
which the artist, naked and wearing a collar, barking
and biting, behaves like a vicious dog, or his zoophile
performance photographs where he appears to copu-
late with a dog. Using the opposite register of domes-
ticity, but which also involves a subversive —and here
comical — zoomorphic imitation, the dog-human

16 Alain Chabat, Didier, comedy, France, 1 h 41 min, 1997.

character in the film Didier'® could also be included
within this symbolic kennel. Unlike all these exam-
ples, f does not bite or sniff passers-by. In fact, the
olfactory dimension that is so important for animals
is not decisive here. We are not engaged here in an
ethological observation of a true animal Umwelt, as
Jakob von Uexkull understood it!’. Therefore, even if
the point of view is sometimes “truffle-high”, we are
not actually “inside of a dog” according to the analysis
and thought of the ethologist Alexandra Horowitz!®.
Anthropo-zoomorphic figures are generally used
in our culture to question human relations on a moral
and social level, whether in the form of an inspir-
ing fable, a parodying imitation, or a cynical trans-
gression; however, f does not appear to fulfil any of
these roles. What he reveals in philosophical terms,
for example, is not at all a cynical unmasking. In the
philosophy of Diogenes, whose school took its name
from the Greek word for dog (kyon), animal behav-
iour uncomfortably reveals the essential material and
physical condition of human beings, masked as it is by
moral values, spiritual and cultural aspirations, and
the hypocrisy of power. Like a dog that does not hide

17 Jakob von Uexkdll, “A Stroll Through the Worlds of Animals and Men: A Picture Book of Invisible Worlds”, in Instinctive Behavior: The Development of a Modern Concept, ed. &

trans. Claire H. Schiller, New York, International Universities Press, 1957, pp. 5-80.

18 Alexandra Horowitz, Inside of a Dog, New York, Simon & Schuster, 2009.
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Oleg Kulik, Mad Dog, silver gelatin print, 120x 160 cm, 1994.

any of its needs, a cynic has the courage to speak the
truth. A mutant of the future, the myth of origins, and a
militant for truth represent three major symbolic roles
in our culture played by the human-animal figure, to
which f seems extraneous.

f embodies something else: an animality that is
both external and internal, or, rather, natural and arti-
ficial, to use the terms of one of Plessner’s “anthro-

19 Helmuth Plessner, Levels of Organic Life and the Human, op. cit., p.524.

pological laws”. The “law of natural artificiality”!’
posits that a human being, due to its excentric posi-
tionality, must “do to be”, its nature thus being one
of artifice. Embodying one’s own animality means
allowing it to exist in a specifically human fashion,
according to the artifice of the performance, with
the knowledge that this artificiality is conditioned
from the outset by its manner of being alive, which is
embedded in the fundamental form of its organic life.
fremains f, even for being animal. His nature does not
change; he instead activates something in and outside
himself by changing his physical behaviour. On the
other hand, we are witness to an objective situation
more than a subjective perception. f’s point of view
is obviously decisive. But aside from the beginning
and the end of the video, where f appears to exhibit
an ordinary form of rational, human awareness of his
physical behaviour, we do not enter into f’s mind. His
consciousness seems less the result of an interiority
than of a body’s relationship to the space around it.
In the first scene he is at the wheel of a luxury auto-
mobile, stopped. The car talks to him; an artificial
intelligence tries to capture its user’s attention with
the monologue of a jilted lover predicting disaster for
the person leaving.
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life), 4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.
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f appears to be renouncing a promise of techno-
logical civilization embodied by this smart vehicle.
We know nothing about the reasons for this initial
situation or of f’s effective and affective relationship
to this object, but we do see what happens to this
relationship.

