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Introduction

Merleau Ponty was one of the most interesting and original philo
sophers of the twentieth century. His most enduring contributions
to philosophy belong to the theory—or rather, as the title of his
magnum opus has it, the phenomenology—of perception. Although it is
impossible to summarize his most significant and enduring insights
in a few pages, four main points are worth highlighting at the
outset.

First, Merleau Ponty maintains that perception is not an event or
state in the mind or brain, but an organism’s entire bodily relation to
its environment. Perception is, as psychologist J. J. Gibson puts it in
The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, an “ecological” phenomenon.
The body consequently cannot be understood as a mere causal link
in a chain of events that terminates in perceptual experience.
Instead, it is constitutive of perception, which is the most basic—
and in the end, inescapable—horizon of what Merleau Ponty,
following Heidegger, calls our “being in the world” (étre au monde).
Human existence thus differs profoundly from the existence of
objects, for it consists not in our merely occurring among things, but in
our actively and intelligently inhabiting an environment.

Second, precisely because it is a bodily phenomenon, perception
is also essentially finite and perspectival: my body, Merleau Ponty
says, “is my point of view on the world” (PP 85/70/81). Though
that might sound obvious, perceptual perspective is elusive and
difficult to describe. It is neither symmetrical nor geometrical, for
instance, but concretely anchored in the structures and capacities of
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the body. I can have a point of view on the world only by being in
the world: I can perceive the environment only because I can
inhabit it. Moreover, as Merleau Ponty would say in his later works,
my being in the world in turn depends on my being of the world: to
see, I must also be visible; the world and I must be of the same

“flesh” (chair):

To say that the body is seeing, curiously, is to say nothing other
than: it is visible. When | reflect on what | mean in saying that it is
the body that sees, | find nothing other than: it is “from
somewhere”..visible in the act of looking.

(VI 327/273-74)

To understand perception as bodily being in the world is to pose a
radical challenge to traditional distinctions between subject and
object, inner and outer, mental and physical, mind and world. To
say that our bodies, in at once seeing and being seen, must be of
the same flesh as the world, is to cast doubt on the primacy of
consciousness and the distinction between first and third person
points of view, which Merleau Ponty himself took for granted in
Phenomenology of Perception. Prior even to having a perspective we can
call our own, we are always already in a kind of unconscious
communion with the world, which is necessarily a world of sense
and sensibility, touch and tangibility, seeing and being seen. Per
ception is bodily, the body is perspectival, and perspective emerges
—as if miraculously—out of the very stuff of the world: “my body
sees only because it takes part in the visible where it opens forth”
(VI 201/153-54).

Third, conceptual confusion about perception persists in part as
the natural, perhaps inevitable, effect of a vital tendency at work in
perception itself, namely our absorption in the world, our directedness
toward objects, hence the systematic deflection of our attention
away from our own experience. This is no mere accident, for “it is
the essence of consciousness to forget its own phenomena” (PP
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71/58/67); “perception masks itself to itself” (VI 266/213). Like
a vortex, perception constantly pushes us out toward the world and
away from itself, and so, as often happens in philosophy, we forget
ourselves. Small wonder, then, that philosophers and psychologists
have found perception so hard to describe or even think about
clearly, for it is part of its very nature to deflect thought.

Finally, Merleau Ponty undertakes an ambitious, though unsyste
matic and incomplete, program of extending his phenomenological
insights beyond sense perception into a general account of the
perspectival structure of all human experience and understanding.
Perception is our most basic mode of being in the world, and the
body is the ultimate and abiding subject of all perspectives available
to us in principle. Bodily perspective grounds and informs culture,
language, art, literature, history, science, and politics. Human con
duct in all areas is marked, to a greater or lesser degree, by its
bodily aspect, its perspectival orientation, and its inherent tendency
toward self deflection and self forgetting.

For Merleau Ponty, perception is essentially bodily, perspectival,
self deflecting, and in principle generalizable to all aspects of the
human condition. These insights are the keys to making sense of
his work as a whole. It is a body of work that goes beyond the
problems of metaphysics, epistemology, and the theory of percep
tion—the more or less specialized subdisciplines to which his chief
philosophical contributions belong—to include psychology, biology,
culture, language, painting, history, and politics. His published
works cover a broad spectrum of disciplines and subjects, yet his
ideas always hang together in a distinctive way, with abiding refer
ence to the bodily, perceptual, and existential themes that originally
inspired him.



One

Life and Works

Maurice Merleau Ponty was born on March 14, 1908 in Rochefort
sur Mer and raised by his mother in Paris after his father died in
the First World War. He attended the Lycée Louis le Grand and
then, from 1926 to 1930, the prestigious Fcole Normale Supé
rieure, along with his friends Claude Lévi Strauss and Simone de
Beauvoir, and others he did knot know at the time, including Jean
Paul Sartre and Simone Weil. (Merleau Ponty appears in Beauvoir’s
Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter under both his real name and the pseu
donym “Pradelle.”)

Merleau Ponty performed his initial military service in 1930-31,
after which he was appointed professor of philosophy at the Lycée
de Beauvais, where he taught until 1933. He was awarded a tem
porary grant the following year by the Caisse Nationale des Sciences,
a government research fund subsumed in 1939 by the creation of
the Caisse Nationale de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), and then
taught in 1934—35 at the Lycée de Chartres. He returned to Paris as
a lecturer (agrégé répétiteur) at the Ecole Normale Supérieure, where
he taught from 1935 to 1939. During this period he attended Aron
Gurwitsch’s lectures on Gestalt psychology and in 1938 completed
his first major philosophical work, The Structure of Behavior, which he
submitted as his these complémentaire for the doctorat d’état, but which
was not published until 1942. When war broke out, he was
mobilized and served for a year as a lieutenant in the 5th Infantry
Regiment and in the administrative staff of the 59th Light Infantry
Division. From 1940 to 1944 he taught philosophy at the Lycée
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Carnot and became active in the Resistance. He was granted the
title of Docteur des Lettres for the work that would be his magnum
opus, Phenomenology of Perception (1945).

In 1945 Merleau Ponty became a junior faculty member (mditre de
conférences) at the University of Lyon and was granted the title of
professor in January 1948. In the fall of 1945 he co founded, with
Sartre and Beauvoir, the influential journal, Les Temps modernes, con
tributing articles of his own, some of which he later published
under the titles Humanism and Terror (1947) and Sense and Non Sense
(1948). He held the chair in Psychology and Pedagogy at the Sor
bonne from 1949 to 1952 and was then appointed to the presti
gious Collége de France, occupying a position once held by Henri
Bergson and similar to those later held by Roland Barthes, Ray
mond Aron, Michel Foucault, and Pierre Bourdieu. His inaugural
lecture of 15 January 1953 was published under the title In Praise of
Philosophy, and other lectures and notes from this period have
appeared in print, some of them quite recently. The year 1953 also
saw a bitter political and personal dispute with Sartre that led to
Merleau Ponty’s resignation from the editorial board of Les Temps
modernes. His critique of what he called Sartre’s “ultrabolshevism”
subsequently appeared in the volume Adventures of the Dialectic (1955),
to which Sartre’s own Critique of Didlecticdl Reason (1960) is in some
ways a response. Finally, in 1960, Merleau Ponty published a wide
ranging volume of philosophical and political essays under the title
Signs. He died of a heart attack on May 3, 1961 at the age of 53.!

Such are the outward facts of Merleau Ponty’s life and career. In
themselves, they are not especially relevant to his contributions to
philosophy, for example his critique of intellectualism and empiri
cism, his notion of the bodily nature of perception, or his non
representational account of intentionality. Those central themes,
belonging as they do to metaphysics, epistemology, and the philo
sophy of mind, bear little trace of Merleau Ponty’s personal rela
tionships, his institutional affiliations, or his professional trajectory.
Similarly, his work in aesthetics, especially concerning painting,
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and even more especially concerning Cézanne, has nothing much
to do, as far as I can tell, with the external circumstances of his life.
Like many philosophers—though unlike a distinguished few—
Merleau Ponty led a life not especially relevant to the inner logic
and development of his ideas. Consequently, with the exception of
Chapter 5, on history and politics, what follows makes virtually no
reference to the biographical context of his work.

Things are very different, however, perhaps inevitably so, when it
comes to Merleau Ponty’s political writings, which were bound up
in complicated ways with his own life and with contemporary
events: the rise of communism, the Moscow Trials, the Occupation
and Liberation of France, the Cold War, the role of French intel
lectuals in modern public life, and his intellectual collaboration and
friendship with Jean Paul Sartre, which came to an end in 1953
over questions of politics. Chapter 5 therefore approaches Merleau
Ponty’s political texts in a broader historical and personal context.

The present chapter is an attempt to articulate what I take to be the
deep and important idea running throughout Merleau Ponty’s thought
as awhole, a brief description of the main influences on his work—
above all, the phenomenology of Husserl and Heidegger and Gestalt
psychology—a preliminary account of his main phenomenological
works, and finally a few remarks about how his writings on language,
art, and politics fit into his larger, unfinished philosophical project.

1. WHAT /S PERCEPTION?

There is a difference between philosophical problems, puzzles, and
mysteries or enigmas. Problems can be stated, solutions proposed,
analyzed, accepted, rejected. Problems that cannot be adequately
formulated are pseudoproblems or mere puzzles, sophisticated
trick questions. Throughout much of the tradition, philosophers
have seen their task as consisting in the formulation, examination, and
solution of problems. When they become suspicious of those problems,
they sometimes dismiss them as mere puzzles, pseudoproblems,
illusions, conundrums.
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Mysteries, or what Merleau Ponty calls enigmas, are different. Like
problems and puzzles, they take the canonical form of questions,
yet they are better expressed simply by the words referring to
them: being, time, truth, knowledge, love, death. Problems can be stated,
we might say, whereas mysteries can only be named, gestured at,
pondered. The paradigm form of philosophical inquiry into mys
teries is thus the Socratic question, What is X? That there should be
such a thing as justice or beauty or time or consciousness or truth
or death can just seem incredible, even if we find it difficult to say
why there ought not to be such a thing. Such phenomena are
somehow intrinsically wondrous. At an extreme, that there is any
thing at all, rather than nothing, has struck some as primitively
mysterious. It is tempting to say that what makes problems and
puzzles philosophical, as opposed to merely technical or scientific, is
precisely the whiff of mystery that lingers about them, the aura of
wonder, as opposed to sheer conceptual opacity or complexity.

Merleau Ponty’s philosophical thought centers around one such
mystery, a mystery that surfaces and resurfaces throughout his
work, both implicitly and explicitly, whose full scope and con
sequences he thinks are as profound as they are elusive, but which,
once expressed, can sound trivial. The mystery is, in a word, per
ception. What is so mysterious about perception? Not simply that it
occurs, or that it has this or that qualitative feature, but that it
discloses a world. Moreover, the world it discloses is one we can
then think about, anticipate, remember, and ponder in all its mys
tery. In the preface to Phenomenology of Perception Merleau Ponty thus
writes, “the task of phenomenology is to reveal the mystery of the
world and the mystery of reason” (PP xvi/xxi/xxiv).

Theories of perception date back to antiquity.” As a reminder of
just how little about it is intuitively obvious, consider that many
ancient theorists of vision, including Plato, Euclid, and Ptolemy,
believed that our eyes actually emit light, which then supposedly
combines with light coming from external objects, so that percep
tion itself takes place outside us in the world where the two meet.
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Aristotle rejected those “extramission” theories and hypothesized
instead that objects reflect light, which then moves through a
medium to our eyes. Others, including Democritus and Epicurus,
supposed that copies or images of things literally move through
space to our eyes, and versions of that idea survived into the
seventeenth century. Leonardo da Vinci compared the eye to a
camera obscura (“dark room”) into which images are cast on a screen,
and Johannes Kepler was the first to give an accurate account of the
projection of what he called the optical pictura onto the surface of
the retina. That picture in the eye, so it seemed, then had to be
recorded or transformed into a more genuinely internal, subjective
visual experience.

But how? For centuries, this inner pictorial model of vision
posed a number of serious problems. For example, experiments
confirmed Kepler’s claim that the crystalline lens inverts and
reverses the image on the retinal surface. How then do we manage
to see things right side up and right way around? Or do we?
Moreover, most of us have two eyes, not just one, hence two retinal
images. Why do we not always see double? Do we see with only
one eye at a time? We will return to these problems briefly in the
next two chapters. Suffice it here to say that the fact that they could
have struck anyone as serious problems at all gives some indication
of how deep the conceptual confusion about perception remained,
even after many centuries of sophisticated empirical observation
and reflection.

2. THE VIEW FROM SOMEWHERE

It is tempting to distinguish empirical questions concerning the
mechanics and psychology of perception from philosophical questions
concerning its essential nature, or the fundamental ways in which
we understand it. And yet the mysteriousness of perception itself
makes that distinction difficult to draw, for many substantive claims
embedded in empirical theories of perception are themselves phi

losophically problematic. Still, there are clear cases at either end of
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the spectrum: recent neurological findings concerning the function
of sensory mechanisms on the one side, perennial philosophical
questions about perception on the other. Merleau Ponty’s phe
nomenology lies somewhere between the two. How, then, and to
what extent is it philosophical?

Again, it is crucial to remember that what fascinates Merleau
Ponty about perception is the way in which it makes manifest a
world. For it does so not just generically or abstractly, but by carving
out a concretely shaped, distincitvely human perspective within the
world it discloses: “perception is not born just anywhere,” but
“emerges in the recesses of a body” (VI 25/9). By manifesting
itself in a body, perception establishes forms constitutive of all
human experience and understanding, namely, finite perspectival
orientation and a contrast between figure and background, focus
and horizon. We have a perceptual perspective on the world, but
we also have intellectual, social, personal, cultural, and historical
perspectives, which are themselves no less anchored in our bodies
than sense experience itself. Concrete finite perspective is essential
to all aspects of our existence, Merleau Ponty believes, and what
makes any perspective concrete and finite is its rootedness in our
bodily orientation and behavior.

What then is perspective? Rationalist philosophers like Leibniz,
who conceive of our relation to the world as a cognitive or intellectual
relation, as the relation of a thought to its object, have tended to
imagine human knowledge as at best a finite approximation, indeed a
pale reflection, of God’s omniscience. God’s perfect and unlimited
knowledge of the universe, they supposed, is the proper standard
against which to measure the scope and limits of what we can
know. God’s view is the ideal “view from nowhere.” Our view, by
contrast, is emphatically a view from somewhere, and is to that extent
flawed and imperfect. And yet consider that the very idea of a view
from nowhere is not just fanciful or extravagant, but incoherent.
Taken literally, after all, a view from nowhere could not be a view.
When I look at a house from different perspectives, Merleau Ponty
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writes, “the house itself is none of these perspectives ... it is the
house seen from nowhere. But what do these words mean? Isn’t
seeing always seeing from somewhere?” But how can we under
stand experience as both anchored in a point of view and yet open
out onto the world, as opposed to trapped in the mind of the sub
ject? As Merleau Ponty says, “We must try to understand how
vision can take place from somewhere without being enclosed in
its perspective” (PP 81/67/78).

It is tempting to suppose that the world itself exists objectively
(out there) and that we perceive and know it through or by means of
subjective perspectives or inner experiences of some kind (in
here). A perspective, of whatever sort, would then be a kind of
extraneous superaddition to what there is, a mere instrument or
medium, as Hegel put it, by means of which we grasp the world,
or through which we discern it, however darkly.® Skeptical problems
entailed by such metaphors have fueled modern epistemology,
arguably at the expense of the mystery that inspired them in the
first place, namely that it is a world that reveals itself to us. Hegel was
one of the first to recommend dispensing with such representa
tionalist images, and Merleau Ponty follows him in wanting to
overcome what they both regard as the crippling effects such
models have on how we understand our place in the world.

The philosophical mystery that so impressed Merleau Ponty and
guided his work, then, has two sides—that we are open onto the world
and that we are embedded in it. The first side of the mystery is the
astonishing fact the world is disclosed to us at all, that our aware
ness reaches out into the midst of things other than ourselves,
binding us to them in a way seemingly incomparable with the mute
external relations in which mere objects blindly stand to one
another. Perception is at once our “absolute proximity” to things and
yet our “irremediable distance” from them (VI 23/8). How does
vision, for example, manage to banish the darkness and density of
brute physical reality, opening before us a visible milieu and ren
dering the world available for further exploration and discovery?
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Perception, regarded in this deliberately naive philosophical light,
can seem like an ongoing mundane miracle; we take it for granted,
yet it remains enigmatic.

The second side of the mystery is that we ourselves are neither
angels nor machines, but living beings. We encounter the world
neither as data crunching information processors, nor as ghostly
apparitions floating over the surface of things like a fog. Perceptual
perspective is bodily perspective. We have a world only by having a
body: “the body is our anchorage in the world” (PP 169/144/
167); “The body is our general way of having a world” (PP 171/
146/169). Of course, it is misleading to say that we “have” bodies,
just as it would be misleading so say that we “have” minds or
selves. Better, we are minds, selves, bodies.* It is equally misleading
to say that we “have” a world, as if having a world were a kind of
lucky accident, or as if it might turn out that we do not redlly have
one, however much it seems as if we do. To say that we are bodily is
to say that we are our bodies, just as saying that we are worldly is to
say that worldliness is neither a property nor a relation, but con
stitutes our existence. For human beings, as Heidegger put it, to be
is to be in the world.

Merleau Ponty’s thought is thus driven by the idea that perception
and embodiment are not just problematic or puzzling, but mysterious
or enigmatic. Like being and time, truth and knowledge, or love and
death, embodiment and perception are not just problems (or puzzles)
we might someday solve (or dissolve), but the source of problems and
puzzles that arise once we try to reflect on them. Merleau Ponty’s
phenomenology is therefore not just an analytical exercise aiming
at the construction of an explanatory theory of perception or
knowledge, but—more modestly, and yet more ambitiously—an
effort to describe perception and the body in a radically new way,
both to gain insight and to avoid the paradoxes and dead ends that
plague traditional accounts of mind, body, and world.

The looming target of all Merleau Ponty’s efforts, his abiding
philosophical béte noire, one might say, was and remained rationalism.
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The term should be understood broadly to include not just the
valorization and sublimation of thefria that has defined Western
philosophy since Plato, but more specifically the intellectualism of
Descartes and Kant, and of psychologists like Hermann von Helm
holtz and Wilhelm Wundt. The most recent and still vital incarna
tion of rationalism, which Merleau Ponty did not live to see, is
cognitivism, which many philosophers, psychologists, and linguists
take as definitive of the multifaceted discipline they now see as
their shared domain, namely cognitive science.

