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Kathleen Ferguson 

Common Senses: 
Sentient Ethics in the City 

C 2002 dlsClosure: o 
journal o f socio/ lheory 

no. 11 . Commit tee on 
Socia l Theory. Unlver 

slty of Ken tucky. 
Lexington. KY 

The industrial revolution has en
croached on the realm of the spirit, 
and is transforming the global city 
into an intellectual cloister. Once 
words come to dominate and occupy 
f1esh and matter . .. all we have left is 
to dream of the paradisiacal times in 
which the body was free, and could 
run and enjoy sensations at leisure. If 
a revolt is to come, it will have to 
come from the five senses. (Serres 71) 

To walk through a city is to be vulner
able to the articulations of those around us 
and to become aware of the permeability of 
our own personal space. The walker is con
fronted with the presence of other bodies at 
every step. The gamut of sensory perception 
reaches out to our sentience and casts the 
city as an aggregate of smells, tastes, tactile 
impressions, sights, and sounds. There is a 
wealth of bodily material to draw upon in 
urban places; sensory phenomena emanate 
from us, from passers-by, and from the city 
itself. It may be possible to think of this 
storehouse of incarnate experiences as 
something more than simply the material 
conditions that make urban wandering plea
surable. Perhaps the work of the senses may 
provide a starting point for an ethics that is 
dynamic in its insistence upon embodiment, 
that challenges the boundaries of mind and 
body, and that has political pertinence in 
terms of social affect. With this possibility in 
mind, the figurative call to "revolution 
through the senses" is evocative, but it is an 
appeal that is measured against an intellec
tual climate in which the actual pre-discur
sive experiences of our bodies count for 
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