This opening scene is a continuation of the video
Der Freie Mensch — mit KI (The Free Man — with AI)*,
which depicts finvolved in situations where he makes
choices or asks questions about his personal life, from
the most insignificant to the most crucial: whether or
not to wait for the bus, deciding what to eat at the
buffet, ensuring his line of descent, recognising a pas-
ser-by, wondering whether he embodies the figure of
the dominant white male, or whether he should take
an umbrella before going out. As in Spike Jonze’s Her,
but with a sense of irony, a female voice incarnates
the responses of the artificial intelligence for f and for
viewers. f’s attitude remains relatively indeterminate,
despite the certainty of the AI’s calculated responses.
f does not appear to become more powerful or any
freer; he exudes a kind of dissatisfaction, as if the
right answers lay elsewhere.

What food does she like?

Der Freie Mensch — mit KI (The Free Man — with Al), 4k video, 7 min 43, 2019.

20 Sylvie Boisseau and Frank Westemeyer, Der Freie Mensch — mit Kl, video, 7 min, 2019.
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There are two ways of understanding f’s situation at
this point. The first concerns the existential dimen-
sion of this human figure. He is an individual whose
freedom is being tested by the tension between
reflective interiority and social and historical exte-
riority, but who remains unresolved within this ten-
sion, moreover in low-intensity situations that don’t
have much to do with the dilemma of someone who
has to decide whether or not to resist, to evoke an
emblematic case of Sartrian existential thought?!.
Freedom and action, which determine the situation
of someone who acts, do not appear to be questions
that torment this gentle Roquentin??, any more than
the question of unveiling Being in the face of death to
which the human Dasein, or “there-being”, is offered,
to refer to another philosophy of existence, that of
Martin Heidegger.

In reality, f presents us not so much with an exis-
tential situation as a positional situation, in which the
individual is considered in terms of how his body is
“placed” in space, and not in terms of how his being
is projected in time. It is interesting to note that
Plessner’s philosophy developed at the same time as

Heideggerian existentialism, though in its shadows,
where it explored other avenues?. Before any consid-
eration of consciousness, thought, the relationship to
Being or to language, Plessner asserts that a human
being is first and foremost a living being that does
not escape from this organic determination when it
discovers that it has been endowed with logos. Quite
to the contrary, a certain form of organic life within
humans is what engenders consciousness, more spe-
cifically the structure of a relationship to one’s body
and the space that it produces. He calls this funda-
mental form positionality.

Before we explain this notion, let us illustrate it
by coming back to f. In the park, before becoming a
quadruped, the information displayed by the artificial
intelligence of his smartphone concerned the fact
that zoo animals were bored because humans were no
longer coming to visit them due to the healthcare cri-
sis. However, even if f does not engage with his car’s
mechanical intelligence, he doesn’t visit the animals
either. Nor does he interact with other humans or
with plants.

21 Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism, translated by Carol Macomber, New Haven, Yale University Press, 2007.

22 From the name of the main character in Sartre’s novel Nausea.

23 Plessner’s major work, Levels of Organic Life and the Human (1928), was published more or less at the same time as Being and Time by Martin Heidegger (1927).
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life),
4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.

What he is or could be is no longer determined in
relational terms, in the sense of a connection that is
formed with an otherness, either natural or artificial.
[t is once more in a positional sense that f will explore
what he is and can be. From dog-human to tree-hu-
man by way of a waterlily-human, f fragilely embod-
ies other positionalities within his own morphological
limits. At the end of this cycle of zoomorphic and then
“phytomorphic” experiences, f returns to his body
and to his human ethos. We know nothing about f’s

inner life during this process, other than the fact that
he activates thoughts connected to Plessnerian phi-
losophy. The video does not seek to show the answers
that f finds to his questions, whether they concerned
carrying an umbrella, as in Der Freie Mensch — mit
K1, or understanding the meaning of his existence.
The goal is to see where the questions asked by the
human being f are posited, and how they function as
projections into a space emanating from a body and a
relationship to oneself that concomitantly allows for
a decentring towards a form of otherness. The “posi-
tionality” of the human being f determines these pos-
sibilities of projection.