Rationalism, intellectualism, and cognitivism are all different
versions of a common underlying idea, namely, that thought con
stitutes our essential relation to the world; that insofar as our atti
tudes have content, they must be modes of thinking. Applied to sense
experience, the idea, put crudely, is that perceiving is a lot more like
thinking than people think it is. We will return to this idea in the
next chapter, and throughout much of the rest of the book. Until
then, consider two equally crude counterslogans, which might be
said to capture the spirit of Merleau Ponty’s project.

First, perception is not a mode of thought, but is more basic;
indeed, thought rests on and presupposes perception. Thinking
subjects do not learn to attach their thoughts to a sensory world
they encounter in the process of thinking; rather, perceiving agents
must learn how to think about what they already see: “a child
perceives before it thinks” (VI 27/11). Moreover, the intelligible
world, being fundamentally fragmentary and abstract, stands out
only against the stability and plenitude of a perceptual background:

It is in its sense [sens| and intrinsic structure that the sensible
world is “older” than the world of thought, for the former is
visible and relatively continuous, and the latter, invisible and
sparse [lacunaire], has its truth and seems to constitute a whole
only on condition of being supported on the canonical structures
of the other.

(VI 28/12)



Life and Works 13

Second, in spite of the difference between the two, thinking is a lot
more like perceiving than rationalists think it is. Why? Not because
perception and judgment have the same kind of intentional con
tent, which just happens to be coupled to different kinds of sub
jective attitudes in the two cases, but because thought and
perception share many of the same underlying structural features.
For example, thought, like perception, has a kind of perspectival
orientation. We often try to approach a problem “from different
angles” and sense that we've either grasped it or lost sight of it.
When we think about something intently, we say we try to “get our
minds around it.” Similarly, thinking, like seeing, exhibits a fun
damental figure/ground contrast. Even very abstract ideas confront
me sometimes directly, at the “center” of my attention, and
sometimes linger in the background or around the edges of my
interests and concerns.

One could reply that these are mere metaphors, yet what really
matters to phenomenology is whether such metaphors are apt, and
to admit that they are is to admit that they capture something
important about the experiential shape and contours of thinking,
judging, assuming, wondering, and so on. Thoughts, though they
may be in principle single and discrete, do not occur in a phe
nomenological vacuum; rather, I direct and focus my thoughts in a
constantly shifting field of background assumptions, unfulfilled
intentions, open questions, and competing considerations. Even
when language expresses thoughts, it also makes the world intui
tively present, not altogether unlike pictorial representations do: a
writer does not manipulate symbols according to an algorithm, but
sees through words to apprehend the world itself and render it
visible, and in this sense, “his procedure is not very different from
the painter’s” (S 56/45/82). This is because thinking, judging,
believing, remembering, imagining, expecting—all such attitudes,
however abstract—are anchored in the body and so bear traces, if
only faint ones, of the situatededness of perception: “The mind’s
eye, too, has its blind spot” (VI 55/33). Indeed, according to
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Merleau Ponty, al forms of human experience and understanding
are grounded in and shaped by our finite bodily orientation in
the world.

3. FORMATIVE INFLUENCES

1. Phenomenology
Merleau Ponty was first and foremost a phenomenologist. Along
side pragmatism, logical positivism, and structuralism, phenomen
ology was among the dominant philosophical movements of the
first two thirds of the twentieth century. Its founder was Edmund
Husserl, and besides Merleau Ponty its leading figures were Martin
Heidegger, and Jean Paul Sartre.

What is phenomenology? Simply put, it is an attempt to describe
the basic structures of human experience and understanding from a
concrete first person point of view, in contrast to the reflective,
third person perspective that characterizes both scientific know
ledge and received opinion. Phenomenology calls us to return, as
Husserl put it, “to the things themselves.” The “things” Husserl
had in mind were not concrete external things (Dinge), but issues or
matters (Sachen), the stuff—both form and content—of our experi
ence and understanding as we live them, not as we have learned to
conceive and describe them according to the categories of science
and prejudices of common sense. Phenomenology urges us to resist
the temptation to press our own experience into prefabricated
conceptual boxes in the service of tradition or theory. Phenomen
ology is in this sense a descriptive rather than explanatory or
deductive enterprise; it seeks to reveal the basic forms of experi
ence and understanding as such, rather than construct hypotheses
or draw inferences beyond their bounds.”

What are the phenomena, the “things themselves”? What is phe
nomenology a description of? Fundamentally, it is the study of what
Husserl’s teacher, Franz Brentano, called intentiondlity, that is, the
directedness of experience, its of ness or “aboutness.” A perception or
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memory, for example, is not just a qualitative state of mind, but a
perception or a memory of something. To think or dream is to
think or dream dbout something. That may sound trivial, and yet,
astonishingly, this seemingly obvious fact—that experience is of or
about something—managed to fall through the cracks of traditional
philosophical wisdom, thanks in part to the representationalism
and the dualism of early modern thinkers like Descartes and Locke.

The Cartesian—Lockean conception of the mind—which still fig
ures prominently in psychology and cognitive science today®—tries
to give an account of perception, imagination, intellect, and the
will in terms of the presence of “ideas” in the mind, or what Kant
would later call “representations” (Vorstellungen). Ideas or repre
sentations were conceived as inner mental tokens, sometimes dis
cursively on the model of thoughts, or the sentences expressing
them, sometimes pictorially on analogy with images, or as Hume
said, “impressions.” But the “way of ideas,” as Locke’s version of
the theory came to be known, was problematic from the outset.
What is an idea? According to Locke, the term “serves best to stand
for whatsoever is the Object of the Understanding when a Man
thinks ... or whatever it is, which the Mind can be employ'd about
in thinking.” Locke seems to have considered the notion obvious
and unproblematic: “I presume it will be easily granted me, that
there are such Ideas in Men’s Minds; every one is conscious of them
in himself, and Men’s Words and Actions will satisfy him, that they
are in others.”” Ideas are objects of consciousness; we are aware of
them; they are what our attitudes are about. But of course this begs
the question of intentionality, namely, how do we manage to be
aware of anything? Simply positing ideas in the mind sheds no light
on that question, for our awareness of our own ideas itself remains
mysterious. Do we then need a further layer of ideas in order to be
aware of the ideas that afford us an awareness of the external
world? But this generates an infinite regress.

Perhaps Husserl’s single greatest achievement was to insist on the
uselessness of this theoretical framework in principle for shedding
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light on the problem of intentionality. For with or without ideas in
the mind, the fact of intentionality remains, namely, that experience
is of or about something; it has an accusative structure, which is to say
putative (but not always actually existing) objects. Indeed, absent the
hypothesis of inner mental representations, the problem of non
existent intentional objects becomes especially pressing. For that
hypothesis seemed to explain how we can be aware of something
that does not exist. When Macbeth hallucinates a dagger, there is no
dagger before him, but surely, we suppose, there must be an idea
or an image of a dagger in his mind, and that must be what he is
conscious of in the hallucination. But again, this provides only the
semblance of an explanation, for it tells us nothing about how Mac
beth manages to be aware of the hallucinated image. Recognizing that
the theory of inner mental tokens gets us nowhere, we must ask
ourselves again how Macbeth can stand in an intentional relation to
the dagger. But how is that possible? The dagger, after all, does not exist,
and surely relations presuppose things related to one another.®

Husserl’s solution to this problem is to distinguish between the
objects and the contents of consciousness. There is a difference between
the things we are aware of and the contents of our awareness of them.
An intentional attitude is not itself strictly speaking a relation at all,
but a mental act or state with intrinsic content. Perception is not of
something, if the “of ” in that formula indicates a causal relation to
something in the external world; it is rather as if of something; it
identifies or describes a merely putative object, whether such an
object exists or not.

Husserl’s distinction between the contents and the objects of
consciousness parallels Frege’s distinction between linguistic sense
(Sinn) and reference (Bedeutung). To use Frege's own example, the
expressions “Morning Star” and “Evening Star” have different senses,
since they involve different descriptive contents and stand in dif
ferent inferential relations to other terms, but they have one and
the same referent, namely the planet Venus.” Similarly, for Husserl,
my perception of an apple tree in a garden has what he calls a
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“perceptual sense” (Wahrnehumungssinn), namely the content of my
perceptual experience, including not just what directly meets my
eye, but also a vast background of assumptions, memories, asso
ciations, and anticipations that make my experience inexhaustibly
rich. For example, I see the tree not just as a physical surface facing
me, but as a three dimensional object with back, sides and indefi
nitely many hidden features, which I can always examine further by
looking more closely. Similarly, in addition to their apparent size,
shape, and color, the trunk looks solid, the branches supple, the
leaves smooth, the apples ripe. The fact that I have seen trees like
this many times in the past also lends my perceptual experience a
sense of familiarity that is part of my present consciousness.

This horizon of significance, which saturates every experience,
distinguishing it from every other in its descriptive content, even
when such experiences pick out one and the same object, is what
Husserl calls the noema of an intentional attitude, as distinct from its
noesis, that is, the concrete particular psychological episode that has
or instantiates that content (Id I 182ff). Noesis and noema are,
respectively, the mental act and its content: the act of thinking and
the thought as such, the act of judging and the judgment as such,
the act of remembering and the memory as such. Similarly, on
analogy with language, the noesis is to the noema roughly as a lin
guistic term is to its sense, and the noema is in turn distinct from the
object of awareness just as the sense of a term is distinct from what
it refers to (if anything).

The semantic basis of Husserl’s concept of the noema has not
always been obvious to scholars, though he makes the connection
explicit in a number of texts. In Idess I, for instance, he writes:

Let us look exclusively at “mean” [Bedeuten] and “meaning”
[Bedeutung). Originally these words relate only to the linguistic
sphere, to that of “expression” [Ausdricken]. It is virtually
unavoidable, however, and at the same time an important

advance in knowledge, to broaden the meaning of these words,
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modifying them appropriately, so they may be applied ... to the
entire noetic-noematic sphere; hence to all acts, whether they
are interwoven with expressive acts or not.

(Id 1 256)

Similarly, in the third book of Ideas, Husserl sums up, “the noema in
general is nothing other than the generalization of the idea of
[linguistic] meaning [Bedeutung] to all act domains” (Id III 89).'°

Husserl’s theory of intentionality thus stands as perhaps the
supreme expression of the semantic paradigm in the philosophy of mind.
Unlike empiricist versions of the theory of ideas, which construe
mental representations on analogy with pictures or images, the
semantic model conceives of mental content in general—not just
the content of thought and judgment, but also that of perception,
memory, and imagination—on analogy with linguistic meaning.''

Merleau Ponty’s conception of intentionality, stressing as it does
the constitutive role of bodily skills and dispositions, amounts to a
wholesale rejection of the semantic paradigm in the philosophy of
mind. Like Husserl, Merleau Ponty often uses the words “mean
ing” (signification) and “sense” (sens) in characterizing the content of
experience, perceptual or otherwise. What he has in mind, how
ever, is not linguistic meaning—that is, the semantic contents of
subject terms, predicates, and propositions—but something more
like the minimal intuitive coherence and perceptual significance
the world arguably has even for nonlinguistic animals and pre
linguistic children. Language no doubt deepens and transforms our
experience of the world, but in a way that must be understood as
an expansion, refinement, and variation of the meanings we
already find in things and situations and events, before we find
them in words and sentences and verbal discourse. We will return
to the emergence of culture and language, and its essential depen
dence on nature and perception, in Chapters 5 and 6.

More broadly speaking, Merleau Ponty’s departure from the
semantic orientation of Husserl’s phenomenology is part of a larger
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effort to dispense with representationdl models of intentionality alto
gether. Perception is not mental representation, according to
Merleau Ponty, but skillful bodily orientation and negotiation in
given circumstances. To perceive is not to have inner mental states,
but to know and find your way around in an environment. More
simply, to perceive is to have a body, and to have a body is to inhabit
a world. Merleau Ponty therefore regards intentional attitudes not
as bundles of sensorimotor skills, describable in abstraction from
the worlds they disclose, but as modes of existence, ways of being
in the world. As we shall see, this way of understanding perception
and its philosophical significance has ontological as well as episte
mological and methodological implications.

2. Gestalt psychology

The other major influence on Merleau Ponty’s thought was the
Berlin school of Gestalt psychology, which emerged in the 1910s
and 1920s. The central figures of the movement—Max Wertheimer,
Kurt Koftka, and Wolfgang Kohler—rejected the atomistic and
mechanistic assumptions that had dominated philosophy and psy

chology for centuries, arguing instead that sense experience has a
holistic and dynamic character in virtue of its intelligible form or
shape (Gestalt). Experience, they argued, does not accumulate piece

meal as the mere piling up or summation of discrete bits of
sensory input, but rests instead on meaningful configurations,
coherent chunks that admit of no further analytical dissection into
component parts. When I see a book on a table, I do not first
apprehend a shape, a color, or collection of particular sense data,
and only then stitch them together as a solid object with a hidden
middle and back sides; what I see is, at bottom, a figure on a
ground, and in this case a solid object in an environment. So too,
the mental operations that allow me to recognize the book are not
rigid causal processes that just happen to result in a standing belief,
but rather exercises of insight and intelligence that cannot be
reduced to strictly mechanical laws. Crudely put, contrary to still
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sadly prevailing metaphor, our sense organs are not cameras and
recording devices, and our minds are not calculators.

Merleau Ponty learned about Gestalt psychology from Aron Gur
witsch’s lectures at the Institut d'Histoire des Sciences in Paris in
the 1930s. Gurwitsch was at that time combining a reading of
Husserl’s phenomenology with an active interest in the Gestalt
school, a confluence of sources that would prove decisive for
Merleau Ponty’s own subsequent work.'* It was a natural connec
tion to draw, for there are undeniable affinities between Husserl’s
theory of intentional content and the Gestalt concept of perceptual
form. Moreover, phenomenology and Gestalt theory belonged to
the same academic culture in Germany in the early decades of the
century, one in which the relation between philosophy and psy
chology was, as it remains today, problematic and conflicted.'?

The Gestalt theorists arguably did even more than Husserl to
discredit the Cartesian Lockean theory of ideas, in part because
they based their case not just on intuitive insights and a priori
considerations, but experimental evidence. Central to their pro
gram was a critique of the “constancy hypothesis,” the assumption
that sensory experience is at bottom a kind of mosaic of sensations,
each correlated with a discrete stimulus. The Gestaltists tried to
show that perception is, on the contrary, organized around config
urations or ensembles of mutually reinforcing components, which
often fail to correspond to stimuli in any direct or isomorphic
way.'* Meaningful forms or constellations of this kind, they argued,
are the primitive elements in perception, and our perceptual grasp
of them is neither a passive registration of meaningless input nor
an unconscious act of judgment, but a kind of perceptual intelli
gence or insight that underlies both the application of concepts and
inferential reasoning.

The holistic structure of experience, which is thus a function of
neither sensation nor judgment, is especially striking in the con
text sensitivity of perceptions of color and size constancy. People
seem to remain the same size as they walk toward you or away
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from you. An unevenly illuminated wall looks to be a single uni
form shade. What we see are not sensations or free floating qualities,
but things. Seeing isolated colors and shapes, like hearing mere sounds,
is possible only (if at all) as a deliberate abstraction from ordinary
perceptions of objects, events, places, obstacles, gaps, distances, and
opportunities, as well as persons, doings, and situations. To sup
pose that we piece such things together from more primitive bits
of sensory input is to mistake theoretical abstractions for concrete
phenomena.

These ideas inspired Merleau Ponty. Nevertheless, while
acknowledging that the intelligible form of sense experience has
philosophical implications, he thought the Gestaltists generally
failed to appreciate them. There is, he insists, “an entire philoso
phy implicit in the critique of the ‘constancy hypothesis’” (PP
62n/50n/58n)—but only implicit, for such a philosophy calls for a
radical reconceptualization of perception as an aspect not just of
this or that mental function or capacity, but of our entire existence.
The Gestalt school tried to spell out general laws of perceptual form
and envisioned an eventual reduction of those laws to causal
mechanisms in the brain. Our relation to the world, however, like
our relation to ourselves, is not just causal but intelligible, indeed
practical, and Merleau Ponty believed that no purely theoretical
account of general laws could capture what we grasp intuitively and
practically in our ordinary understanding.

Merleau Ponty found some confirmation of his dissatisfaction
with the psychological literature in the work of the neurologist Kurt
Goldstein. In collaboration with the Gestalt theorist Adhémar Gelb,
Goldstein conducted studies of aphasia in brain damaged patients
and thought deeply about the philosophical foundations of biologi
cal knowledge. Contrary to reductive impulses toward mechanism
and modularity in the philosophy of psychology, Goldstein insisted
that medicine and physiology be attentive to the unity of organisms
and the global intermingling of their seemingly discrete organs and
functions. Goldstein distanced himself from Gestalt theory,'® but he
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shared with it an emphasis on the holistic character of experience
and the idea that animals have a natural tendency to integrate their
behaviors, minimize perceptual disturbances, and maintain a kind
of equilibrium in their sensorimotor orientation. Even insects
adjust their behaviors to their environments, and higher animals
more obviously have an emerging normative sense of rightness and
wrongness, however vague and inarticulate, when their actions are
going right or wrong. A horse stumbles and catches itself to regain
its balance, a cat recoils from a narrow passage it senses it cannot
squeeze through, a bird cocks its head to hear better where the
worms and insects are in the grass. Like us, more or less sentient
and intelligent animals seem to have at least a primitive sense of
where they ought to be and what they ought to do, not of course
under any linguistically articulated description, but simply as
somehow optimal or suboptimal, better or worse. This idea,
common to Goldstein and the Gestaltists, that ordinary perception
and behavior are always organized around a normative notion of
rightness or equilibrium, is a crucially important insight at work in
Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology.

4. LANGUAGE, PAINTING, AND POLITICS
Beyond his phenomenological account of the bodily nature of per
ception, Merleau Ponty is best known for his writings dealing with
the nature and conditions of linguistic meaning, the philosophical
significance of art, especially painting, the problem of meaning in
history, and the nature of political action and morality. I will return
to these themes in more detail in the second half of this book, but
it is worth saying something at the outset about the role of lan
guage, painting, and politics in Merleau Ponty’s thought. Merleau
Ponty was not strictly speaking a philosopher of language, an aes
thetician, or a social or political theorist, at least not in the sense in
which philosophers apply those labels nowadays. Instead, he
approached a wide range of cultural practices in search of the
general conditions of meaning—not just linguistic or conceptual
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meaning, which philosophers tend to focus on, but significance in the
widest sense.

