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                                                                      One is always wrong; but with two, truth begins 

                                                                      F.Nietzsche. The Gay Science 

 

 The strange phrase “Two-bodious body”—comes from M. Bakhtin’s (1990) famous 

book on François Rabelais the impact of which is hard to overestimate. It is in this book that 

Bakhtin’s key themes that turned into key themes of modern thought originated: dialogue and 

distrust of the official viewpoint, carnival and “culture of folk humor” (1968, p. 18) as well 

as the dicey issue of ‘body’s material bottom.’ In this rich pool of ideas some of them 

become subsumed and hard to notice. In fact, this seems to have happened to the concept of 

‘two-bodious body.’ It would be unfair to say that it has been disregarded completely, but it 

has been mostly treated as part of a whole without the acknowledgment of its true 

importance.  

  To begin with, the book seems saturated with the feel of human physicality—not only 

due to Rabelais’ bold images. Bakhtin himself took a great interest in the issue of the body, 

which becomes evident even in his first works. His well known text ‘Author and Hero in 

Aesthetic Activity’ is a good example. What is important about it is that Bakhtin initially 

wants to “set the problem of human body as a value” (1986: 47). To do so, he lays special 

emphasis on the importance of ‘the other,’ that is, another person without whom ‘the first’ 

one’s bodility cannot be perceived. This brings us closer to Bakhtin’s idea of his lifetime – 

“the living relationship of two minds” (1986: 87).                                 

  In the book on Rabelais, Bakhtin states from the outset that “of all the classical 

writers Rabelais is the hardest to understand” (1990: 7). In this respect, the most striking 
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aspect of his work is this  ‘Rabelaisian’ obsession with the physical body. Almost everything 

happening in Rabelais’ novel ‘Gargantua and Pantagruel’ is related to the body and its 

particular manifestations—copulation and conception, pregnancy and child birth, agony and 

death, as well as eating and drinking. All of that—in excessive amounts, with an abundance 

of detail including gases releasing and defecation. Remarkably, Rabelais is not in the least 

ashamed of this detail, describing it in a casual and humorous manner. Many readers find it 

repulsive, though most of them cannot appreciate Rabelais anyway. Thus, Bakhtin sets out to 

find out the reason.  

 First, it is important to note that the concept of ‘man’ has always been fundamental to 

the Western worldview, but the man has been perceived primarily as ‘a person’, that is, an 

isolated individual. Perhaps this is where a personal life sphere, which is now referred to as 

‘privacy,’ originated from. In this perspective, all the familiar and natural manifestations of 

the body appear to be hidden from public view and excluded from public discourse. This 

view would certainly make Rabelais appear nothing but strange. Thus Bakhtin begins by 

suggesting considering this author from a different perspective—as if from the past; from the 

archaic origins that nourished Rabelais’s work. For Bakhtin it is the ‘culture of folk humor.’ 

It would be misleading to treat this culture as merely a set of characters and stylistic devices. 

Throughout the book, Bakhtin demonstrates that it indeed constitutes a powerful ancient 

worldview, which, given its age and influence, can be considered as superior to the modern 

worldview. This is where the genuine Bakhtin begins since every theme unfolding in his 

book develops into an intense dialogue between the ancient and the modern (Western) 

worldview. 

 The ‘culture of folk humor’ can only be examined through the lens of imagery 

inherent to it, the starting point being revealing the foundation it is built upon. Bakhtin refers 

to this unique ‘system of images’ as ‘grotesque realism.’ A distinctive feature of such realism 

is an entirely different view of the body. It is conceived of not as self-contained and isolated, 

but quite the opposite, as closely tied to all the spheres of life, both biological and social. 

“We repeat: the body and bodily life have here a cosmic and at the same time an all-people’s 

character…The material bodily principle is contained not in the biological individual, not in 

the bourgeois ego, but in the people, a people who are continually growing and 

renewed…Manifestations of this life refer…to the collective ancestral body of all the people” 

(Bakhtin, 1968: 19). Thus Bakhtin underscores (“we repeat”) that such view of the body 

transcends the individual. He tries, however, to avoid unnecessary fervor when talking about 

‘the people’ since only some of its properties are considered: those of everlasting growth and 
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everlasting renewal. In fact, it is this distinctive feature—natural development—that, 

according to Bakhtin, appears to be crucial for understanding ‘the grotesque images.’ 

 Bakhtin notices another important aspect. The structure of such images combines two 

facets of development – the old and the new. This seemingly simple idea is in fact essential. 