The concept of “positionality” (Positionalitdt) comes
from Plessner. This term identifies a “modal” form of
life, a form presupposed by any empirical observation
of life, as an objective a priori**:

The living organic body, then, is distinguished from
the inorganic body by its positional character or
positionality. I mean by this the fundamental feature
of an entity that makes a body in its being into a
posited one. (...) [The] body is set apart from the

24 In Plessner’s work, this diverges from the thinking behind Immanuel Kant’s subjective a priori (in which fundamental forms are to be sought not in the observation of facts, but

instead in the essential conditions through which a thinking subject observes things).
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body and brought into relation with it, or, to be more
precise, the body is outside of and within the body.
The non-living body is free of such complexity. It is
as far as it reaches. Its being ends where and when it
ends. It stops short. It lacks this ease in itself?°.

For Plessner, the difference between a simple phys-
ical body and a living body lies in this “complica-
tion” and “suppleness” that entail the organic body’s
detachment from itself so that it can have a relation-
ship with itself. It is inside and outside at the same
time. One could say that it extends past its own reach,
which is inseparable from the vital relationship that
an organic body has with its surroundings. This struc-
ture defines a fundamental relationship to space,
which means different things to organic life than it
does for inanimate physical bodies:

Every physical, bodily thing is in space, is spatial.
As far as its measurement is concerned, its location
is in relation to other locations and to the location
of the observer. Living bodies as physical things are
not exempt from this relative order. Phenomenally,
however, living bodies differ from non-living bodies

25 Helmuth Plessner, Levels of Organic Life and the Human, op. cit., p.273.
26 Ibid., p. 276.

in that the former claim space while the latter merely
occupy it.

Therefore, every living being “asserts space”, even if
this process of spatialisation varies from one cate-
gory of organic life to another. Plessner distinguishes
between three types of “positionality” that corre-
spond to three levels of organic life: plant, animal,
and human, which are the levels between which f trav-
els. To summarise this point of Plessner’s theory: the
plant’s positionality is open and not centred (a plant
organism does not have a centre insofar as its parts
may live independently, for example when one cuts a
branch and plants it far from the tree on which it first
grew); its form is one of an extreme openness to its
exterior, according to a principle of maximum assim-
ilation. The animal’s positionality is instead closed
and centred (an animal organism has a centre, mate-
rialized by a central nervous system for instance, and
its integrity is preserved by a more rigid limitation of
its form, the principle of maximum dissimulation).
As to human positionality, Plessner wrote that it is
closed and centred like that of an animal, but that it is
also excentric. This means that a human is an animal
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life),
4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.

that not only extends past itself to relate to itself like
any other living thing, but that it ex-centres itself in
this relationship, the difference being comparable
to that of an ellipse in relation to a circle, where the
logic is parabolic or hyperbolic, to use the conical
curves that express different measurements of excen-
tricity in geometry. In other words, it is not only the
exterior that exists in relation to a human’s centre.
This centre itself becomes an exterior, something that
exists at a distance. In excentric human positionality,

27  Ibid., p. 570.

the organic centre of the lived body (Leib) may in fact
become an object-body (Korper). Only a human is its
own body and at the same time has its own body, as
if it were something at a distance. This double aspect
of the body (Doppelaspekt) is essential to understand-
ing the “excentricity” of human positionality. This is
what allows a human to occupy different positions at
the same time:

Excentrically positioned, he stands where he stands
and at the same time not where he stands. He both
occupies and does not occupy the here in which he
lives and to which his entire environment relates in
total convergence, the absolute, nonrelativizable here/
now of his own position?’.