Like the English word “sense,” the French sens can refer to sen
sation (as in “sense of smell”), skill (as in “sense of balance” or
“sense of rhythm”), or intelligibility (as when something “makes
sense”). Unlike the English word, however, it can also mean direction
or way. This additional sense, so to speak, is metaphorically apt, for
it is natural to think of understanding something as seeing or grasping
where it's coming from, where it’s going, what it’s up to, as it
were. As we have seen, Merleau Ponty believes that perception and
the body ground all forms of human understanding, hence all kinds
of significance, however abstract. Reason and language are not
unworldly miracles, transcending and floating free of the concrete
environments available to our perceptual and bodily skills. Instead,
they are grounded in more basic forms of intelligibility, intuitive
forms of sense or direction, which we understand precisely by
grasping, discerning, tracing, and following their lead.'®

Merleau Ponty’s accounts of language, painting, and politics are
not explanatory theories, but attempts to reveal the situational and
perspectival character of understanding prior to its abstraction from
its perceptual horizons, and so its potential misinterpretation of
itself as pure, unconditioned, unsituated, and valid for all times and
places. Merleau Ponty’s philosophical purpose is thus basically the
same in his phenomenology of perception and in his reflections on
language, art, and history, namely, to show that all forms of mean
ing are rooted in the bodily intelligibility of perception, and
moreover that phenomenology can reveal the gradually differing
intermediate forms we tend to lose sight of when we focus only on
the extreme cases, or their distorted caricatures, for example brute
sensation and abstract intellect.

Merleau Ponty’s reflections on art are concentrated in the essays
“Cézanne’s Doubt” (1945), “Indirect Language and the Voices of
Silence” (1952), and “Eye and Mind” (1960). Merleau Ponty
nowhere formulates a theory of aesthetic experience or aesthetic
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properties, nor does he advance a general theory of art or art works
pretending to apply generally across periods, traditions, materials,
forms, and genres. Instead, he offers an interpretation of particular
modern works of art, above all the paintings of Cézanne, both in
order to understand them in their own right and to find in them
hints of insights he articulates in his own phenomenological work.

Neither does Merleau Ponty advance an explicit theory of
language, though he has interesting things to say about the lived
intelligibility of verbal expression and its relation to the formal
intelligibility of linguistic structure—what the linguist Ferdinand
de Saussure called parole (speech or speaking) and langue (language
or language system), respectively.!” Merleau Ponty, for his part, draws
a distinction within speech between the spontaneity of expression
on the one hand, and established norms and conventions governing
how we talk on the other—what he calls “authentic speech” and
“secondary expression” (PP 207n/178n/207n), or “speaking
speech” (parole parlante) and “spoken speech” (parole parlée) (PP 229/
197/229), “speaking language” (langage parlant) and “spoken language”
(langage parlé) (PM 17/10), even at one point “transcendental” and
“empirical” speech (PP 448/390/454).'® The latter, he argues, is
parasitic on the former; linguistic forms and conventions are rooted
in the ongoing articulation and rearticulation of new meanings. Primal
expression can itself be articulate thanks only to the establishment
of an institution or system of signs, yet what institutes any such
system is the act of expression. As Wittgenstein put it, quoting
Goethe’s Faust, “In the beginning was the deed.”!?

More than just a philosopher and an academic, Merleau Ponty
was also an active public intellectual. His early essays on the Moscow
Trials and “the communist problem,” which first appeared in the
pages of Les Temps modernes and were shortly thereafter published
under the title Humanism and Terror (1947), amounted to a bold, but,
as Merleau Ponty himself later concluded, problematic effort to
extend some of the basic insights of his phenomenology into the
political sphere. He argued that history is meaningful in the way
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the perceptual world is meaningful, and more specifically that
Marxism teaches us to see the gestalt or pattern inclining history
from the inhumanity of contemporary life to socialism, the only
“humanism” worthy of the name. By 1950, for a variety of theo
retical and practical reasons, Merleau Ponty had abandoned Marxism,
and in 1953 he resigned from the editorial board of Les Temps modernes
and broke off relations with Sartre. Thereafter, his political writing
became more nuanced, but also more ambivalent. Adventures of the
Didlectic (1955) is an account of what he now calls the “liquidation
of the dialectic,” the process by which Marxism in effect dis
credited itself by lapsing into an increasingly rigid deterministic
theory of history on the one hand, and an increasingly dogmatic
anticipation of spontaneous revolutionary change on the other.

Finally, it should be said that Merleau Ponty can be difficult to
read. Although he is less obscure than, say, Hegel or Heidegger, his
prose lacks the clarity and plainness of the best philosophical
writing in English, nor can it match the eloquence of Sartre, his
nearest philosophical contemporary and rival. He occasionally relies
on lush, sometimes hyperbolic formulations at the expense of
conceptual precision, and he delivers few memorable bons mots or
resonant slogans. Still, he writes with elegance and care, often
dwelling at length on concrete examples to illustrate his point.
Moreover, in spite of his avoidance of pithy, programmatic declarations,
Merleau Ponty has an uncanny ability to bring highly abstract phil
osophical ideas into sharp focus in a vivid and supple idiom. What
is stylistically memorable about his books is not any particular
phrase or sentence that might stand on its own, out of context, but
the gradual unfolding and elaboration of an idea from paragraph to
paragraph, page to page. Merleau Ponty rarely asserts conclusions in
discrete, conspicuous propositions. Instead, his approach is typicaly
interrogative, suggestive, elliptical, conciliatory, yet persistent and
unmistakable.

Substantively speaking, too, Merleau Ponty cultivated a deliber
ately nonadversarial dialectical strategy that is likely to seem alien,
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perhaps disconcerting, to anyone brought up on the explicit theo
retical assertions and blunt argumentative techniques of con
temporary analytic philosophy. He often avoids stating a thesis
directly by way of staking out his position over against competing
views, or he does so only obliquely, after extended preliminary
discussion, exploration, and imaginative contemplation of the
question at hand. More frequently—and more confusingly—he
tries to imagine himself into the competing perspectives of other
thinkers and ideas, borrowing their insights, appropriating their
terminology for his own purposes, and then making a clean break
by pronouncing a negative verdict in favor of his own, often radi
cally opposed view. What might initially sound like a cautious
doubt, a tentative objection, or a subtle reformulation of another
thinker’s ideas often proves on closer inspection to signal a funda
mental disagreement, a deep shift in perspective, and in the end a
startlingly original insight of Merleau Ponty’s own.

SUMMARY
Merleau Ponty’s thought concerns mysteries, not problems or puz
zles. The central mystery or enigma of his work is, in a word, per
ception, more precisely the capacity of perception to disclose a world.
A world is not just a collection of objects, but an environment or
situation we inhabit, in which we find ourselves having to cope
with possibilities and impossibilities, opportunities, obstacles—in
short, a space of meaning.

Merleau Ponty’s central philosophical idea is that perception is a
bodily phenomenon, not a mental event occurring at the end of a
chain of physical causes and effects, as Descartes supposed. It is the
body that perceives, not the mind. That is, we perceive not as sub
jects standing over against objects, but as bodily agents in and of the
world. Merleau Ponty conceives of perception as an aspect of what
he calls, following Heidegger, our “being in the world” (étre au
monde). The mystery of perception is thus the mystery that, in
addition to objects, there is also a world; that although we ourselves
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are embedded in and part of it, the world itself is not utterly
opaque and impenetrable, but open to us as a field of awareness and
action.

Above all, Merleau Ponty is critical of rationdlism, the assimilation
of experience to thought. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, rationalist theories of perception went under the banner
of intellectualism, and more recently the reduction of intentionality to
cognition, often construed as a kind of calculation or computation,
is called cognitivism. Whereas rationalists maintain that experience is
at bottom thought like, Merleau Ponty insists on the irreducible
phenomenal difference between perception and thought and argues
that cognition itself bears traces of some of the structural features
of perceptual experience, in particular perspectival orientation and
figure/ground contrast.

The two chief formative influences on Merleau Ponty’s work
were phenomenology and Gestalt psychology. Phenomenology is an
attempt to provide a concrete description of things philosophers
often all too hastily try to explain (or explain away) abstractly. The
central phenomenon of concern to phenomenologists is intentionality
—the object directedness, of ness or “aboutness” of experience.
Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, was the first to
draw a rigorous distinction between the intentional object and the
intentional content—what he called the noeme—of an attitude, a dis
tinction systematically obscured by talk of “ideas” or “representa
tions,” such as one finds in Descartes, Locke, Kant, and in
contemporary cognitive science. Husserl’s theory of intentionality is
exemplary of the semantic paradigm in the philosophy of mind, for his
notion of noema is a generalization of the concept of linguistic sense
or meaning, in contrast to the referent of a term. As Frege argued,
the sense of the expression “Morning Star” is different from the
sense of the expression “Evening Star,” though both terms refer to
the same thing, namely the planet Venus.

In spite of his debt to Husserl, Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology
poses a radical challenge to the semantic paradigm, for it calls into
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question not just the early modern “way of ideas,” which likened
mental contents to internal images or pictures of things, but repre
sentationalism more generally, according to which even our perceptual
attitudes are directed to the world in virtue of descriptive con
ceptual content modeled on linguistic meaning.

The second most significant influence on Merleau Ponty’s phe
nomenology was Gestalt psychology, which emphasizes the non
conceptual or prelogical coherence of perceptual experience.
According to Gestalt theory, perception is neither rational judgment
nor the registration of meaningless sense data. Merleau Ponty
inherits from the Gestalt school a critique of the constancy hypothesis,
the assumption of a one to one correspondence between sensory
stimulus and perceptual content. The constancy hypothesis is the
deep error common to both empiricism and intellectualism, according to
which perception consists fundamentally in either sensation or
judgment. A sensation is supposed to be the discrete effect of a
sensory stimulus, yet what we experience in perception is not a
fleeting mosaic of sensations, as empiricism suggests, but a stable
and coherent world. Intellectualism recognizes the intelligibility of
the perceived world and acknowledges that perception is not just a
brute confrontation with sense data, yet it too takes the constancy
hypothesis for granted by concluding that perceptual content must
be supplied by a non sensory faculty, namely thought or judgment.

Merleau Ponty is not remembered for any theoretical break
throughs in the philosophy of language, aesthetics, or political
theory. Still, his reflections on language, painting, and politics are
fascinating and original as extensions of his phenomenological
insights into the bodily structure of perception. Linguistic, artistic,
and political meaning are grounded in and akin to perceptual
meaning, for they are at bottom finite, situated, and perspectival.
Art expresses meaning not by articulating ideas or judgments, but,
like facial expressions and handwriting, by manifesting recogniz
able stylized gestures. Language, too, is grounded in the sponta
neous expressive capacities of embodied speakers. Merleau Ponty
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initially maintained that Marxism revealed the same structures of
meaning and direction in history and politics that phenomenology
had discovered in perception. He abandoned that line of thought by
1950, however, as it became increasingly clear that Marxism had
become ideologically stultifying and theoretically dead. He remained
a leftist, broadly speaking, but his political orientation moved closer
to liberalism in the 1950s.
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Two

Intentionality and Perception

Merleau Ponty’s most important contribution to philosophy is his
phenomenological account of perception and embodiment, which
he argues are not mere properties of minds or subjects, but con
stitutive elements of our being in the world. Contrary to what philoso
phers have sometimes supposed, we have no clear notion of ourselves
at all as mere souls or minds in abstraction from our bodies and
perceptions. Indeed, Merleau Ponty believes, there cannot be a mind
or a subject without some form of bodily perceptual orientation in
a world. Being embodied and perceiving a world are part of what it
is for us to exist at all.

Why does Merleau Ponty suppose that phenomenology can help
establish this kind of ontological claim concerning our existence? Isn’t
phenomenology just a description of experience, of subjective
appearance as opposed to objective reality? How can the mere
description of appearances demonstrate anything about the world
itself and our place in it? To answer these questions, we need to
know more about how Merleau Ponty understood phenomenology,
what he thought phenomenological descriptions are descriptions of,
and more specifically what aspects of perception and embodiment
he thought they could shed light on.

1. WHAT /S INTENTIONALITY?
As we have seen, what phenomenology attempts to describe is the
intentiondlity of experience. The word “intentionality” derives from
the Latin verb intendo, meaning to aim or point at, or to extend or
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stretch. As early as the third century BCE, the Greek Stoic Chry
sippus used the word enteinein to refer to the extension of the visual
cone from the eye to the thing seen. Saint Augustine later reiterated
the Stoic theory of vision in Book 11 of De Trinitate, where intentio
means something like thought or attention focused on or aimed at
sornething.1 Hence, as Elizabeth Anscombe observes, aiming one’s
mind at (intendere animum in) is like aiming one’s bow at (intendere
arcum in).> Similarly, even earlier, in the Theaetetus Plato has Socrates
say that in false judgment, “like a bad archer, one shoots wide of
the mark and misses.”? There is a robust analogy, then, between
experiencing—remembering, perceiving, imagining, or expecting—
and aiming at something. Moreover, the analogy evidently seemed as
compelling to ancient and medieval philosophers as it does to us.

The more relevant early history of the term intentio is to be found
in the scholasticism of the later Middle Ages, by which time the
concept had become interestingly ambiguous. The word entered
into this later medieval tradition from a different path, from the
Greek noéma via various Arabic commentaries on Aristotle. It meant
simply “that which is immediately before the mind,” but now, as
al Farab1 observed, “in two respects: in its relation to things out
side the soul and in its relation to words.”* Alongside but crucially
distinct from the image of aiming or direction toward something
in the world, intentions were now understood semantically, as the
intelligible contents of linguistic expressions.

This semantic concept of intentionality came to dominate not
only what Brentano called “descriptive psychology” and Husserl’s
phenomenology, but also later analytical philosophy of mind and
cognitive science. And yet the analogy with aim and directedness
persists. Why does that arguably more primitive image still seem so
natural, so intuitively compelling and right? The affinity between
intentional attitudes (seeing, believing, wanting, wishing, remem
bering, expecting) and concrete aiming relations, I want to suggest,
is no accident, no arbitrary imposition of metaphor. Rather, it
points up something deep and important about the ontological
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structure of intentionality, something Merleau Ponty’s phenomen
ology makes explicit in its characterization of intentional content
not as representation, but as a kind of bodily “sense” or “direc
tion” (sens) toward the world. Conceiving of intentionality as a kind
of aiming at something seems right and natural, not just because it’s
a convenient heuristic, but because our bodily orientation and the
directedness of our actions in the world are what make intelligible
the very idea that perceptions, memories, judgments, expectations
and the like are of something, that they are not just states or prop
erties of the mind, within the mind, but that they direct and con
nect and bind us to the world itself.

That primitive image, however—the directedness and con
nectedness of our attitudes to the world—becomes virtually unin
telligible on the Cartesian—Lockean model of the mind, as it does
on all representationalist theories of mental content. By 1874,
when Brentano reintroduced the term “intentionality” into modern
philosophical jargon, the representationalist paradigm had reached
what was perhaps the height of its specious obviousness, and
Brentano evidently felt little need to justify it. Indeed, the locus
classicus of his account freely mixes the aiming or direction meta
phor with talk of representational content as such:

Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the
Scholastics of the Middle Ages called the intentional (or mental)
inexistence of an object, and what we might call ... reference to a

content, direction toward an object ... or immanent objectivity.’

Is the object of the attitude out in the world or in the mind? Cru
cially, notwithstanding his reliance of the image of directedness
toward something, Brentano goes on to say that intentionality “is
characteristic exclusively of mental phenomena. No physical phe
nomenon exhibits anything like it.”® Intentional direction, for
Brentano, is thus more like the mere specification of a content or
meaning than any literal aiming or pointing at an object. Like the
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ideas or representations of earlier theories of the mind, intentional
content, in Brentano’s view, is an intrinsic internal feature of
mental states; it is nonrelational. And yet the relational metaphor of
aiming or direction prevails in his final formulation, though he still
describes the mind as somehow simply containing its own inten
tional objectivities.

The result is a curious hybrid of two very different conceptions
of intentionality: according to one, intentionality is the directed
ness or extension of the mind outward toward things; according to
the other, it is the containment of ideas or representations in the
mind. “We can,” Brentano writes, “define mental phenomena by
saying that they are those phenomena which contain an object
intentionally within themselves.”” This definition is evidently a
compromise between two theoretical impulses that pull in different
directions: on the one hand, the image of the mind as aiming at or
pointing to things in the world—which perhaps captures our most
primitive intuitions concerning the world orientedness of our atti
tudes—and on the other hand the conviction that intentionality can
have nothing literally in common with pointing or direction rela
tions manifest in the external world itself.

It is true, of course, that intentionality cannot be understood simply
as a two place pointing relation between minds and things. Perceptions
and thoughts do not simply aim at things the way arrows and nee
dles do. Following Brentano, it has therefore become customary to
add that what intentional attitudes aim at need not actually exist in
order for them to be aimed as if at them. The directedness of the
attitudes swings free logically of the existence of their putative
objects. There is something right about this, and indeed it is what
lends representational theories of content their intuitive appeal, for
of course we have no problem understanding that things need not
be the way pictures or sentences portray them as being.

And yet emphasizing the fallibility of intentional attitudes
obscures the fact that many of them cannot be detached from their
objects, let alone from the world at large. As Merleau Ponty says,
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Perception is precisely the kind of act for which there can be no
question of distinguishing the act itself from the end to which it is
directed. ... Perception and the perceived necessarily have the
same existential modality. ... If | see an ashtray in the full sense of
the word “see,” there must be an ashtray there ... To see is to see
something.

(PP 429/374/435-36)

Another way to put this is to say that our ordinary notion of seeing is
a success notion, for it logically requires that what I see be there to be
seen; otherwise, I am not really seeing it. I might have thought I saw
it, but if it wasn't there, I didn’t.® So too with remembering, fol
lowing, and ignoring: you can’t remember something that didn’t
happen; you can't follow someone who isn’t out ahead of you, and you
can’t ignore something that isn’t there. Such actions and attitudes
are intentional, but not by being indifferent to the existence of their
objects. One might insist that in such cases you yourself are in the
same state whether or not the putative objective of your attitude exists.
But this is a philosopher’s conceit and runs contrary to ordinary
language and common sense. On the contrary, your state of mind is
the state it is in virtue of the presence (or absence) of the object. If the
event did not really happen, for example, then your state is not one
of remembering, but of imagining. Such attitudes depend on their
objects in order to be the actions and attitudes they are.

Modern philosophers have been slow to acknowledge this
dependence of intentionality on the world, in part because it flies
in the face of the internalism they have inherited from Descartes and
the tradition, but also because the concept of intentionality itself
has drifted away from the notion of concrete world directedness
toward a notion of abstract representational content in and of itself,
pure and cut off from the world. But what is pure, “worldless”
representational content?

