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While Gombrowicz scholarship on Ferdydurke (1937) tends to focus on issues of 

authorial presence, intersubjectivity, and transvaluation of values, no attention is given to 

Gombrowicz’s polemics with cultural and philosophical definitions of the body. Yet the 

body is conspicuously present in Ferdydurke, from the protagonist Józio’s fear of 

physical disintegration to the famously recurring epithets of “pupa” (bottom), “gęba” 
(mug), and “łydka” (calf). More generally, this paper argues that, in the novel, 

Gombrowicz develops a phenomenological conception of the body which contradicts 

conceptions of the body presented in the three major episodes of the text. 

 The three major sections of Ferdydurke can be interpreted as representing critiques of 

problematic conceptions of the body. In the Romantic-nationalist discourse (chapters 2-
3), physical death can be symbolically transcended by sacrificing oneself for the 

fatherland. In the modern, Cartesian discourse (chapters 6-10), the body is regulated 

according to the principle of health and hygiene. In the gentry’s discourse on power 

(chapters 13-14), the servant’s body is guided by the master, who represents mind. Each 

discourse presents the body in a unique configuration: subordinated, regulated, or 

controlled. However, each also assumes transcendence of consciousness and traditional 

divisions between mind and body, subject and object. Contrastingly, Gombrowicz’s 

conception of the body denies these divisions and proposes a schema for experience in 

which embodiment is fundamental to consciousness. 

Analogous with Merleau-Ponty’s treatment of contingent subjectivity, the 

transcendentalist project of establishing a stable, unified, and transcendent subjectivity is 

contested in Ferdydurke. Beginning with the corresponding critiques of the 

transcendental project in Gombrowicz and Merleau-Ponty, this paper concludes with 

Gombrowicz’s ambiguous definition of the body as both self and other – as locus of 

identity, experience and thought, but also as site in which natural processes beyond our 

control are manifested. 
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