One of the "anthropological laws” set out by Plessner
ensues very directly from these reflections on excen-
tricity, namely the law of "utopian placement”, which
designates the effect of the process by which a human
can situate itself where it physically isn’t. This is like
f in The Optionist, when f contemplates the range of
“places” he could occupy professionally, and which
are also the roles he could play and that he could be.
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Der Freie Mensch — mit KI (The Free Man — with Al), 4k video, 7 min 43, 2019.
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Or in The Free Man — with Al f considers his

options with the mediation of Al. Envisioning oneself

later, elsewhere, otherwise, acting at a distance, and
being present simultaneously in different places all
form part of the ordinary experiences of this ex-cen-
tricity, which necessarily situates us in a kind of uto-
pia, strictly in a topological sense. The ideological
and political values and meaning that one may then
confer to this topology are ultimately just specifica-
tions of this structure, which constitutes an anthro-
pological law embedded in a relationship to a body
and to space that exists before a belonging to culture
and to history. Utopia is a physical necessity before it
becomes a political possibility.

In fin between the Levels of Organic Life, f’s actions
implement this excentric positionality, though in a
paradoxical direction, as the film depicts the char-
acter projecting himself onto non-human position-
alities. At the very least, f shows that, literally by
changing one’s position, i.e., his physical behaviour,
he is neither engaging in a kind of mimetic action
nor merely playing the role of a quadruped animal, a
waterlily, or a tree: he is activating the idea of posi-
tional plurality in space. In other words, positional-
ity does not simply correspond to a kind of behaviour

Should | go on sabbatical?

Der Freie Mensch — mit KI (The Free Man - with Al), 4k video, 7 min 43, 2019.

or to a physical position in space, but instead to the
projective function of a living body in space, or to a
form of projective space that exists in relation to a
living body. The form of f’s behaviour thus leads us to
envision the form of an organic space that consists of
points of view that are also points of life.

Plessner helps us consider the distance from our-
selves, the condition for the relationship to other-
ness and for the relationship to oneself as another
(to use Paul Ricoeur’s well-known phenomenologi-
cal phrase?) in a spatial, physical, or somatic sense,

28 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, translated by Kathleen Blamey, University of Chicago Press, 1994,
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life),
video 4k, 20 min 40, 2021.

and not in terms of a cognitive process determined by
intellectual consciousness. As was also demonstrated
by Richard Shusterman, there is a “body conscious-
ness” that does not entail any deviation through
intellectual activity, and which is embedded in the
living, sentient body?. This author also refers to
Plessner and to his structure of positional excentric-
ity to explain how this sort of somatic reflexivity that
is not at all a reflexology, and which instead clearly

constitutes a form of consciousness, depends also
on the possibility for persons to “maneuver between
the spontaneous centric position of Leibsein and the
reflective ex-centric position of Korperhaben, decen-
tering themselves from full identification with the
soma”>",

Very concretely, f shows how this reflexivity is not
a self-centred relationship to oneself, but instead an
excentring that opens the space of the relationship to
other bodies, both human and non-human. That said,
there is nothing immediate about this relationship.
Common experience is not posited as the echo of a
primordial unity that should be made to resonate, as
the Romantics thought. It presents itself to f above
all as an enigma, and it demands an elaboration, a
change in attitude, a construction.

The film shows that a displacement is in fact nec-
essary. This is triggered by f’s physical actions, which
transform the situation in the surrounding space.
Thus, as of a certain point in time, f and other human
beings no longer seem to inhabit the same world. At
the same time, f does not live in the world of a dog
either, that is, in its milieu determined by the specific

29 Richard Shusterman, Body Consciousness: A Philosophy of Mindfulness and Somaesthetics, Cambridge University Press, 2012.
30 Richard Shusterman, “Body Consciousness and the Excentric Self: Between Plessner and Somaesthetics”, Pragmatism Today, vol. 9, n°1, 2018, p. 18.
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spatial and temporal coordinates of its form of life’!,
even though he activates something that he is able to
share with the quadruped in terms of spatialisation.
He projects himself onto this positionality that is not
his own, but which he can “have” without being it: he
has it in the form of a role. His difficulty in staying
at the water’s surface shows that he is not a water-
lily. Nor can he take the place of a tree for very long,
remaining upright and immobile day and night. But
the important thing is not what he is or what he can
be, but instead ultimately what he can open up as
a projective space, in terms of perspectives, which
yields a utopia in the Plessnerian sense, between the
levels of organic life, within the non-place of his own
excentricity>?.