As we have seen, early modern philosophers understood inten
tionality in terms of the possession of mental tokens called “ideas,”



Intentionality and Perception 35

which they conceived on analogy with either images or tactile
impressions, the metaphor of “impressions” having survived from
the Aristotelian tradition, according to which inner experiences
were literally impressed upon the soul by external things, more pre
cisely the forms of those things. By the nineteenth century the
imagistic theory had given way to the semantic paradigm, according to
which intentional content is a kind of meaning analogous to the sense
of a phrase or proposition, in contrast to its referent. Hence Husserl'’s
definition of the noema as “the generalization of the idea of [lin
guistic] meaning [Bedeutung] to all act domains” (Id IIT 89).

Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology is an attempt to free perception
from this semantic representational paradigm by insisting on the
literal rightness of our naive understanding of intentionality as
orientation in and directedness toward the world itself. That naive
notion is not just a vaguely suggestive metaphor, but literally right,
for intentional states are realized in bodily attitudes situated in a
concrete physical and social environment. We do not just “have”—
grasp, possess, or contain—the contents of our perceptual experi
ence. Instead, we are confronted with a surrounding situation—
literally our circumstances—in which we see, think, remember, and
anticipate. The idea of merely contemplating, entertaining, or grasping
the contents of our experience in a kind of phenomenological
vacuum is itself' an abstraction arrived at precisely by ignoring the
environmental contexts that always in one way or another, directly
or indirectly, invite, provoke, support, or frustrate our attitudes.
Merleau Ponty wants to bring philosophical and psychological
reflection back to that naive understanding of perception not as
merely having something “in your head,” but as being oriented in
a surrounding world. That phenomenological project, however, put
Merleau Ponty directly at odds with the basic assumptions and
methods of Husserl’s phenomenology.

For both Husser]l and Merleau Ponty, the point of a phenomen
ological study of perception is neither to discover the causal
mechanisms that produce experience nor merely to clarify the
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logic of ordinary or theoretical discourse about it. Instead, phe
nomenology calls us to return, as Husserl put it, “to the things
themselves” (zu den Sachen selbst). According to Merleau Ponty, “It
tries to give a direct description of our experience as it is, without
taking account of its psychological origin and the causal explana
tions that the scientist, the historian, or the sociologist may be able
to provide” (PP i/vii/vii). Phenomenology urges us to resist the
temptation to assimilate our experience to familiar categories in
the service of a theory. Phenomenology is a descriptive, not an
explanatory enterprise. A phenomenology of perception is thus
an attempt to describe perceptual experience from a first person
perspective, from the point of view of the experience being
described. About this Husserl and Merleau Ponty agree.

Merleau Ponty departs from Husserl, however, by insisting that
the purpose of a phenomenology of perception cannot be to
describe how some property or capacity internal to the subject
constitutes its relation to external objects, for that implies that the
subject’s own internal states or properties can be conceptually
carved off from the wider context of its situatedness and embedd
edness in the world. But can they be? If not, then a phenomenol
ogy of perception ought to try to describe the most primitive forms
of that situatedness and embeddedness, which we always necessa
rily presuppose whenever we regard our attitudes as directed at
objects by means of representations, whether pictorial or verbal or
otherwise mental. All thought, all knowledge, all kinds of pictorial
and linguistic representation—indeed, the very foregrounding of
objects against background settings and situations—presuppose more
basic modes of being in the world, above all bodily situated per
ception. Alluding to Husserl's slogan, Merleau Ponty writes:

To return to the things themselves is to return to that world prior
to knowledge of which knowledge always speaks and in relation
to which every scientific determination is abstract, indicative

[signitive], and dependent, like geography in relation to the
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countryside in which we have learned beforehand what a forest, a
prairie, or a river is. ... The world is there before any analysis |
could carry out ... Perception is not a science of the world, it is not
even an act, a deliberate taking up of a position; it is the background
from which all acts stand out, and is presupposed by them.

(PP iii-v/ix=xi/ix=xi)

Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology is not a theory of mental repre

sentation, but a descriptive account of perception as a mode of
being in the world, an existential condition of the very possibility of
representations—imaginative, semantic, or otherwise cognitive—
intervening between ourselves and the world.

2. BEYOND THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL REDUCTIONS
In spite of his debt to Husserl, Merleau Ponty’s own phenomen
ological project turns out to be deeply antithetical to that of the
movement’s founder. And yet throughout his lectures and published
works Merleau Ponty seems to praise Husserl far more often than
he criticizes him. Why?

The reason has to do with the general hermeneutical and philo
sophical style of Merleau Ponty’s thought, his approach to textual
interpretation and critical reflection. Reading and understanding
another thinker, he believed, are not and should not be a matter of
isolating discrete propositions, identifying explicit theses, weighing
arguments for and against them, and then pronouncing judgment
on them. Philosophy is not a contest of competing hypotheses and
systematic constructions, but a cooperative endeavor of thinking
along with, following up, and expanding on what others have tried
to think and say in the past. In this spirit, in an essay of 1959 on
Husserl, evocatively entitled “The Philosopher and His Shadow,”
Merleau Ponty writes,

Between an “objective” history of philosophy, which would rob the

great philosophers of what they have granted others to think, and
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a meditation disguised as dialogue, in which we would ask the
questions and give the answers, there must be a middle ground
[milieu] where the philosopher of whom one speaks and the one
speaking are present together, though it is impossible even in
principle to decide at each instant what is owing to each.

(S 201-2/159)

This deliberately nonadversarial dialectical strategy made Merleau Ponty
an extremely sympathetic reader, not just of Husserl, but of all the
historical and contemporary figures whose work he discusses. Citing
Heidegger’s remark that “the greater the work of a thinker ... the richer
is that which is unthought in the work,”® Merleau Ponty insists,

there is something unthought [un impensél in Husserl, which is
genuinely his own, yet which opens out onto something else. To
think is not to possess the objects of thought, but to use them to
circumscribe a domain for thinking, which we are thus not yet
thinking.

(S 202/160)

Just as the perceived world includes “reflections, shadows, levels,
horizons between things” over and beyond the things themselves,

so too the work and the thought of a philosopher are made of certain
articulations between things said, with respect to which there is
no dilemma between objective interpretation and arbitrariness,
since they are not objects of thought, since, like shadows and
reflections, they would be destroyed by being subjected to
analytical observation or taken in isolation, and because one can
find and be faithful to them only in thinking once again.

(S 202/160)

Needless to say, this attitude of interpretive charity and intellectual
cooperation stands in stark contrast to the hypercompetitive adversarial
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style of much (thankfully, not all) philosophical discourse. Unfortunately,
it can also be misleading when we try to untangle Merleau Ponty’s
own ideas from those that influenced him, Husserl’s especially.

One of the “unthought” shadows cast by Husserl’s work, for
example, has to do with the phenomenological reductions. The reductions
constitute the essential conceptual resources of Husserl’s project,
and although Merleau Ponty spent his career trying to interpret
them in a congenial and fruitful way for his own purposes, the truth
is that they are fundamentally incompatible with his own philoso
phical commitments, especially those he inherited from Heidegger.
What are the phenomenological reductions?

Husserl’s phenomenology hinges on two methodological devices:
the transcendental reduction and the eidetic reduction. The transcendental
reduction, or epoché, consists in directing one’s attention away from the
“transcendent” (perspectivally given) world back to the “immanent”
(transparent) contents of consciousness. This reduction takes us
back from the external world to the inner realm of consciousness,
the domain of the mental. The eidetic reduction then distinguishes
the noema from the noesis by pointing upward, as it were, away from the
real (temporal, causal) properties of mental states and episodes
toward their ideal (atemporal, normative) dimensions. This reduction
moves us away from psychological reality toward atemporal con
ceptual and semantic content, from facts to essences.

What is striking in Merleau Ponty’s appropriation of Husserl is
that although he frequently writes with some sympathy for both
the transcendental and eidetic reductions, he nevertheless evidently
regards them as paradoxical and self defeating, hence strictly
speaking impossible. His desire to find in both reductions some
thing philosophically valuable therefore leads him to characterize
them in ways that depart widely from Husserl’s account.

First, consider the eidetic reduction, that is, the move from real
psychological facts to ideal intentional essences, or more precisely
semantic contents or meanings. As early as 1936, in a review of Sartre’s
Imagination, Merleau Ponty criticizes Sartre for being “too quick to
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grant Husserl his distinction between hulé and morphé,” or sensory
material and intentional form.'? A few years later, in the opening
sentences of Phenomenology of Perception, he once again calls that distinction
into question, but this time projecting his own ambivalence onto
Husserl’s phenomenology, which he describes as

a philosophy that puts essences back into existence and does not
suppose that one could comprehend man and the world except
from the point of view of their “facticity.” ... The need to proceed
by way of essences does not mean that philosophy takes them as
its object, but on the contrary that our existence is too firmly
gripped [prise] in the world to be able to know itself as such at
the moment of its involvement, and that it requires the field of
ideality in order to know and prevail over its own facticity.

(PP i, ix/vii, xiv—xv/vii, xvi)

Passages like these are curious hybrids of Husserlian and Heideggerian
motifs. In one sense, it is precisely the point of the eidetic reduc
tion to take essences as “objects”—not as substances, but as direct
accusatives of intuitive insight, as themes of phenomenological study.
Or consider the idea that phenomenology proceeds from a “facti
city” in which human existence is unreflectively caught up, “too
firmly gripped in the world to be able to know itself.” That image
is plainly a reflection of Heidegger’s account of being in the world
(In der Welt sein), not of the eidetic reduction, which Husserl for his
part regarded as tricky in practice, but unproblematic in theory. The
subsequent promise that we can nonetheless “know and prevail
over” that facticity by means of a “field of ideality,” by contrast,
once again reiterates the Husserlian picture to which Heidegger’s
notion of worldliness stands as a radical challenge.

Merleau Ponty’s position is likewise ambivalent with regard to
the transcendental reduction, or epoché, that is, the move from the
external world to pure consciousness, or transcendental subjectivity.
According to Husserl, this reduction rests on a “fundamental
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distinction among modes of being, the most cardinal that there is,”
namely, “between consciousness and redlity” (Id I 77). For Husserl,
“consciousness, regarded in its ‘purityy amounts to a self contained
context of being, a context of absolute being, into which nothing can
penetrate and from which nothing can escape” (Id I 93); con
sciousness and reality, immanence and transcendence, are separated
by an “abyss” (Id I 93, 184).

In striking contrast, Merleau Ponty describes the epoché as a kind
of temporary, provisional, merely gradual loosening of our bond
with the world, which can be neither dissolved in reflection nor
fully apprehended in consciousness:

The best formulation of the reduction is no doubt the one given
by Eugen Fink, Husserl's assistant, when he spoke of
“astonishment” in the face of the world. Reflection does not
withdraw from the world toward the unity of consciousness as
the foundation of the world, it steps back to see transcendencies
rise up before it, it slackens the intentional threads that attach
us to the world in order to make them apparent ... it reveals that
world as strange and paradoxical. ... in order to see the world
and grasp it as paradoxical, we must break with our familiar
acceptance of it, and ... from this break we can learn nothing
but the unmotivated upsurge of the world. The greatest lesson
of the reduction is the impossibility of a complete reduction. ...
If we were absolute spirit, the reduction would be
unproblematic. But since on the contrary we are in the world,
since even our reflections take place in the temporal flux they are
trying to capture ... there is no thought that embraces all our
thought.

(PP viii-ix/xiii-xiv/xv, emphasis added)

In the 1959 essay, again, Merleau Ponty nevertheless assures us,
“We must not imagine Husser] embarrassed” by these inescapable
constraints on reflection, for one of the “results” of his inquiry
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is an understanding that the movement of return to ourselves ...
is as if torn [déchiré] by an inverse movement to which it gives
rise. ... It is thus not the unreflected that challenges reflection, it
is reflection that challenges itself, for its attempt to revive,
possess, internalize, or make immanent has meaning by
definition only with respect to an already given terminus that
withdraws into its transcendence beneath the very gaze that has
set out in search of it.

(S 204/161)

But this image of reflection pulling and tearing against itself in an
ultimately futile effort to free itself from the world is more much
Heideggerian in spirit than Husserlian; or rather, it is more original
to Merleau Ponty himself than it is derivative of either of them.

What Merleau Ponty inherited from Heidegger, and what he
could plausibly claim to be preserving through further original
elaboration of his own, is an idea that is anathema to Husserl,
namely, that our immersion in our environment, our being in the
world, renders impossible any reference to consciousness or sub
jectivity as an isolated or self sufficient sphere or region of being.
Intentionality, for Heidegger, far from being separated from reality
by an “abyss,” is worldly through and through: “the intentional
structure of comportments is not something immanent to the so
called subject, which would first stand in need of transcendence.”
Rather, “For Dasein there is no outside, which is why it is also
nonsensical to talk about an inside.”!!

Similarly, for Merleau Ponty, perception is not an inner subjective
phenomenon, but a mode of existence, a manifestation of our
being in the world. Merleau Ponty embraced this Heideggerian
theme wholeheartedly, but then projected it retrospectively back
onto Husserl’s phenomenology. In trying to save Husserl from
himself, Merleau Ponty in effect repudiates Husserl’s central argument
that the notion of the noeme—semantic content generalized, as
Husserl said, “to all act domains”—can shed light on the most
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basic forms of intentionality. Describing what he takes to be “an
operant or latent intentionality ... more ancient than the inten
tionality of human acts,” he writes:

Here there is indeed still a grouping of intentional threads around
certain nodes that order them, but the series of back-references
[Riickdeutungen] that lead us ever deeper could never be

completed in the intellectual possession of a noema.
(S 209/165)

In stark contrast to Husserl’s picture of consciousness and reality
separated by an abyss, Merleau Ponty struggles to articulate an
account of “something between transcendent nature ... and the
immanence of mind, its acts, and its noema” (S 209/165). More
over, that in doing so he thereby in effect reads his own phenom
enological insights back into Husserl, against Husserl, he virtually
confesses: reading between the lines, in the shadows and reflec
tions and horizons of Husserl’s work, he says, “we can only ...
formulate—at our own risk—the unthought we think we discern
there” (S 209/165-66).

3. WHAT PERCEPTION IS NOT

If perception does not reside in “the immanence of mind,” then,
or “in the intellectual possession of a noema,” where is it to be
found? Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology is neither an empirical
theory of sensory mechanisms nor the logical analysis of our con
cepts pertaining to perception, but instead a concrete description
of what perception itself is, namely the phenomenal and motor
aspect of our bodily being in the world.

The primitive contact we have with the world in perception is
something we are intimately familiar with throughout our lives.
But it is neither open to full public scrutiny nor completely hidden
and ineffable. It is neither an object of natural scientific inquiry nor
the concealed source of concepts we can only subsequently analyze
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adequately in the transparent medium of reflection, as Descartes
supposed. It is neither of those things, and yet we all experience it,
we know it already, we have a kind of primitive, intuitive under
standing of it. Indeed, our perceptual inherence in the world is
hard to think and talk about precisely because it is always already so
pervasive and familiar to us. We often have to choose between two
diverging paths in our language pertaining to perception. On the
one hand, ordinary terms are expressive and evocative, but vague
and unsystematic. On the other hand, the vocabulary of science,
while precise, is technical and frequently obscures the experience
and understanding that originally motivated it, from which it had
to abstract, but to which (in this case at least) it must remain
faithful as its standard of adequacy.

Merleau Ponty is extremely sensitive to this dilemma between
the concrete sloppiness of ordinary language and the abstract dis
tortions of scientific jargon. The dilemma is particularly pressing
when it comes to many of the basic words we use to describe our
experience. Words like “sensation” and “judgment,” for instance,
have both common and technical meanings, yet the technical
notions often have little to do with their common counterparts.
“Sensation” in ordinary speech just means feeling and has broad
reference beyond the purely “hyletic” (stuff like) data that psy
chologists and philosophers sometimes try to isolate and distin
guish from the intentional contents of judgments, beliefs, desires,
and emotions. So too, in addition to its juridical sense, “judgment”
usually refers to the kind of practical intelligence—or even
“instinct”—that guides and informs our conduct, including our
concrete application of abstract principles. A person can have good
judgment or bad judgment, and this is obviously something differ
ent from what philosophers and psychologists often mean by
“judgment,” namely, the affirmation of a proposition or the mere
discernment of a fact.

The (so called) “Introduction” of Phenomenology of Perception, which is
in fact its first substantive section following the brief programmatic
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Preface, contains Merleau Ponty’s critique of traditional psychology
and its uncritical reliance on abstract concepts such as sensation,
association, memory, attention, and judgment. It is crucial to
appreciate, however, that in criticizing such concepts, he is not
denying that our mental life is indeed rich and complex in ways
that virtually force us to avail ourselves of words like these in
describing it. Indeed, as we shall see, Merleau Ponty himself has
many positive things to say about the perceptual phenomena that
motivate ordinary talk of sensation, association, memory, attention,
and judgment. For of course experience is rife with feeling,
inwardly interwoven, haunted by the past, focused against a back
ground, and intelligent. What Merleau Ponty criticizes is not our
pretheoretical understanding of what we ordinarily call “sensation”
and “judgment,” that is, but the technical redeployment of those
terms in abstraction from what they are originally called upon to
describe. In dismissing the psychological concepts of sensation and
judgment, he is arguing that perception cannot be understood
either as the passive registration of sense data or as free and spon
taneous intellectual activity.

1. Sensation

The word “sensation,” Merleau Ponty observes, is perfectly at
home in ordinary language, and the notion at first “seems
immediate and obvious.” Once uprooted and transplanted in the
domain of psychological theory, however, it turns out, “nothing
could in fact be more confused” (PP 9/3/3). Indeed, in theoretical
contexts the concept of sensation systematically obscures our
ordinary understanding of perceptual experience: “Once intro
duced, the notion of sensation distorts any analysis of perception”
(PP 20/13/15). What is wrong with this ordinary notion once we
enlist it in the service of a theory of perception?