It not just connects grotesque imagery to development but also reveals their structure. When 

viewed from this standpoint, the grotesque body looks strange and unreal. “This is the ever 

unfinished, ever creating body, the link in the chain of genetic development, or more 

correctly speaking, two links shown at the point where they enter into each other” (Bakhtin, 

1968:26). It is here that Bakhtin introduces the notion of ‘two-bodious body’:  

  

 “One of the fundamental tendencies of the grotesque image of the body is to show 

 two bodies in one: the one giving birth and dying, the other conceived, generated, and 

 born. This is the pregnant and begetting body, or at least a body ready for conception 

 and fertilization, the stress being laid on the phallus or the genital organs. From one 

 body a new body always emerges in some form or other” (Bakhtin, 1968:26) “We 

 have already sufficiently stressed the fact that grotesque imagery constructs what we 

 might call a double body [that is, two-bodious body2]” (Bakhtin, 1968:318). 

  

 Yet the ‘two-bodious body’ should not be viewed as a mere sum of two separate 

bodies temporarily joint together. It is rather a body with an entirely different design. To 

comprehend this difference, let us turn again to the modern—Western view of the body 

(since such is the logic of a dialogue). As was mentioned earlier, the modern body appears to 

be self-contained and isolated with natural manifestations being concealed or kept secret. 

This view transforms the way the body looks. The organs of reproduction and defecation 

seem to disappear; convexities and off-shoots smoothed out and leveled with the body 

surface; and orifices closed. One even has to get rid of body hair and wrinkles! The perfect 

body should become impeccably smooth. This is reminiscent of ‘secondary nudity’ in 

Baudrillard (1993), who makes an astute observation that: “the modern body resembles an 

inflated object” (p. 106). 

 The ‘Two-bodious body’ is quite the opposite. Being never closed and isolated by 

nature, it never needs to hide or disguise its parts. Not only are the organs exposed, they are 

                                                 
2 The English translation (Bakhtin, 1968) uses the term “double body,” however, we consider the term “two- 

bodious body” closer to the original and better reflecting the intended meaning as discussed in the passage 

following the quote. 
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persistently emphasized and drawn attention to. The explanation is simple: “All these 

convexities and orifices have a common characteristic; it is within them that that the confines 

between [two] bodies and between the body and the world are overcome” (Bakhtin, 1968, p. 

317). Thus, the mentioned organs of the body, particularly those involved in conception and 

child birth, eating and defecation—precisely those too ‘explicit’ body parts are the ones that 

define ‘two-bodiousness’ in terms of the inner unity between the body and the world. 

 It should be noted again that the point is not in combining entirely separate bodies (if 

by means of the aforementioned organs). The very presence of these organs may indicate that 

the nature of human body is originally ‘two-bodious.’ The body is designed in the way that 

affords it uniting with something other—other body or object. Of course, in modern 

perspective, where a person is conceived of as merely an individual, the signs of ‘two-

bodiousness’ seem to disappear. The body indeed looks isolated while persistent 

manifestations of ‘two-bodiousness’ are treated as private and are thoroughly concealed. And 

yet it is precisely these manifestations that define the nature of the body. Originally, however, 

in the early days of European thought the spirit of ‘two-bodiousness’ was present. The 

popular myth from Plato’s ‘Symposium’ is one example. It relates that originally the human 

body was quite different: it had four arms, four legs, one torso, and ‘intimate parts’ of both 

sexes. These creatures, according to Plato, had too much power, and to make them weaker, 

Zeus sliced them into two. This is the reason why people fall in love and seek to reunite with 

their half. “The cause of it all is that such was our original nature and we were complete” 

(192e).  

 Notice that describing the prehistoric ‘two-bodious body,’ Plato, similar to Bakhtin, 

promptly mentions the ‘intimate parts.’ This is certainly not a coincidence. According to 

Bakhtin, these organs are foundational for the notion of ‘two-bodiousness’.  It is not 

surprising, emphasizes Bakhtin, that in the new Western perspective the body seems closed 

and impenetrable. “That which protrudes, bulges, sprouts, or branches off (when a body 

transgresses its limits and a new one begins) is eliminated, hidden, or moderated. All orifices 

of the body are closed” (Bakhtin, 1968, p. 320). However strange it may sound, such 

understanding of the body is reminiscent of the ‘body without organs’, a significant concept 

in the modern Western thought. Owing its origin to Antonen Artaud, it became well known 

thanks to ‘Capitalism and Schizophrenia’ by Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. The body is 

regarded here in the state of absolute rest and stillness. What disturbs this state are the organs. 