According to Plessner, this non-place is funda-
mentally that of a theatre or film actor. At the theatre,
we are dealing with an art that is termed “live art”,
but which merely attaches to this live quality a value
of aesthetic and poetic taxonomy concerning the
specific means of elaborating an artistic form. What
reminds us of Plessner is that the “living” character of
theatre arts primarily concerns a structure that con-
stitutes humans as living beings, and this structure,

31 Jakob von Uexkdll, op. cit.
32 “Non-place” here refers strictly to the etymology of utopia (u-topos).

both on stage and in the case of cinema, is also put
into play. A fundamental anthropic performance takes
place before the symbolic forms of artistic language
and the actor’s practice: the spectacle of the human’s
excentric positionality, the transparent implementa-
tion of the two sides of a human being’s “dual aspec-
tivity” by which the human being differentiates itself
from animals and other forms of organic life, all the
while defining itself in this same way. In other words,
this is the structural fact of a human being’s relation-
ship to its own body, the only living being that is its
body (Leib) and that has its body (Korper). The actor
is this body of the actor that also has his/her body as
an instrument for embodying another human being—
or even a non-human being (something that Plessner
did not envisage).
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life), 4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.
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In aesthetic and cinematographic terms, this dynamic
is visualised by making f an agent of a specific percep-
tion, projection, and spatialisation. From the opening
scene in the park, f on all fours seems to see and hear
differently. At that point the visual and acoustic fields
become essential components of the film. It is largely
through them that the space surrounding the char-
acter mutates. By changing position, f points to other
positionalities, animal and plant, and he activates
some of their parameters that he is able to share while
being human. We can see that, although f continues to
resemble the human being f, his situation has changed
and his mode of spatialisation is different. His position
thus activates the perception of a form of positionality
that is not his own. It thus acquires a kind of objectiv-
ity detached from f, as well as a certain malleability of
its parameters. The same holds true for the film’s col-
ours, which shift to signal a change in viewpoint (for
example, the disappearance of reds, which is typical
of the vision of certain mammals), without this view-
point being ascribed to f. In fact, at certain moments,
we see f in the image of, or through this alternative
chromatic range. It is not a subjective camera effect,
but instead the objectification of a viewpoint. f lets us
see like a dog, or he lets us have the idea of seeing like
a dog, but we do not see what he sees, or what a dog
sees. How can we identify this space that is perceived

by a living agent whose situation and “positionality”
set the parameters? How can we name this spatial
dimension that depends on the relationship to the
organic body, and which the image, specifically a mov-
ing image, shows us? We propose calling this dimen-
sion the “positional field”.

This notion refers to “field” understood in a cin-
ematographic sense as designating an optical exten-
sion determined by the lens used for filming and then
demarcated by the framing of the image. The “field”
is a format of the visible, which cuts out the visual
space and coordinates what lies within it and out-
side it. The field may thereby get what lies outside
the field to act on the image, or articulate other fields
through compositions and connections, multiplying
or overturning perspectives, as in the reversibility of
a counter-field. In essence, the field is always a rel-
ative format that determines the visible space using
viewpoints and certain parameters of openness (for
example, by offering varying degrees of depth of field).
What optically constitutes its extent lies within the
image. There are images whose aesthetic and sym-
bolic function do not rely heavily on the parameters
of the field understood in this spatialising, projective,
and perspectivist sense, such as icons, while other
images, as in cinema, depend on them greatly.
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f zwischen den Stufen des Organischen (f in between the Levels of Organic Life), 4k video, 20 min 40, 2021.




Playing at Being Human 38

Robert Montgomery, Lady in the lake, 1Th45 min, 1947.

Once the optical field has been scaled in the image,
it can play with the visual field of the viewer’s gaze to
produce particular aesthetic effects, such as projec-
tions, absorption, illusion, or vertigo.

By mer