The first point to observe is a purely phenomenological one,
namely, that notwithstanding the ordinariness of the word “sensation,”
what we find in ordinary perceptual experience is not internal
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sensations, but external things: objects, people, places, events. The
concept of sensation “corresponds to nothing in our experience”
(PP 9/3/3—4). Nowhere in our perceptual awareness do we come
across discrete qualitative bits of experience fully abstracted from
the external, perceptually coherent environment. Occasionally we
might see an afterimage or hear a ringing in our ears, but typically
we see objects and hear noises made by things and events. This is
in part just to say that perceptual experience is intentional, that it is of
something, whereas impressions, sensations, and sense data are
supposed to be the nonintentional stuff from which the mind
somehow extracts or constructs an experience of something. The of
in “sensation of pain” is evidently not the of in “sensation of red.”
In the latter we can draw a distinction between the red thing and
our sensation of it, whereas a sensation of pain just is the pain.
Moreover, even pains are not just detached feelings that we then
associate with parts of our bodies; rather, my pain is my leg, my
hand, my head hurting. Perception is essentially interwoven with the
world we perceive, and each feature of the perceptual field is
interwoven with others:

Each part arouses the expectation of more than it contains, and
this elementary perception is therefore already charged with a
meaning. ... The perceptual “something” is always in the middle
of something else, it always forms part of a “field.” ... The pure
impression is therefore not just undiscoverable, but imperceptible
and thus inconceivable as a moment of perception.

(PP 9-10/4/4)

The concept of sensation in philosophy and psychology thus finds
virtually no support in our actual experience, however firmly
planted the word may be in ordinary discourse. Merleau Ponty also
offers a phenomenological diagnosis of our tendency to recur to
talk of sensations, as if they really did occur in the normal course
of perception. When the concept arises, he suggests, “it is because
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instead of attending to the experience of perception, we overlook it
in favor of the object perceived” (PP 10/4/4). We are naturally
focused on or “at grips with” (en prise sur) the environment, so that
when we turn our attention to perception itself, we tend to project
onto it the qualities of the objects we perceive:

we transpose these objects into consciousness. We commit what
psychologists call the “experience error,” which means that what
we know to be in things themselves we immediately take to be in
our consciousness of them. We make perception out of things
perceived. And since perceived things themselves are obviously
accessible only through perception, we end by understanding
neither.

(PP 11/5/5)"

The language of sensation is thus tainted by, and so parasitic on,
the language with which we refer to the objects of perception:
“When I say that I have before me a red patch, the meaning of the
word ‘patch’ is provided by previous experiences that have taught
me the use of the word” (PP 21/14/17).

Another error, Merleau Ponty observes, is to suppose that objects
are given to us in perception “fully developed and determinate” (PP
11/5/6). The two errors are distinct, but they go hand in hand,
for the notion that things are given to us with perfectly crisp and
sharply delineated features provides covert support to the idea that
perception involves some kind of inner awareness of the determi
nate qualities of experience itself, qualities perhaps even incorrigi
bly present to the mind. But experience rarely exhibits such sharply
defined features, and no analysis of perception into discrete atti
tudes with crisply defined contents intending isolated qualities can
capture the peculiar “perceptual milieu” (PP 58/47/54), always at
once a “behavioral milieu” (PP 94/79/91), in which things show
up for us under meaningful aspects. Does the chair in the periph
ery of my visual field or at the edges of my attention appear to me
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Figure 1: The Miller Lyer illusion

as distinctly green or brown, or as larger or smaller than the filing
cabinet, or as particularly well or ill placed in the room? Possibly
not, and yet I see it as being there to sit in: its perceptual presence
consists precisely in its practical significance.

Suppose on the contrary, Merleau Ponty writes, that perception
were merely the effect of discrete and determinate stimuli.

We ought, then, to perceive a segment of the world precisely
delimited, surrounded by a zone of blackness, packed full of
qualities with no interval between them, held together by definite
relationships of size similar to those lying on the retina. The fact
is that experience offers nothing like this, and we shall never,
using the world as our starting point, understand what a field of
vision is.

(PP 11/5/6)

Figure 2: White’s illusion



Intentionality and Perception 49

The edges of my visual field are nothing like the edges of a canvas
or a movie screen, since they are in principle not objects I can look
at, but the horizons of my looking: “The region surrounding the
visual field is not easy to describe, but what is certain is that it is
neither black nor gray.” Moreover, it is not as if things that fall just
outside my visual field simply lapse into perceptual oblivion.
Instead, “what is behind my back is not without some element of
visual presence,” for it still has a kind of perceptual availability as
something there to be seen when I turn to look at it (PP 12/6/6).
The perceptual field thus cannot be equated with that range of
objects directly affecting my sense organs at a given time.

“There is no physiological definition of sensation” (PP 16/9/11),
yet it is tempting to try to define sensations in terms of the stimuli
that cause them. Indeed, philosophical intuitions about the real
character of our sensations, abstracted from the distorting effects of
judgment, are regularly driven by assumptions concerning the
external causes of our experience. If the Miiller—Lyer illusion
(Figure 1) involves a mistaken judgment about the relative lengths
of the two lines, it is tempting to suppose that the underlying
sensations must be sensations of lines of equal length. The lines
themselves are the same length, after all, and surely our sensations
do no more than register the effects of those causal sources of our
experience.

However, this “constancy hypothesis,”!'® which stipulates a strict
correlation between stimulus and sensation, immediately confronts
a plethora of counterexamples. Small patches of yellow and black
side by side together look green, while red and green patches
together look gray. Motion pictures create an effect of movement by
presenting the eye with a series of discrete still pictures in rapid
succession. The gray segments in White’s illusion (Figure 2) look
strikingly different, though they are all the same shade.

So, while it is tempting to define sensations in terms of stimuli,
there is no isomorphism between the contents and the causes of
perception. And even if there were, the concept of sensation would
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be no better off. For the ordinary notion of sensation is meant to
capture how things look. Since stimuli do not line up in any neat way
with how things look, the concept of sensation they motivate could
only stand in a dubious relation at best to the phenomenology it
was meant to describe.

The constancy hypothesis thus stands in need of auxiliary
hypotheses to save it from total implausibility, and Merleau Ponty
first considers the classic empiricist response, namely, that sensa
tions, having been fixed by stimuli, subsequently undergo mod
ification by the effects of association and memory. But ad hoc appeals
to such cognitive operations are doomed to obscurity and circular
ity: obscurity because those notions tell us only that some sensa
tions elicit others, not how they do so, that is, in virtue of what
features or powers; circularity because the concepts of association
and memory themselves presuppose the perceptual significance
they were meant to explain.

The sensation of one segment or path in the figure of a circle,
for example, may trigger an association by resembling another,
“but this resemblance means no more than that one path makes
one think of the other,” so that our knowledge of objects “appears
as a system of substitutions in which one impression announces
others without ever justifying the announcement.” The introduc
tion of association and memory in the analysis sheds no light on
the putative transition from discrete atoms of sensation to a per
ceptually coherent gestalt. Instead, for empiricism, “The sig
nificance of the perceived is nothing but a cluster of images that
begin to reappear without reason” (PP 22/15/17).

Worse yet, the empiricist principle of the “association of ideas”
takes for granted precisely the kind of perceptual coherence it is
intended to explain. For what we in fact associate or group toge
ther, when we do, are things and the meaningful features of things,
not sensations or atomic qualities. And what is a thing? A coherent
whole, an ensemble, not a collection of discrete parts: “The parts
of a thing are not bound together by a merely external association”
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(PP 23/15/18); rather, the inner coherence of the things we per
ceive is what enables us to abstract aspects or features we can then
associate with one another:

It is not indifferent data that set about combining into a thing
because de facto contiguities or resemblances cause them to
associate; it is, on the contrary, because we perceive a grouping
as a thing that the analytical attitude can then discern
resemblances and contiguities.

(PP 23/16/18-19)

As an attempt to save the concept of sensation, the empiricist
principle of association reverses the true order of explanation,
mistaking an effect of perceptual significance for its cause. The
principle of association thus begs the question of perceptual
meaning, for “the unity of the thing in perception is not con
structed by association, but is a condition of association” (PP 24/
17/19-20).

In addition to this negative point, Merleau Ponty adds a positive
phenomenological account of the emergence of perceptual coher
ence as an alternative to the crudely mechanistic theory of the
association of ideas. Perception, he suggests, involves the organism
in a constant fluctuation between states of tension and equilibrium,
and the very unity of a perceived object amounts to a kind of
solution, or anticipated solution, to a problem we register not
intellectually, but “in the form of a vague uneasiness” (PP 25/17/
20). I adjust my body, for example by turning my head and moving
my eyes, squinting or cupping a hand around my ear, leaning for
ward, standing up, reaching, trying all the while to achieve a “best
grip” (meilleure prise) on the world (PP 309/267/311). Eventually,
things come into focus, and my environment strikes me as orga
nized and coherent; my surroundings make sense to me, and I can
find my way about. Only then do I recognize things and establish
“associations” among them. An impression can arouse another
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impression, Merleau Ponty remarks, “only provided that it is
already understood in the light of the past experience in which it
coexisted with those we are concerned to arouse” (PP 25/17/20).

Appealing to memory as a way of salvaging the constancy
hypothesis is subject to the same objections. For memory, like
association, is possible only against a background of perceptual
coherence and cannot, on pain of circularity, be invoked to explain
it. Memory cannot “fill in” the gaps in the sensations that must, on
the constancy hypothesis, result from the poverty of our retinal
images, for “in order to fill out perception, memories need to have
been made possible by the character [physionomie] of what is given.”
What is capable of evoking a memory is not a decontextualized
sense datum, but something one perceives and recognizes as
familiar and meaningful under an aspect. Like association,

the appeal to memory presupposes what it is supposed to
explain: the patterning of data, the imposition of meaning on a
chaos of sensation. At the moment the evocation of memories is
made possible, it becomes superfluous, since the work we put it
to is already done.

(PP 27/19/23)

My present experience must already have some definite character
or aspect, after all, in order to evoke this particular memory and not
some other. In the end, Merleau Ponty concludes, reference to the
mind’s unconscious “projection of memories” as a constitutive
principle at work in all perceptual experience is a “bad metaphor”
that obscures the structure of perception and memory alike (PP 28/
20/23).

The distinctions between figure and ground, things and the empty
spaces between them, past and present are not rooted in sensation,
but are “structures of consciousness irreducible to the qualities that
appear in them” (PP 30/22/26). Merleau Ponty knows that he
has no knock down a priori argument against the atomism of
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empiricist epistemology, but it is enough to show that the concept
of sensation lacks the phenomenological support and the explanatory
force that would have to speak in its favor to vindicate it. The ato
mistic level of description will seem to be providing a more accurate
picture of reality, he says, “as long as we keep trying to construct
the shape of the world, life, perception, the mind, instead of recognizing
as the immanent source and as the final authority of our knowledge
of such things, the experience we have of them” (PP 31/23/27).

The concept of sensation is incoherent, since it is meant to serve
two incompatible functions: first, to capture the actual content of
perceptual experience; second, to explain how that experience is
brought about by causal impingements on our sensory surfaces. The
concept fails in the first effort precisely because of its service to
the second, and vice versa. For when it describes the phenomena
adequately, it explains nothing, and when it is subsequently invoked,
along with auxiliary hypotheses concerning association and memory,
to explain away the manifest phenomena, it no longer describes
them as they are.

2. Judgment
Since perceptual phenomena so clearly depart from what the con
cepts of sensation, association, and memory seem to demand, it is
natural to suppose that the actual order of appearance must lie
buried beneath a layer of cognition that actively restructures it,
either wholly or in part. This is what Merleau Ponty calls the
“intellectualist antithesis” of empiricism, which lay at the heart of
Cartesian and Kantian epistemology, and which continues to
inform cognitivist theories of perception today. Descartes was per
haps an extreme case, insisting as he did that perception is not
strictly speaking a bodily process at all, but the activity of an
incorporeal mind. And yet contemporary physicalists like Daniel
Dennett are no less adamant than their rationalist predecessors that
perception must be organized by, indeed that it just is, thought or
judgment. For Descartes and Kant, the very fact that it is things that
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we see, as opposed to mere clusters of qualities, is due to our
application of the concept of substance to the manifold of intuition
provided passively by the senses.'*

As we have seen, the constancy hypothesis assumes an iso
morphism between stimulus and perception. One might suppose
that this assumption is peculiar to empiricism, but as Merleau
Ponty points out, intellectualist theories rely on it as much or
more, precisely in order to demonstrate that perceptual awareness
is a product of active cognition, not of passive receptivity. Sensa
tions, if they exist at all, are perfectly determinate, but lie buried
beneath the threshold of conscious awareness, then the spotlight
of attention shines on them and brings them to consciousness.
Thus in the Second Meditation Descartes insists that objects are
strictly speaking “perceived by the mind alone,” not by the senses.
Perception of a piece of wax melting, changing its qualities, and
yet remaining one and the same piece of wax is a “purely mental
scrutiny; and this can be imperfect and confused, as it was before,
or clear and distinct as it is now, depending on how carefully I
concentrate on what the wax consists in.”'® For Descartes, imperfect
or confused perception is not a matter of having defective or
obscure material available for mental scrutiny, but of scrutinizing it
imperfectly or confusedly. What is given is given by God and cannot
be imperfect; error and illusion flow from our own willful mis
constructions. So, for the intellectualist, as Merleau Ponty says,
“The moon on the horizon is not, and is not seen to be, bigger
than at its zenith: if we look at it attentively, for example through a
cardboard tube or a telescope, we see that its apparent diameter
remains constant” (PP 35/27/32). What is literally given in per
ception, the intellectualist and the empiricist agree, is fixed by the
stimulus.

But this means that attention and judgment can effect no change
from perceptual obscurity to clarity after all, since there was no
confusion in the sensations themselves to begin with, only in the
vagaries of thought or will. Consequently, “attention remains an
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abstract and ineffective power, because it has no work to perform.”
It is not as if our experience is a muddle and then the mind oper
ates on it and sorts it out; rather, perceptual indistinctness is always
only a matter of failing to attend carefully and judge correctly.
“What intellectualism lacks,” Merleau Ponty observes, “is con
tingency in the occasions of thought” (PP 36/28/32). In this way,
empiricism and intellectualism are two sides of a coin, the former
rendering the transition from experience to judgment inexplicable,
the latter taking it for granted by building thought into the very
definition of perceptual objectivity: “Empiricism cannot see that
we need to know what we are looking for, otherwise we would not
be looking for it, and intellectualism fails to see that we need to be
ignorant of what we are looking for, or equally again we should not
be searching.” In both, “the indeterminate does not enter into the
definition of the mind” (PP 36/28/33).

More recent cognitivist theories of perception have tried to dis
pense with this problem about the relation between experience and
judgment by dispensing with the very idea that anything is really
given in experience at all, prior to or independent of our judgment
about it. Daniel Dennett, for example, radicalizing Wilfrid Sellars’s
attack on the Myth of the Given, insists that there can be no dif
ference between the way things seem to us and the way we think they
seem. For Dennett, there is no difference in principle between a
perceptual experience and a judgment about a perceptual experi
ence. For him, quite literally, seeing is believing: to lack a belief
about a perceptual experience is to lack the experience.'®

To be sure, there are borderline cases between perception and
judgment. It is not always easy, or even possible, to say whether
an experience is simply one or the other. We hear words in our
native language as discrete units, whereas foreign speech sounds
like an undifferentiated stream of babble. We hear words, but do
we literally hear gaps between them or do we, as it were, insert
them in thought? You hate anchovies, but is it literally just the
taste on your tongue or also partly the idea of them that gives
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you the creeps? Intellectualism often thrives on ambiguous cases
like these, which tempt us to construe all kinds of intentionality as
either explicitly or implicitly judgmental.

But why should we suppose that borderline cases threaten the
very distinction between experience and judgment? To say that
there is only a gradual difference between the two, rather than a
sharp boundary, is in no way to deny that there are unambiguous
instances of each. I perceive the clouds in the sky without any
deliberation or commitment of judgment at all, just as I judge that
2 4+ 2 = 4 without the faintest glimmer of qualitative feeling. As
Merleau Ponty says,

Ordinary experience draws a very clear distinction between
sensing [le sentir] and judgment. For it, judgment is the taking
[prise] of a position, it aims at knowing something valid for me at
every moment of my life, and for other minds, actual or possible;
sensing, by contrast, is giving oneself over to appearance without
trying to possess it and know its truth. This distinction disappears
in intellectualism, because judgment is everywhere pure
sensation is not, which is to say everywhere. The testimony of
phenomena will therefore everywhere be impugned.

(PP 43/34/39)

One could almost believe Merleau Ponty had more recent cogniti
vists like Dennett in mind when he wrote those words.
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Figure 3: Zollner’s illusion
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Indeed, one of the ironic effects of intellectualism is a reinstate
ment of one of the prejudices of the Cartesian conception of the
mind of which materialists like Dennett are otherwise so suspi
cious, namely the idea that we are incorrigible about our own
mental states. For if my consciousness and my beliefs about my
consciousness collapse into a single effect, it will be impossible for
my beliefs to be wrong about my experience. Intellectualism thus
entails a doctrine of incorrigibility:

if we see what we judge, how can we distinguish between true and
false perception? How will we then be able to say that the halluciné
or the madman “think they see what they do not see”? What will
be the difference between “seeing” and “thinking one sees”?

(PP 44/34-5/40)

There is a difference between seeing and merely thinking one sees,
not just because “see” is a success verb, but because things do not
always actually appear to me the way I think they appear, and intel
lectualism can make no sense of that distinction.

Intellectualism thus begs the questions, At what are the operations
of the intellect directed? and, How do minds orient themselves at the
outset vis a vis their objects? Consider a concrete example. In
Zollner’s illusion (Figure 3), the horizontal lines are parallel, but
they seem to converge.

“Intellectualism,” Merleau Ponty observes, “reduces the phe
nomenon to a simple mistake.” But the mistake remains inexplicable.
“The question ought to arise: how does it come about that it is so
difficult in Zoéllner’s illusion to compare in isolation the very lines
that have to be compared in the given task? Why do they refuse in
this way to be separated from the auxiliary lines?” (PP 44/35/40—41).
The erroneous judgment that is supposed to explain the perceptual
appearance in this case begs a question that can only be answered
by further phenomenological description of the recalcitrant
appearance itself. If' I judge falsely, it is because my judgment is
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motivated by an appearance that is not itself a judgment, but rather
“the spontaneous organization and the particular configuration of
the phenomena.” The auxiliary lines break up the parallelism, “But
why do they break it up?” (PP 45/36/41—42). Is that, too, the
effect of a mistaken judgment? But why do I continue to make
the mistake? Our ordinary concept of intellectual error presumes at
least the possibility of some account of the perceptual source of the
mistake, but intellectualism cannot in principle acknowledge that
presumption, since it denies the availability, or indeed the very
existence, of phenomenal appearances underlying the judgments
we make about them.