For this reason, the body could not but treat them as “disgusting worms and vile reptiles sent 

by God to annoy it.” This unusual image of bodility—‘body without organs’—becomes 



 5 

essential in providing a background3 for further metaphors in perceiving such diverse 

phenomena as ‘the body of the earth’, ‘the body of the despot’ and, finally, ‘the body of 

capital’. 

  Weird as it might seem at a start, the ‘body without organs’ represents a certain 

tradition. For example, Leibnitz and his famous ‘monade’—an elementary substance that has 

no ‘parts’ (Monadology, § 1) or, as he says, “Monades do not have any windows for 

something to get in or come out”  (§ 7). No comment necessary. It should be pointed out that 

the aforementioned image of the body has actually become a kind of ‘matrix’ for the western 

worldview. This is not surprising given the fact that a human comes into the world and exists 

in the world through the body, hence, it is the view of the body that defines the view of the 

world. Similarly, ‘two-bodious body’ is not just a curious image, but a powerful framework 

for comprehending the world. Moreover, it has much better reasons than the ‘body without 

organs’ to serve as a ‘matrix’. For ‘matrix’ originates from the Latin ‘matris’ meaning 

‘mother,’ obviously, a primary form of ‘two-bodiousness’.  

It is important to emphasize that the ‘two-bodious body’ provides a ‘matrix’ for a 

certain worldview. According to Bakhtin (1968), “A tendency toward duality can be 

glimpsed everywhere” (p. 323). Yet after all, a question soon arises: What is the use of this 

ancient worldview? Is it worth going back to it again? The crucial point here is that this 

worldview is unaware of anything ‘separate’ and ‘isolated.’ It treats everything as related and 

interconnected because everything is viewed through the lens of ‘two-bodiousness.’ It might 

seem that ‘two-bodiousness’ primarily concerns relationships of physical nature. They, 

however, can be viewed differently and considered as bases for relationships of social nature. 

Then it becomes obvious that the biological and the social are not counter posed here—as is 

often the case—but, on the contrary, share a common foundation. This foundation is, of 

course, the ‘two-bodious body,’ a framework that opens opportunities for a wide range of 

research. To comprehend the potential of this framework, let us first indicate that some ideas 

of ‘two-bodiousness’ did find their way into the Western worldview. Here is where Edmond 

Husserl comes to mind. His transcendental phenomenology is in full accord with the western 

thought, where a person is first of all an ‘individual.’ Husserl rigidly separates the individual 

from the world, reducing him/her to the inner self, that is, ego and carefully ‘bracketing 

away’ everything related to reality. Importantly, Husserl affiliates himself with the tradition 

discussed earlier by saying: “We propose to call this ego a “monad,” to use Leibniz’s term” 

                                                 
3 Ukrainian ‘tlo’ – ‘background’ – resembles ‘tilo’ – body with one missing ‘organ’ in the form of letter ‘i’. 
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(1960: 67-68). This raises the old question: if ego rather than the world becomes the point of 

departure, the very nature of such world as well as the possibility of its existence become 

questionable. The nature and existence of other individuals becomes dubious as well. 

Remember that they also have their own egos, which makes it difficult to tie all ends 

together.   

It is at this point in Western thought that ‘two-bodious body’ emerges. To coordinate 

different egos, Husserl puts forward ‘Paarung’ as a solution. Commonly translated as 

‘pairing’ or ‘doubling,’ this German word actually means ‘coupling,’ with, so to say, 

Rabelaisian overtones. This, certainly, was not on Husserl’s mind but in a sense he was the 

one to rediscover ‘two-bodiousness.’  He makes a distinction between the ‘body’ per se, the 

one that can be observed from the outside (Körper), and the ‘live body’, that is, flesh to be 

perceived from the inside (Leib). Obviously, I can perceive myself just from the inside, but 

once the “other” appears, his/her role is limited to ‘body.’ This is when the “pairing” occurs.  

According to Husserl, the reason is that on seeing this person, I cannot help realizing that 

his/her body is similar to mine, “that is to say a body with determinations such that it must 

enter into a phenomenal pairing with mine” (1960: 113). Thus, here we have ‘two-bodious 

body’ again, at least, a ‘phenomenal’ one. Things that look similar from the outside might as 

well be similar inside. Thus, the body of the other should also be alive and, therefore, 

containing an alter ego. We will restrain from commenting on these construals. It is 

important, however, to indicate that the introduction of ‘pairing’ signifies a crucial step for 

Husserl. It is from this notion that he derives “objective” nature of the world. Some critics 

suggest that Husserl only introduced the theme of ‘live body’ to let him talk about ‘pairing.’ 

Ricoeur was one of them: “the concept of flesh seems to be created for no other reason than 

to make possible the pairing (Paarung) of one flesh with the other” (1990). 