What intellectualist theories of perception fail to acknowledge,
according to Merleau Ponty, is the embodiment and situatedness of
experience, for they reduce perceptual content to the free floating
cognition of a disembodied subject:

Perception is thus thought about perceiving. Its incarnation
furnishes no positive characteristic that has to be accounted for,
and its haecceity is simply its own ignorance of itself. Reflective
analysis becomes a purely regressive doctrine, according to
which every perception is just confused intellection, every
determination a negation. It thus does away with all problems
except one: that of its own beginning. The finitude of a perception,
which give me, as Spinoza put it, “conclusions without premises,”
the inherence of consciousness in a point of view, all this reduces
to my ignorance of myself, to my negative power of not reflecting.
But that ignorance, how is it itself possible?

(PP 47-48/38/44)

Intellectualism is not just a phenomenological distortion, but an
incoherent doctrine pretending to explain appearances the very
existence of which the doctrine cannot consistently admit. And
yet descriptions of supposedly constitutive perceptual judgments
always turn out to be descriptions of perceptual receptivity. For
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intellectualism, “Perception is a judgment, but one that is unaware
of its own foundations,'” which amounts to saying that the per
ceived object is given as a totality and a unity before we have
apprehended the intelligible law governing it” (PP 52/42/48).
What Descartes describes as the innate inclinations of the mind,
and what Malebranche calls “natural judgment,” is just perception
itself in its receptive aspect, in contrast to the spontaneity of the
intellect. “The result,” Merleau Ponty concludes, “is that the intel
lectualist analysis ends by rendering incomprehensible the percep
tual phenomena it is supposed to explain” (PP 43/34/39).

The perceptual foundations of judgment become clearer when
we consider aspects or gestalts that shift even while the discrete parts
of objects remain constant. As Merleau Ponty says, “perception is
not an act of understanding. I have only to look at a landscape upside
down to recognize nothing in it” (PP 57/46/54). Faces and hand
writing undergo similar jarring transformations of character when
viewed upside down or backwards, yet their objective structures
remain the same from a purely intellectual point of view. Thus
Merleau Ponty concludes that intellectualism, like empiricism,
tacitly thrives on the constancy hypothesis: the sensory stimuli are in
a certain sense objectively the same forward as backward, right side
up as upside down, therefore the qualitative difference in perceptual
aspect can only be an artifact of a change of intellectual attitude.
You cannot see what is not there, so when a perceptual effect fails to
correspond to the supplied stimulus, you are not literally seeing what
you seem to see, but merely thinking you see it. Arguments purporting
to uncover massive illusions in normal visual experience take the
constancy hypothesis for granted in just this way. You seem to see a
regular pattern across a large expanse of wallpaper, more or less
instantaneously, but your eyes cannot be saccading to all the discrete
spots on the wall in order to piece together the pattern bit by bit,
therefore you must be judging rather than literally seeing its regularity.
The illusion is not that you are seeing something that is not there,
but that you think you are seeing what you are in fact merely surmising.'®
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But why should we accept the constancy hypothesis? Why not
suppose instead that we often see things precisely by having them
in our peripheral vision, especially in cases where we are sensitized
to notice just those salient features that make them relevant to what
we are looking at, or looking for? Parafoveal vision is not just an
impoverished but otherwise phenomenologically equivalent form of
foveal vision. Peripheral vision has abilities and liabilities all its
own, quite unlike those of direct visual scrutiny. By arbitrarily
applying a single preconceived criterion of perceptual success
across the board, namely accurate registration of discrete stimuli,
intellectualism systematically ignores the qualitative phenomen
ological differences that distinguish our diverse sensory capacities
and therefore underestimates the complexity and sophistication of
the perceptual mechanisms involved in bringing the world before
our eyes.

For Merleau Ponty, although perception is not grounded in sen
sations, the gestalts in which things are perceptually given con
stitute a primitive aspect of experience, irreducible to cognition:
“there is a significance of the percept that has no equivalent in the
universe of the understanding, a perceptual milieu that is not yet
the objective world, a perceptual being that is not yet determinate
being” (PP 58/46—7/54). Intellectualism ignores the indetermi
nacy of perception and helps itself uncritically to a view of the
world as described by the physical sciences: “the real flaw of
intellectualism lies precisely in its taking as given the determinate
universe of science” (PP 58/47/54). Only by bracketing that fully
objective description of the world, the description that aspires to a
view from nowhere, as it were, and stepping back from the theo
retical achievements of scientific theory to our ordinary situated
perspective on our familiar environment, can we recover the abid
ing naiveté that constitutes the positive organizing principle of our
conscious lives. For the world as given in perception is not the
world as described by science, nor even the world as described in
prescientific cognition: “Perception is not a science of the world, it
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is not even an act, a deliberate taking up of a position; it is the
background from which all acts stand out, and is presupposed by
them” (PP v/x—xi/xi).

Perception understood as a background condition of intelli
gibility, the intelligibility both of judgments and of the misbegotten
concept of sensation, is an inheritance we are already intimately
familiar with as children, long before we are in a position to
comprehend the world or ourselves from the depersonalized
standpoint of science:

The child lives in a world he unhesitatingly believes to be accessible
to all around him; he has no consciousness of himself or of
others as private subjectivities, nor does he suspect that we are
all, himself included, limited to a certain point of view on the
world. ... Men are, for him, empty heads turned toward a single
self-evident world.

(PP 407/355/413)

That naive mentality of the child, Merleau Ponty believes, harbors a
wisdom of its own precisely in virtue of its prereflective, pre
theoretical phenomenal integrity, which survives vestigially but
unmistakably beneath the cognitive accretions of self conscious
maturity. Indeed, “it must be that children are right in some sense,
as opposed to adults ... and that the primitive thinking of our early
years abides as an indispensable acquisition underlying those of
adulthood, if there is to be for the adult a single intersubjective
world” (PP 408/355/414). It is that underlying phenomenal
inheritance or acquisition that an adequate phenomenology of
perception must aspire to describe.

4. THE PHENOMENAL FIELD
But if perception is neither sensation nor judgment, why have
philosophers and psychologists so regularly and so persistently
misunderstood it by pressing it into such evidently inadequate
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conceptual categories? As we have seen, Merleau Ponty does not
rest content with criticizing the errors that have plagued traditional
theories of perception; he also tries to diagnose those errors by
describing the tendencies inherent in ordinary perceptual life that
motivate and sustain them. He then offers what he thinks is a more
faithful description of the things themselves prior to their distor
tion in theoretical (and pretheoretical) reflection.

So, although the concepts of sensation and judgment are useless
as fundamental explanatory notions, perception itself clearly has two
broadly discernible aspects, which Merleau Ponty calls, respectively,
“sensing” (sentir) or “sensoriality” (sensoridlitt) and “knowing”
(alternately connditre or savoir). These are not the abstract notions of
pure impression and pure concept, as one finds in Humean and
Kantian epistemology, but are at home in common sense, ordinary
language, and culture. Romantic discourse in literature and the arts,
for example, relies heavily on a robust notion of sense and sensi
bility, just as vague but indispensable notions of judgment are vital
to legal and scientific practice.

So, for example, when we “sense” something in the familiar and
perfectly legitimate sense of the word, we grasp it: an unburdened
wheel looks different from a wheel bearing a heavy load; a flame
looks different to a child (namely hot, dangerous, threatening) after
a burn. “Vision,” Merleau Ponty says, playing on the multiple
senses of the word sens, “is already inhabited by a meaning [sens]”
(PP 64/52/60). To sense something in this sense is not merely to
register or feel it, but to comprehend it, to make sense of it. And
yet, what the ordinary notion has in common with its bastardized
theoretical counterpart, indeed what breathes life into that concept
construed abstractly, is the suggestion of passivity, receptivity, being
given over to the world as it is given to us. This phenomenon, as
we have seen, is precisely what rationalism forgets, or suppresses:
“A critical philosophy, in the last analysis, accords no importance
to the resistance of passivity ... It thus tacitly assumes that the
philosopher’s thinking is not subject to any situation” (PP 75/61/71).
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What makes sense experience a kind of experience, rather than an
unconstrained form of awareness, Merleau Ponty maintains, is its
subjection to the world. Experience, in this sense, is “the communica
tion of a finite subject with an opaque being from which it emerges,
but to which it remains bound [engagé]” (PP 253/219/254).

What, then, in our ordinary experience gave rise to the abstract
notion of sensation as pure quality? A very familiar, hence incon
spicuous, experience, namely looking intently at an object and
momentarily ignoring the background context that presented it to
us as something to look more closely at in the first place. The per
ceptual world could be conceived as consisting of nothing but such
qualities only if perception itself were nothing but the relentless,
focused inspection of discrete features: “The pure quale would be
given to us only if the world were a spectacle and one’s own body a
mechanism that some impartial mind acquainted itself with” (PP
64/52/61).

When I stare directly at a white piece of paper, for example,
trying to determine the exact apparent shade of the part of it falling
in shadow, Merleau Ponty says, “I have made the quality appear by
fixing my eyes on one portion of the visual field: then and only
then have I found myself in the presence of a certain quale that
absorbs my gaze.” Pure sensible qualities are not original ingre
dients of perception, but artifacts of concentrated attention and
reflection:

The sensible quality, far from being coextensive with perception,
is the peculiar product of an attitude of curiosity or observation. It
appears when, instead of abandoning my entire gaze to the world,
| turn toward the gaze itself, and when | ask myself exactly what it
is | see.

(PP 261/226/263)

Something similar is true of judgment. Explicitly articulated judg
ments with propositional contents are not conditions of perception,
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but conditioned achievements built on a more fundamental form of
bodily intelligence guiding our behavior, including even our most
basic ways of seeing and hearing things. Judgment presupposes a
more primordial form of sensory understanding, one that does not
involve the application of concepts. Consequently, “Understanding
also needs to be redefined, since the general connective function
ultimately attributed to it by Kantianism is now spread over the
whole of intentional life and no longer suffices to distinguish it”
(PP 65/53/61). In the acquisition of a motor skill, for example, “it is
the body”—mnot the mind—"that ‘understands’ (PP 168/144/167).
Merleau Ponty thus wants to draw our attention back to the
sensory background underlying our perception of isolated quali
ties and our formulation of explicit judgments. He calls this back
ground the phenomendl field, which suggests that it is neither an object
in our experience nor merely a subjective effect cut off from the
world: “This phenomenal field is not an ‘inner world,” the ‘phe
nomenon’ is not a ‘state of consciousness’ or a ‘psychic fact’” (PP
69-70/57/66). It is, as it were, that aspect of the world always
already carved out and made available and familiar to us by our
involuntary bodily perceptual capacities and unthinking behaviors.
The phenomenal field presents things to us as “infused [imprégné]
with an immanent meaning [signification]” (PP 70/58/67). How? By
having an intentional structure in the primitive sense discussed earlier
in this chapter, that is to say, a directional orientation in an envir
onment, in a materially inhabited space. So, for example, others are
immediately present to us; we see them as others, not as objects,
certainly not as mere sensory data. But what notion of immediacy
is this? For Merleau Ponty, “the immediate is no longer the
impression, the object that is one with the subject, but the sense
[sens], the structure, the spontaneous arrangement of parts” (PP
70/58/67). Again, what makes this kind of sense sensible rather
than intellectual, what makes it receptive, is that it constrains us by
giving us over to the world. So, although seeing is a kind of
understanding, it is bound by what is given to it: “Vision is a thought
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subject to a certain field, and this is what is called a sense” (PP 251/217/
251-52).

What then, more specifically, is this direction or sense (sens)
belonging to the phenomenal field? Again, in the next chapter we
will see how the field is itself constituted by our active bodily skills.
For now we want to concentrate on its specifically sensory aspect,
which Merleau Ponty in no way wants to downplay, much less
deny: the directional structure of the field is irreducibly bodily, but
it is also irreducibly sensory. That is, we sense things in the world
as tending toward ends that we at the same time sense ourselves
tending toward, both perceptually and behaviorally.

The phenomenal field is consequently elusive, precisely because
its function is to draw us out into the world. This is why reflection
is so difficult, for in resisting the temptation to reify sensory
experience in pure discrete qualities, the psychologist “goes against
the natural movement of knowledge, which blindly traverses the
operations of perception and goes straight on to their teleological
result,” namely some always more finely determinable object. The
phenomenal field constantly pushes us away from itself, and this is
why “Nothing is more difficult than knowing precisely what we see,”
for “perception hides itself from itself ... it is the essence of
awareness to forget its own phenomena” (PP 71/58/67).

Merleau Ponty’s insistence that sensory experience always has the
form of a field, rather than a mere sum or accumulation of data, is
thus a refinement of the seemingly obvious claim I mentioned at
the beginning of Chapter 1, namely, that perception is always
essentially perspectival. For to construe a perspective as a field is to
appreciate that it is neither a mere collection of objects, a homo
geneous segment of space, nor finally somehow just another
bundle of sensations or judgments. A field is, irreducibly, a kind of
space or place (lie); it is where objects and their qualities appear to
us, relative to us. It therefore cannot be understood as a condi
tioned product of sensations or judgments. Just as space and time
were for Kant, so the phenomenal field is for Merleau Ponty a
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transcendental condition of the possibility of our being perceptually
open to the world at all. Thus,

phenomenology, alone among philosophies, speaks of a
transcendental field. This word indicates that reflection never has
the whole world and the plurality of monads arrayed and
objectified before its gaze and that its view is never other than

partial and of limited power.
(PP 74/61/71)

Perceptual perspective is not a geometrical fact about the objective
position of my sense organs in relation to objects; it is the imma
nent orientation of my experience toward things as ends available
to me in virtue of my bodily attitudes and behaviors. It is what
makes the perceived world meaningful to me as a world:

the thinking Ego can never abolish its inherence in an individual
subject that knows all things in a particular perspective.
Reflection can never bring it about that | cease to perceive the
sun as two hundred yards away on a misty day, or see it “rise”
and “set,” or think with the cultural apparatus provided me by my
education, my past efforts, my history.

(PP 74-75/61/71)

For Merleau Ponty, the meaningfulness of sense experience is an
effect of its cohering around a concrete perspective naturally
oriented outward, away from itself, toward the world. There is
thus a deep and necessary connection between the unity of the
perceived object and the unity of the sensory perspective to
which alone it can appear. Philosophers have tended to prise those
two poles of experience apart, treating the unity of the object as
a metaphysical problem in contrast to the unity and diversity of
the senses, which then became an epistemological issue in its
own right.
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5. MOLYNEUX’'S PROBLEM
The locus classicus of the epistemological issue is known as Moly
neux’s Problem, so called because John Locke inserted it from his
correspondence with William Molyneux of Dublin into the second
edition (1694) of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. The question
Molyneux asked is this: suppose someone born blind, who could
distinguish a cube from a sphere by touch, suddenly regained vision;
could the person then distinguish the cube from the sphere by
sight, before touching them?'® Molyneux and Locke said no, as did
Berkeley. Leibniz said yes. The question became a cause célebre; indeed,
Ernst Cassirer has called it “the common center” of all “the special
problems of eighteenth century epistemology and psychology.”?°

Unfortunately, the question, as stated, is a bit of a muddle. Is it
an empirical question? So, apparently, it seemed in the eighteenth
century, for when the English surgeon and anatomist William
Cheselden successfully restored the vision of a fourteen year old
boy, blind almost from birth, by means of a cataract operation in
1728, observations of the boy’s slowness in gaining what Merleau
Ponty would call a visual grip on the world seemed to many to
confirm the negative a priori predictions of empiricists like Locke
and Berkeley. And yet that matter of empirical fact, whatever it
amounts to, obscures what is philosophically interesting about the
question, namely the conceptual and phenomenological issues it
raises concerning the organization and intelligibility of sense
experience in normal cases.”’

Merleau Ponty, for his part, regards the unity of the object and
the unity of the senses as bound up together, not simply and
directly, but by the intentional structure of the body and the
underlying coherence of the phenomenal field: “I could not grasp
the unity of the object without the mediation of bodily experience”
(PP 235/203/235). He therefore devotes much of chapter 1, Part
2 of Phenomenology of Perception, entitled “Sensing” (Le Sentir), to the
problem (or puzzle) of the unity and plurality of the senses, pre
cisely because he thinks the problem can appear to be a problem
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only if we forget that the senses are senses only by working together
in a unified phenomenal and bodily field, opening onto a single
world. Philosophers had things backwards when they took the five
senses as separately given and unproblematic, each on its own, and
then concluded that it is our unified access to the world that
somehow stands in need of explanation. On the contrary, it is the
disclosed world itself that allows us to reflect on our unified phe
nomenal field, to the extent that we can, which in turn allows us to
distinguish (roughly) among the sense modalities and finally, at an
extreme, regard our sense organs themselves as mere objects.

In truth, talk of the “five” senses is a convenient but misleading
simplification. Is proprioception a sixth sense? Is our sense of
being warm or cold a function of the same sense as our sense of
balance or movement? Taste and smell are two parts of a single
system, but then so are all the senses. The commonsense prejudice
that the senses come neatly packaged in five discrete bundles is
precisely the mistake that prompts Molyneux’s question: “It is a
commonplace to say that we have five senses, and it would seem at
first glance that each of them is like a world out of touch with the
others” (SNS 63/49). But if this were so, how could we find it so
natural to speak “of hot, cold, shrill, or hard colors, of sounds that
are clear, sharp, brilliant, rough, or mellow, of soft noises and of
penetrating fragrances” (SNS 63/50)? Is it arbitrary that we associ
ate the sound of a cello with dark shades, with warmth, with hea
viness, and the high pitch of a flute with lightness, sharpness,
spaciousness? Or is it not rather more plausible to say that such
associations are already prefigured in the holistic organization of
embodied sensory life?

Nor is it even obvious where (and how) one sense modality ends
and another begins. What part of the experience of eating or
drinking is purely gustatory, and what part purely olfactory? In fact, the
two systems work together, and a disruption in the sense of smell
interferes with one’s ability to taste things. Even the effort to enu
merate the senses is a bit arbitrary, rather like counting up the
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corners or edges of a piece of furniture: the criteria are not only
vague, but variable relative to different aspects of the organization
of the system as a whole and the context in which it functions. The
seat of a chair shows up as significant for sitting, while the pro

truding end of the arm may become salient only when you try to
maneuver it into the next room. Similarly, the sense of smell seems
most like a separate sense, distinct from taste, when eating is out of
the question, for example when we smell flowers or perfume
rather than soup. We are closer to hearing something like pure
sounds when we deliberately suspend our other senses, for exam

ple by standing still and closing our eyes; otherwise, what we hear
is the wind in the trees, the traffic, the conversation.

Properly understood, Merleau Ponty insists, “sensation is literally
a communion” (PP 246/212/246). It is our most concrete contact
with the world. To say, however, that “any sensation belongs to a
certain field” (PP 250/216/251) is to say that sensing cannot be
understood in abstraction from the sensible world itself. That
world, the world of things and the world we inhabit, is extended in
space, and we perceive it as spatial. How? Presumably not by taste
and smell. Then how? By touching things, by moving our bodies,
by seeing, by hearing? Which of the five senses is primarily and
intrinsically spatial?

Merleau Ponty thinks the question takes for granted an abstrac
tion of the senses both from each other and from the world we
sense, which in effect renders them unintelligible as senses, as
openings onto the world. Once we forget their world disclosing
function and regard them as mere sensitive surfaces or data input
points, it begins to seem as if there could be no empirical evidence
for their inherent spatial orientation. The spatiality of the senses
cannot be inferred from their nonintentional causal functions, but
must be presupposed in regarding them as senses at all: “There is
reason, then, to say a priori that all the senses are spatial, and the
problem of knowing which one presents us with space must be
considered unintelligible if we reflect on what a sense is” (PP 252/
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218/253). For Merleau Ponty, since the senses are senses only by
being embedded in and revealing the world, and since that world is
a spatial world, “Every sensation is spatial” (PP 255/221/256).
This is not because each sense modality contains its own discrete
representation of space, but “because our experience is the
experience of a world” (PP 256/221/257).

The unity of sense experience therefore cannot be derived from some
function of their putative underlying intrinsic heterogeneity: “the
unity and the diversity of the senses are truths of the same order”
(PP 256/221/257). The senses are not completely separate and
independent, but neither are they simply homogeneous and coex
tensive. A blind patient who regains his sight after cataract surgery
is surprised and fascinated by the space now open to him visually; it is
somehow not what he expected based on his prior motor and tactile
experience. As a result, “he is quite prepared to admit that he never
had the experience of space before the operation” (PP 257/222/258).

But of course we cannot take that admission at face value, for as
Merleau Ponty asks, if his prior tactile experience “was not spatial
at all, would the subject stretch out his hand toward the object
shown to him? This gesture presupposes that touch opens onto a
setting at least analogous to that of what is given visually” (PP 258/
223/259). Like many pathological phenomena seemingly foreign
to normal life, the astonishment of the newly sighted patient has
analogues in ordinary experience. “After the operation he marvels
that there should be ‘such a difference’ between a tree and a
human body” (PP 259/224/261). What did he expect? Plainly, his
sense of touch had failed profoundly to anticipate the peculiar
texture of visual experience and the visible differences it presents.
This is striking, but then we often have exactly the same sense of
irreducible novelty when we first see someone we have previously
only heard on the telephone or the radio, or when we first hear the
voice of someone we previously knew only from portraits or pho
tographs. Even in normal experience, “we always find a man dif
ferent from what we have heard about him” (PP 259/224/261).
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What is crucial to Merleau Ponty’s account of the unity and plurality
of the senses is his insistence that the “analogy” between touch
and vision is not merely intellectual, but sensory: “the constitution of
an intersensory world must be effected in the domain of sense itself”
(PP 260/225/261). The interweaving and overlapping of the senses
is a feature of the phenomenal field itself and, as we shall see in the next
chapter, a reflection of the concrete coherence of the organism:

The senses are distinct from one another and distinct from
intellection inasmuch as each of them brings with it a structure
of being that is never exactly transposable. We can recognize this
because we have rejected any formalism of consciousness and
made the body the subject of perception.

(PP 260/225/261)

Trying to absorb our attention wholly in a single sense at the
expense of the others—in the pure blue of the sky, for example—is
precisely to lose “the unique grip our body has on the world” (PP
318/275/321), including those features of the world we might
have thought lay in their pristine state as discrete qualities in a
single sense modality.**

Like discrete sensory qualities, “the experience of separate
‘senses’ finds a place only in a very particular attitude and cannot
serve in the analysis of direct awareness” (PP 261/225/262).
Rather, experience is irreducibly multisensory, and the senses are
what they are only in relation to one another:

The senses intercommunicate by opening onto the structure of
the thing. One sees the hardness and the brittleness of the glass,
and when it shatters with a crystalline sound, the sound is borne
by the visible glass. One sees the springiness of the steel, the
malleability of the red-hot steel, the rigidness of the plane blade,
the softness of the wood shavings.

(PP 265/229/266-67)
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Similarly, we see the flexibility of the branch, the heaviness of the
stone, the fluidity of water, the viscosity of syrup, and we speak
literally, not metaphorically, of “soft,” “dull,” and “sharp” sounds
(PP 265/230/267). Consequently, in my normal perception of a
table, “It is the same table that I touch and that I see” (PP 266/
230/267).

Merleau Ponty suggests two analogies, which, though they
cannot solve the problem Molyneux’s question seems to pose, may
nonetheless dampen the mystery it threatens to inflame. The
first analogy is between the diversity of the five senses and the
cooperation of the two eyes in binocular vision. Merleau Ponty
writes, “perception reunites our sensory experiences in a single
world ... in the way binocular vision grasps a single object” (PP
266/230/268). Do we originally see double and then blend the
two retinal images into a single visual representation? Does one
eye then cease to contribute directly to our visual awareness, or do
we forget that we are really seeing two images rather than one?
These are misguided questions for the same reason that anxiety
about the heterogeneity of the five senses is misguided, for the
supposedly discrete and independent factors are familiar and intel
ligible to us in the first place thanks only to their integration in
a coherent phenomenal field grounded in the body and open onto
the world.

That the integration of the senses is itself a sensory phenomenon
becomes clear when we feel their divergence and disharmony as a
perceptual disturbance in need of correction and adjustment.
Seeing double, for example, is not the true original condition of
sight, but a breakdown of visual orientation:

For my gaze to be directed to nearby objects and my eyes to fix on
them, it must feel the diplopia as a disequilibrium or as imperfect
vision and orient itself toward the single object as toward the
resolution of that tension and the achievement of vision. “One
must ‘look’ in order to see.” (PP 268/232/270)%
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Similarly, our perceptual behavior as a whole guides and organizes
our multisensory experience, so that “the senses communicate in
perception as the two eyes collaborate in vision” (PP 270/234/
271-72). That we perceive things by seeing, hearing, touching,
tasting, and smelling—not to mention moving around—is there
fore no more mysterious or problematic than that we see with two
eyes and hear with two ears. And that in turn ought to be no more
worrisome than that we walk with two legs and grab with five fin
gers. All such forms of bodily differentiation are dimensions of the
body’s underlying coherence and organization.

To say that the integration of the senses is itself a sensory phe
nomenon is also to caution against positing a transcendental subject
to combine the sensory manifold in an act of judgment. The two
eyes, Merleau Ponty writes,

are used as a single organ by a single gaze. It is not the
epistemological subject that effects the synthesis, it is the body
when it pulls itself out of its dispersion, gathers itself up, carries
itself by all its means toward the sole aim of its movement.

(PP 269/232/270)

Consequently, “the unity of the senses ... is not to be understood
in terms of their subsumption under one originary consciousness,
but rather their never completed integration in a single knowing
organism” (PP 270/233/271). The senses are not sensorially dis
joint and in need of intellectual synchronization, as it were;
instead, they are always already intermeshed and interdependent,
so that their individual ways of comprehending the world out
wardly are at once ways of comprehending one another laterally:
“The senses translate one another without any need of an inter
preter, they understand one another without having to pass through
an idea” (PP 271/235/273).

The second demystifying analogy Merleau Ponty draws is
between the plurality of the senses and plurality of persons. The
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otherness of others is not just a theoretical problem, but an abiding
mystery of the human condition. It is also a profound reminder
that irreducible difference is and must in principle be compatible
with openness and transparency. The plurality of the senses must be
understood in the same way as the plurality of points of view on
the world, namely as open onto each other only by being irre

ducibly distinct and finite: “Like the perspective of others on the
world for me, the spatial realm of each sense is an unknowable
absolute for the others, and to that extent limits their spatiality” (PP
257/222/258). The analogy might seem to make matters worse,
for surely the problem of others’ minds is an even deeper and
murkier conundrum that Molyneux’s question. Does it not com

pound rather than divide the present difficulty? But Merleau

Ponty’s purpose is to treat both problems by seeing them as
instances of a general pattern of unity and diversity in all aspects of
our experience. Problems often seem intractable when viewed in
isolation, after all, and coming to see resemblances and patterns
underlying them recurring in different contexts often serves to
reconfigure and assuage them individually. We will return to the
problem and the puzzle and the mystery of others in Chapter 4
when we examine Merleau Ponty’s reflections on society, history,
and politics.

SUMMARY
Merleau Ponty’s most important contribution to philosophy is his
account of perception as neither a subjective experience nor an
objective property of the mind, but an aspect of our being in the world.
Merleau Ponty’s philosophy is thus neither psychology nor episte
mology, but ontology. Like Heidegger, he believes that an ontology of
human existence must proceed from a phenomenological descrip
tion of human experience.

What does phenomenology purport to describe? In a word,
intentionality—the of ness or “aboutness” of experience. Since the late
Middle Ages, intentionality has been understood in two ways: as
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the sheer directedness of the mind toward the world, and as the dis

cursive or semantic content of thought and language. The theory of
ideas in Descartes and Locke effectively obscured both of those
notions, and by the late nineteenth century, for example in Bren

tano and Husserl, the semantic paradigm had begun to eclipse not only
the early modern “way of ideas,” but also the more primitive
notion of intentional directedness itself.

Merleau Ponty phenomenology is in large part a critical reaction
to that rationalistic semantic paradigm, an attempt to free the
phenomenon of perceptual awareness from the dominant conception
of intentional content as abstract, discursive, and generally thought like.
Since the semantic conception of intentionality encourages an image
of consciousness as a closed and contained domain of meaning,
sharply delineated from the world to which it purports to refer,
Merleau Ponty’s alternative phenomenology emphasizes the essen
tial bodily intertwining of perception and the perceived world.
Whereas Husserl was an internalist, Merleau Ponty is an externalist.

Husserl’s internalism manifests most explicitly in his methodo
logical device known as the transcendental reduction, that is, the brack
eting or exclusion of the external world itself from all immanent
descriptions of the contents of consciousness. Although Merleau
Ponty writes with great sympathy and admiration for Husserl’s
work, like Heidegger, he rejects the transcendental reduction as
impossible, indeed incoherent.

In Phenomenology of Perception Merleau Ponty launches a two pronged
attack on empiricism and intellectualism. Empiricism regards perception
as grounded in sensation; intellectualism sees it as a function of
judgment. Merleau Ponty argues that neither theory can be correct.
Perception cannot be grounded in sensation because the very con
cept of sensation is confused. We see things, not sensations. Indeed,
words supposedly descriptive of mere sensations (“burning,”
“ringing,” “spot,” “patch”) are in fact abstract, fragmentary bits of
language originally referring to full fledged things (fires, bells,
swatches of cloth). The very concept of sensation is parasitic on our
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concept of objects. Worse, the concept of sensation is caught
between two often incompatible tasks: to describe the immediate
stimulus to our senses, and to describe how things seem. The per
ceptual appearance of things differs widely from the array of sensory
stimuli, though, so the very concept of sensation has no consistent
role to play in a theory of perception. Perception cannot be
grounded in judgment because judgments presuppose something
given, about which a judgment may then be made. If intellectualism
insists that perception is really judgment “all the way down,” then
it robs itself of any appeal to the ordinary phenomenon that
seemed to give it content, namely judgment understood as an attitude
taken up with respect to a world given in perception. What both
empiricism and intellectualism lose sight of is the phenomendl field
itself, the givenness of the world to a situated bodily perspective
that is neither merely sensory nor intellectual. The unity of perceptual
objects as such, problematized in the seventeenth century by
Molyneux’s famous question concerning the relation between visual
and tactile sensory content, is grounded in the unity of the human body,
“the material subject of the world,” as Samuel Todes puts it.**

FURTHER READING

Carman, T. “Sensation, Judgment, and the Phenomenal Field.” An account of
Merleau Ponty’s critiques of empiricist and intellectualist attempts to reduce perceptual
content to meaningless sense data or discursive thought, respectively.

Dreyfus, H. “Merleau Ponty’s Critique of Husserl’s (and Searle’s) Concept of
Intentionality.” An explanation and defense of Merleau Ponty’s account of action
and perception, in contrast to the internal representationalist theories of Hus
serl and, more recently, John Searle.

Evans, G. “Molyneux’s Question.” Critical discussion of the formulation and
reception of Molyneux’s Problem and an original argument for the identity of the
spatiality of the visual field and the “behavioral space” of motor action.

Kelly, S. D. “Seeing Things in Merleau Ponty.” A critical analysis and constructive inter
pretation of Merleau Ponty’s view that vision of full fledged objects in an environ
ment is bound up with solicitations and inhibitions of intelligent motor action.

. “What Do We See (When We Do)?” Defense of a Merleau Pontyan
account of perceptual constancy in terms of the normativity of perceptual experience,



Intentionality and Perception 77

that is, that we adjust our bodily position and perspective to see things properly,
as they should appear.

Seebohm, T. M. “The Phenomenological Movement: A Tradition Without
Method? Merleau Ponty and Husserl.” Argues that Merleau Ponty’s ambivalence
about Husserl, including the implausibility of his “existential” reading of Hus
serl’s later writings, conceal a deconstructive critique of Husserl’s phenomen
ological method.

Taylor, C. “Merleau Ponty and the Epistemological Picture.” A general discussion
of Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology as a rejection of all “mediational” accounts
of experience as an inner representation of an outer reality, in particular the
antirealism of recent analytic philosophers such as Donald Davidson and
Richard Rorty.



Three

Body and World

Merleau Ponty’s central original idea about perception is that it is
not just contingently but essentially a bodily phenomenon. Percep
tion is not a private mental event, nor is the body just one more
material object set alongside others. We lose sight of perception
itself when we place it on either side of a sharp distinction
between inner subjective experiences and external objective facts.
In its most concrete form, perception manifests itself instead as an
aspect of our bodily being in the world. Interior and exterior, mental
and physical, subjective and objective—such notions are simply too
crude and misleading to capture it. For perception is both inten
tional and bodily, both sensory and motor, and so neither merely
subjective nor objective, inner nor outer, spiritual nor mechanical.

Moreover, the middle ground between such traditional categories
is not just their middle but indeed their ground, for it is what they
depend on and presuppose. There are such things as subjective
sensations and sensory qualities, of course, but only because we can
sometimes generate them by abstracting away from our original
openness onto the world and zeroing in on isolated features of
things, and on bits of experience, which we suppose (rightly or
wrongly) must correspond to those features, just as we can abstract
in the other direction away from ourselves toward a world inde
pendent of perspective on it.

It is possible in that primitive middle ground to draw a distinc
tion for analytical purposes between two aspects of perception that
arguably underlie and motivate subsequent distinctions between
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subjective and objective, inner and outer, and mental and physical.
The two underlying or primal aspects of perception are (1) the
(relative) passivity of sense experience and (2) the (relative) activity of
bodily skills. The Kantian contrast between receptivity and sponta

neity, though crude and abstract in its own way, comes closer than
other competing theoretical distinctions to capturing the two
essential aspects of perception, namely its sensory and its motor
dimensions. As Merleau Ponty puts it, “The structure of the world,
with its double moment of sedimentation and spontaneity, is at the
center of consciousness” (PP 152/130/150). Of course, he regards
those two moments not as sharply distinct, self sufficient states, but
as interwoven and inseparable aspects of a unified phenomenon.
They are not, like Kantian intuitions and concepts, discrete parts or
ingredients of a composite product, but more like two sides of a
coin, or two dimensions of a figure. Perception is always both
passive and active, situational and practical, conditioned and free.

Whereas the previous chapter focused on the receptive sensory
aspect of perception, abstracting provisionally (and admittedly
somewhat artificially) from the bodily infrastructure on which it
rests, the present chapter makes more explicit perception’s bodily
dimension, which is at the heart of Merleau Ponty’s phenomenol
ogy. The individual sections of this chapter are again divided
roughly into the critical and the constructive, beginning with
Merleau Ponty’s rejection of traditional theories of the body’s role
in perception and then proceeding to his own account of sensori
motor phenomena in terms of what he calls the body schema and
motor intentionality.

The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of later develop
ments in Merleau Ponty’s view of our place in nature and the
ontology of body and world. For by the late 1950s he was appar
ently dissatisfied with what he had come to regard as the still too
dualistic framework of Phenomenology of Perception. In its place he now
insisted more emphatically that body and world must be seen as
overlapping sinews in a common “flesh” (chair), related not as
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situation and reaction (let alone stimulus and response), but as a
kind of “chiasm,” an “interweaving” or “interlacing” (entrelacs) of
threads in a single fabric. Merleau Ponty scholars often write as if
these new metaphors amount to a radical break with his earlier
work, but I think this is only half right. For although Merleau
Ponty’s concept of flesh does mark an abandonment of the primacy
of consciousness in his account of being in the world, the images of
chiasm and interlacing are elaborations on an idea he had already
been expounding in his early work, decades before.

It is worth getting clear first about the kind of philosophical claim
Merleau Ponty is making, both early and late, about the role of the
body in perception. Perception, I said, is the ground of both the
subjectivity and the objectivity of experience, of its inner feel and
its intentional grip on the world. Furthermore, perception is not a
mental phenomenon, if by “mental” we mean something in contrast
to material or physical. Rather, perception is a bodily phenomenon,
which is to say that we experience our own sensory states not as
mere states of mind, but as states of our bodies. Even Descartes had
to concede this to phenomenology, precisely in his attempt to
argue us out of it by means of abstract, often strikingly counter
intuitive considerations to the contrary. We feel pains in our bodies,
he admitted, but only because we are confused, for a pain can exist
only in a mind. Similarly, we imagine that we see with our eyes,
but this is impossible, for seeing is not a physical but a mental
event.!

Like many philosophers today, Descartes regarded phenomena as
mere appearances, eminently revisable, indeed supplantable, by the
discoveries of rational inquiry. Our naive experience of ourselves as
bodies, he thought, could be accommodated simply by acknowl
edging a close causal relation between physical and mental states.
Of course we do not feel like minds housed or lodged in our
bodies, “as a sailor is present in a ship.”* And yet, for Descartes,
the metaphysical fact of the matter is that the relation between
experience and the body is a causal relation, not an identity.
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But suppose body and experience are not just causally connected,
but identical. Is that identity conceptually necessary, deducible
a priori? Do our concepts or judgments about perception entail con
cepts or judgments about the body? How so? What purely rational
inferences to bodily phenomena can be drawn from the concepts of
perception, sensation, recognition, judgment?