 And yet Husserl remains within the limits of a purely western thinking. Dealing with 

the ego, he has to solve the nagging question: where does ‘the other’ come from? As M. 

Merleau-Ponty holds it, the problem of the self and the other is the problem of the West 

(1964: 270). But after all, even Western thought begins to realize that it is no longer possible    

to rely on the “subject” alone—Descartes’ epoch is far behind. Here is where Heidegger 

enters the scene and becomes the one to decisively overcome the image of an ‘isolated’ 

person. In fact, he hardly ever uses the word ‘person’ giving preference to the term Dasein: 

‘here-being.’ His point is that the human is not fenced off from the rest of the world but, on 

the contrary, is open to it in his/her entirety. Moreover, Dasein as ‘being-in-the-world’ is 

always being with others and as long as Dasein is, it has an existential image of ‘one-with-
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the-other-being (des Miteinanderseins)’ (1967: 125). Therefore, Dasein is essentially ‘being-

with (Mitsein)’ (1967: 120). The ultimate return of the ‘two-bodious body’ is accomplished 

by Merleau-Ponty (1968), who underscores that “there is not only a me-other rivalry, but a 

co-functioning. We function as one unique body” (p. 215). 

 Viewing ‘two-bodious body’ as a framework for further research, makes us also think 

about language. At the first sight, language has nothing in common with the body. But once 

we look through the lens of ‘two-bodious body,’ the picture becomes clearer because in both 

cases it is about communication. Thus, the image of ‘two-bodious body’ can form basis for 

examining language.   

 Remember that for Bakhtin the ‘two-bodious body’ is always made of certain organs. 

One can speculate that these ‘organs’ determine the language structure as well. No doubt, this 

conjecture may first seem absurd. If so, why not turn again to Artaud? To begin with, seeking 

to get rid of the organs, he is also willing to get rid of language since similar to organs,    

language leaves no room for isolation and seclusion. This, once again, evokes the image of a 

Western individual. Derrida comes up with an even more curious conjecture: “Artaud is as 

fearful of the articulated body as he is of articulated language, as fearful of the member as of 

the world. For articulation is the structure of my body...” (1978 p. 186). It seems plausible to 

suggest that Derrida’s famous idea of differAnce, ‘difference,’ originates from here. In his 

book ‘Of Grammatology’ Derrida seems to deliberately emphasize: “Articulation, wherever 

one finds it, is indeed articulation: that of the members and the organs, differance (in the) 

(self-same) [propre] body” (1998: 248). The word ‘self-same’ should not bother us since the 

organs of that body are intended precisely for uniting with the other. 

 Finally, an important question arises: Was Bakhtin himself aware of the significance 

of his discovery of the ‘two-bodious body’ and possibilities it opens? He absolutely was. In 

his ‘Changes and Additions to ‘Rabelais’’ he puts forward a crucial thesis about the inherent 

connection between the dual body and the dual tone4 (2000: 270). ‘Tone’ is synonymous with 

‘sound’ or ‘voice’ with ‘dual voice’ suggesting ‘a dialogue.’ As Bakhtin unequivocally puts 

it, “The ancient dual tone of speech is the stylistic reflection of the ancient dual-bodied 

image” (Bakhtin, 1968, p. 433). Moreover, the philosopher underscores “the dialogue 

element inherent in the dual-tone speech” (Bakhtin, 1968, p. 434) and we would add, in the 

‘two-bodious’ image. It is the ‘dialogue’ that made Mikhail Bakhtin famous. The approaches 

he offered were surprisingly relevant to what distinguishes modern thinking. Their essence is 

                                                 
4 Bakhtin’s (1968) ‘dual tone’ refers to ambivalent evaluative language in folk culture, where praise is merged 

with abuse.  
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in the absence of any ‘unanimous’ starting point and, the impossibility of any singular or 

‘privileged’ standpoint. Bakhtin, however, goes even further. Not only does he provide a new 

dialogical understanding of language and culture, literature and thought, but also finds the 

ontological foundation of dialogism. And where else would he find it than in the archaic, 

practically forsaken view of the human body.   

 Yet it is hard to forget about ‘two-bodiuos body’ since this is the way our body is 

designed. Thus, Plato’s famous myth will persistently remind us of itself. This is wonderfully 

captured by J.Derrida: “our glorious body has been divided, it has become normal again, it 

has preferred to oppose itself to itself and we have fallen, we have let ourselves fall on both 

our parts. Our former body, the first one, I knew it to be monstrous, but I have not known a 

more beautiful one, I am still waiting for it” (1987: 193). 
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