For Merleau Ponty, the relation between perception and the body
is neither causal nor conceptual, for those two categories are not
the only two ways in which the coincidences and dependencies
between the body and perceptual experience are intelligible to us.
Instead, traditional concepts pertaining to perception are parasitic
on a more basic understanding we have of ourselves in virtue of
being embodied perceivers. We have a prereflective understanding of
our own experiences, not as causally or conceptually linked to our
bodies, but as coinciding with them in relations of mutual moti
vation. To say that perception is essentially bodily is to say that we
do not and cannot understand it in abstraction from its concrete
corporeal conditions. The phenomenal field is neither caused nor
defined, but constituted by the sensorimotor structures and capacities
of the body. The structure of perception, we might say, just is the
structure of the body. As Merleau Ponty says, my body “is my point
of view on the world” (PP 85/70/81).

Of course, from a third person point of view, the structures and
capacities of the body are mere contingent, arbitrary facts about the
kinds of creatures we happen to be. And yet those facts can
never manifest themselves as contingent and arbitrary for us, from
our point of view, for they are our perspective on the world. The
body is not just one more object in the environment, for we do not
—indeed cannot—understand our own bodies as accidentally
occurring things. The point is not just that the boundary between
my body and the environment cannot be drawn sharply from a
third person point of view, for what matters here is not where
the boundary lies, but rather that there is a deep difference in
principle between myself and my world. My body cannot be
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understood simply as that chunk of the material world that sits in
closest contact with my mind:

if | am a prisoner, the church will be reduced for me to a
truncated steeple. If | did not take off my clothes, | could never
see their insides, and we will indeed see that my clothes may
become extensions of my body. But this fact does not prove that
the presence of my body is comparable to the de facto
permanence of certain objects, or the organ to a tool that is
always available.

(PP 107/91/104)

However shifting or indeterminate the boundary between body and
environment may be, it cannot collapse entirely, for an environ
ment is an environment only for a body that cannot perceive itself
as just one more object among others: “I observe external objects
with my body, I handle them, examine them, walk around them,
but as for my body, I do not observe it itself: to be able to do so, I
would need to use a second body that would itself not be obser
vable” (PP 107/91/104).

My body is my perspective on the world and so cannot be for me
just one more contingent object or fact about the world. Instead, it
constitutes a kind of background field of perceptual necessity against
which genuine sensorimotor contingencies show up as contingent.
Manifestly contingent facts about perception presuppose (more or
less) invariant structures of the phenomenal field, for example
perspectival orientation in space and time and figure/ground con
trast. Although it can change somewhat while our basic relation to
the world remains fixed and intact, the phenomenal field is always
for Merleau Ponty a “transcendental field” (PP 74/61/71), that is,
a space of possibilities, impossibilities, and necessities constitutive of
our perceptual world. The body is not just a causal but a transcen
dental condition of perception, which is itself not just an inner
subjective state, but a mode of being in the world. In short, we
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have no understanding of perception in abstraction from the body
and the world.

1. WHAT THE BODY IS NOT

To say that the structure of perception just is the structure of the
body might sound odd. For whereas we often think of perception
from a first person perspective, since Descartes we have grown
accustomed to thinking of the body from a detached third person
point of view, as a mere object. We regard perception as subjective,
the body as objective. How then could the structure of the one be
identical with the structure of the other, over and beyond their being
somehow causally connected? As Merleau Ponty says, thanks to the
Cartesian legacy, “it is difficult to see what ground could be
common to ‘physiological facts’ that are in space and ‘psychic facts’
that are nowhere,” or in Sartrean terms, “objective processes like
nervous influxes that belong to the realm of the in itself [en soi],
and cogitationes ... that are of the order of the for itself [pour soi]” (PP
91-92/77/89).

What led Descartes and others to draw such a sharp conceptual
distinction between the mental and the physical, rendering the two
incommensurable? Arguably, the initial motivation was not an
intuition about the mind at all, but an assumption about the body,
namely, that it must be a machine. What is a machine? A free standing
physical system whose behavior as a whole is a function of the
workings of its individual parts, which interact rigidly by direct
causal contact. Machines are strictly speaking the sums of their
parts, hence analyzable into mechanical subsystems:

The definition of the object is ... that it exists partes extra partes,
and that consequently it acknowledges between its parts, or between
itself and other objects, only external and mechanical relationships,
whether in the narrow sense of motion received and transmitted,
or in the broad sense of the relation of function to variable.

(PP 87/73/84)
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Machines are extended objects—“parts outside of parts,” in scho
lastic lingo—hence explicable from the bottom up, as macroscopic
systems supervening deterministically on their underlying micro
structures. As we shall see later in this chapter, it is unclear whe
ther such a conception of bodies can in principle adequately
describe the vital processes of living organisms, though the
assumption that it can and must is what underwrites the reductive
program of contemporary molecular biology.

For Descartes and the tradition that followed him, the body is
just that chunk of the physical world that happens to be causally
contiguous with the soul, the last link in a chain of causes and
effects that ends with the perceptual experience. Of course, Des
cartes was not the first dualist in the history of philosophy; Plato
was a dualist, too. The difference, though, is that Descartes distin
guishes the soul from the body only by first drawing a sharp dis
tinction between having a soul and being dlive. For Plato and the
Aristotelian scholastic tradition, the soul is the principle of life: a
thing lives and initiates its own movements by having a soul, and
when the soul leaves the body, the thing dies. For Descartes, by
contrast, life is a mechanical phenomenon and has nothing in
principle to do with having a soul or mind (which are for him the
same thing). It is not the soul that constitutes life, but life that
allows the immaterial soul to be united with the material body.
Likewise, death is a mechanical failure of the body and “never
occurs through the absence of the soul, but only because one of the
principal parts of the body decays.”?

It is easy, from a safe historical distance, to scoff at Descartes’s
crudely mechanical understanding of the body, with all its quaint
pulleys and levers,* and yet the ontology underlying it has filtered
so far into scientific common sense that in many ways we now
simply take it for granted. Consider, for example, the ambiguity
infecting our concept of behavior. We might think the English word
refers to a single thing, and yet human conduct, what the Oxford
English Dictionary calls “demeanor, deportment, bearing, manners,” is
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something profoundly different from, as another definition of
“behavior” has it, “the manner in which a thing acts under speci

fied conditions or circumstances, or in relation to other things.”
Indeed, whereas references to human behavior date back in English
to the fifteenth century, the OED cites only one source under the
latter generic and depersonalized definition from 1674; the rest are
from the nineteenth century. It is only the more recent conception,
applying indifferently to personal actions and impersonal events,
that seems to vindicate intuitively what must have struck many in
the seventeenth century—and arguably still ought to strike us—as a
bizarre conflation of flesh and engine: “The body becomes the
highly polished machine that the ambiguous concept of behavior
[comportement| nearly made us forget” (PP 90/76/87).

Of course, as Merleau Ponty insists, Descartes’s mechanistic
theory of the body, which in effect pushes all intentional phenomena
back into a worldless, incorporeal mind, has no echo in ordinary
experience. We feel pains, for example, not as caused by our bodies,
but as inhabiting them. Better yet, what I experience is not pains as
distinct from my body, but my body (myself) in pain:

if | say my foot hurts, | do not simply mean that it is a cause of pain
in the same way as the nail that is cutting into it, differing only in
being nearer to me; | do not mean that it is the last of the objects
in the external world, after which a more intimate kind of pain should
begin, an unlocalized awareness of pain in itself, related to the
foot only by some causal connection and within the closed system
of experience. | mean that the pain reveals itself as localized, that
itis constitutive of a "pain-infested space.” “I have a pain in my foot”
does not mean [ think my foot is the cause of this pain, but rather,
the pain is coming from my foot, or again, my foot is in pain.

(PP 109-10/93/107)

In spite of its official demise in the nineteenth century, the spirit of
dualism lived on, for example in the psychological theory of the
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reflex ace—the supposedly isolated neural pathway linking particulate
sensory inputs with particulate behavioral outputs—and more recently
in functionalist theories of mental content. On these views, psychologi
cal phenomena can be understood as representations or functions
linking incoming sensory stimuli to outgoing behavioral responses.
As early as 1896, John Dewey criticized the concept of the reflex
arc by pointing out that what is in fact empirically given is neither
isolated sensations nor discrete physical movements, but the more
basic phenomenon of sensorimotor “coordination.”® Bodily beha
viors are already at work actively selecting and differentiating sensory
stimuli, just as the phenomenal field as a whole already elicits and
constrains voluntary and involuntary actions. Consequently,

the reflex arc idea ... is defective in that it assumes sensory

stimulus and motor response as distinct psychical existences,
while in reality they are always inside a coordination and have
their significance purely from the part played in maintaining or

reconstituting the coordination.®

Moreover, the senses are integrated with one another, so that “What
happens is a certain relative prominence and subsidence as between
the various organs which maintain the organic equilibrium.”” In
the end,

What we have is a circuit, not an arc or broken segment of a
circle. This circuit is more truly termed organic than reflex,
because the motor response determines the stimulus, just as

truly as sensory stimulus determines movement.®

Only against such a background of meaningfully integrated sensor
imotor coordination is it possible to pick out particular experiences
and bodily movements as stimuli and responses. They are not con
ditions, but products of the interpretation of experience and
behavior. Construing them as givens, Dewey argues,
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is virtually the psychological or historical fallacy. A set of
considerations which hold good only because of a completed
process, is read into the content of the process which conditions
this completed result. A state of things characterizing an outcome
is regarded as a true description of the events which led up to
this outcome.’

Others, including the neurologist Kurt Goldstein, later dealt the
reflex arc theory a further empirical blow by showing in detail that
it contributes virtually nothing to the actual explanation of beha
vior. In fact, as Goldstein observed, it is not obvious that there is
any such thing as a pure reflex. Even the patellar reflex (the kick in
your leg when the doctor taps on the ligament just below your
knee) turns out to be highly variable, increasing for example as a
result of lesions in the pyramidal tract lying outside the putative
reflex arc, which in this case reaches only partway up the spinal
cord. “To explain all these variations,” Goldstein reports, “it was
necessary to go beyond the processes in the so called reflex arc and
to assume that the course of a reflex is influenced by other fac
tors.”!? Like the concept of sensation, the idea of an isolated reflex
arc enjoys an entirely specious obviousness and simplicity. It
appeals to theorists a priori, but turns out to be empirically useless.
Just as it is unclear what role (if any) pure sensations play in
ordinary perception, so too it is unclear what role (if any) pure
reflexes play in normal behavior.

Following Goldstein, Merleau Ponty observes that perception and
movement are not related to one another as causes and effects, but
coexist in a complex interconnected whole, against which the stimuli
and responses of the psychology laboratory are mere abstractions,
artifacts of analysis:

When the eye and the ear follow an animal in flight, it is impossible
to say “which came first” in the exchange of stimuli and responses.

Since all the movements of the organism are always conditioned
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by external influences, one can, if one wishes, readily treat
behavior as an effect of the environment. But in the same way,
since all the stimulations that the organism receives were in turn
possible only through its prior movements, which culminated in
exposing the receptor organ to the external influences, one could
also say the behavior is the first cause of all the stimulations.
(SC 11/13)

Actual empirical evidence of perception and behavior reveals the
abstractness and explanatory impotence of the reflex arc model:

Before any systematic interpretation, the description of the known
facts shows that the fate of an excitation is determined by its
relation to the whole of the organic state and to the simultaneous
or preceding excitations, and that the relations between the
organism and its environment are not relations of linear

causality, but of circular causality.
(SC 13/15)

In short,

there is never any pure exteroceptive reflex—that is, one that
needs only the intervention of an external stimulus in order to
exist. All reflexes demand the concurrence of a multitude of
conditions in the organism external to the reflex arc, which have
as much right as the “stimulus” to be called the causes of the

reaction.
(SC 15/17)

Moreover, stimulus and reflex do not occur in nature at all as they
do in the laboratory:

The reflex as it is defined in the classical conception does not

represent the normal activity of the animal, but the reaction
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obtained from the organism when it is made to work, so to speak,
with detached parts, to respond not to complex situations but to
isolated stimuli. Which is to say, it corresponds to the behavior of
a sick organism ...

(SC 45/43-44)

Normal healthy animals do not produce discrete responses to iso
lated stimuli; they react in coordinated ways to whole (more or
less) coherent situations. Unlike stimulus and response, “situation
and reaction ... cannot be set one after the other as cause and
effect: they are two moments of a circular process” (SC 140/130).
Stimuli and responses are abstract, artificially elicited moments
in complex dynamic interactions between organisms and their
environments. There is no simple correlation between discrete
neurological parts, either central or peripheral, and pure sensory
phenomena. For example, “injuries to centers and even to conductors
are not translated into the loss of certain qualities of sensation or of
certain sensory data, but into loss of differentiation in the func
tion. ... for example, a decay of sensitivity to color” (PP 88/73—
74/85). So too, loss of a precise sense of the localization of tactile
stimuli in some brain damaged patients “is not explained by the
destruction of a localizing center, but by the reduction to a uniform
level of sensations, which are no longer capable of organizing
themselves into a stable grouping in which each of them receives a
univocal value” (PP 88-89/74/86). More generally, as we have
seen, the givenness of something in perception is never just the
effect of an external cause; rather, perception is the perspective of
the organism as a whole on its world, which it confronts not as a
meaningless collection of objects, but as a singificant situation:

the “sensible quality,” the spatial limits set to the percept, and
even the presence or absence of a perception, are not de facto
effects of the situation outside the organism, but represent the

way in which it meets stimulation and is related to it. An
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excitation is not perceived when it strikes a sensory organ that is
not “attuned” to it. The function of the organism in receiving
stimuli is, so to speak, to “conceive” a certain form of
excitation. ... exteroceptivity demands that stimuli be given a
shape.

(PP 89-90/75/86-87)

In reality the reflexes themselves are never blind processes: they
adjust themselves to a “sense” [sens] of the situation, they
express our orientation toward a “behavioral milieu,” just as the
“geographical milieu” acts on us. ... It is this global presence of
the situation that gives a sense to the partial stimuli and makes
them matter, have value, and exist for the organism. The reflex
does not arise from objective stimuli, but moves back toward
them and invests them with a sense that they do not possess
taken singly as psychological agents, but only when taken as a
situation. It makes them be, qua situation ... The reflex, insofar as
it opens itself to the sense of a situation, and perception, insofar
as it does not first of all posit an object of knowledge and is an
intention of our whole being, are modalities of a preobjective view,
which is what we call being in the world.

(PP 94/79/91-92)

The Aristotelian scholastic image of the soul diffused throughout
the body, an image Descartes seemed to render obsolete by con
ceiving of the body as a machine tethered to an incorporeal mind
through the metaphysical bottleneck of the pineal gland,'! turns
out to capture something right about the generality and non
specificity of many neurological functions. As Merleau Ponty says,
“awareness of the body invades the body, the soul spreads over all
its parts, and behavior overspills its central sector” (PP 90/75/87).

But although he relies heavily on Goldstein’s findings, Merleau
Ponty’s real objection to the reflex arc theory is a not an empirical
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but a philosophical objection, and is thus closer in spirit to
Dewey’s. The point is not that perception and behavior are too
complex and the reflex arc theory too crude to capture them, but
that the very notions of stimulus and response are abstractions that
can apply to perception and behavior only by presupposing what
they purport to explain. Only by already having a robust under

standing of perception can you even try to identify something like a
sensation, for example by staring at a bright light and then closing
your eyes and concentrating on the afterimage, or by trying to
think about a pain without thinking about the part of your body
that hurts. So too, only by already having a robust understanding of
intelligent, coordinated behavior can you even try to identify
something like an isolated reflex, for example by dangling your leg
and tapping the ligament just below your knee. In both cases, the
effect depends crucially on setting up artificial conditions precisely
in order to generate phenomena answering to a theoretical pre

conception. It is the pre existing perceptions and behaviors them

selves that make intelligible such things as sensations and reflexes,
not vice versa.

Of course, perceptual awareness is not an inner sanctum distinct
from the peripheral nervous system, much less the body as a
whole: “The phenomenal field is not an ‘inner world, the ‘phe
nomenon’ is not a ‘state of consciousness’ or a ‘psychic fact, and
the experience of phenomena is not an act of introspection or an
intuition” (PP 69—70/57/66). More precisely, experience is simply
not the sort of thing that has sharp metaphysical boundaries, either
inside or outside the material world.

But why did anyone ever think it was? The reason, Merleau
Ponty argues, lies in the attenuated concept of the body as a mere
object or machine, which in turn yielded the image of the mind as
a kind of additional inner realm lying outside the physical world
altogether, or perhaps in contact with it at some vanishingly small
point in the brain. That exclusion then produced, or perhaps merely
reinforced, a notion of the mind as a distinct thing alongside the
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body, a kind of mental mechanism parallel to that of the physical
world. As Gilbert Ryle observed, the “ghost in the machine,” pre
cisely because Descartes construed it as a thinking substance along
side and so in the same conceptual category as extended substance,
took on a kind of “paramechanical” character of its own, curiously
mirroring the mechanism of physical nature.'?

Later, even as substance dualism came to seem increasingly
absurd, psychologists persisted in trying to carve out a special place
for the mind in some kind of gap or vacuum in nature, however
narrowly straitened by the presumably rigid mechanical parts of the
physical organism. Although the aim was in one sense to define an
interior realm, the effort was guided by what Merleau Ponty calls
“the prejudice of the exterior” (PP 70/57/66):

Introspective psychology detected, on the margins of the physical
world, a zone of consciousness in which physical concepts no
longer apply, but the psychologist still believed consciousness to
be no more than a sector of being, and he decided to explore this
sector as the physicist explores his. He tried to describe the givens
of consciousness, but without putting into question the absolute
existence of the world surrounding it. Together with the scientist
and common sense, he presupposed the objective world as the
logical framework of all his descriptions, and as the setting of his
thought.

(PP 72/59/68)

While not banishing the mind from nature altogether, the effect
was nonetheless a peculiar reification of mental phenomena as
inner duplicates or representations of things in the external world,
including the body itself. Intentionality, our intelligent situatedness
in the world, now appeared as a mere “ ‘psychic fact’ ... a world of
inner events” (PP 72/59/68).

To relieve this conceptual cramp, which afflicts not just dualism,
but introspective psychology and recent versions of functionalism
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and eliminativism as well, we must rethink the mechanistic con
ception of the body that brought it on. Our reluctance to abandon
that conception rests on the entrenched but wrongheaded notion
that doing so would amount to abandoning science itself, and that
only a resolutely third person, mechanical conception of the world
is compatible with genuine scientific inquiry.!* And yet the first
person, phenomenological dimension of experience is part of the
world, too, however we choose to describe it. Our intentional
directedness toward the world is itself a fact about the world, after
all, which somehow manages to include us and our experience. We
must avoid hypostatizing that experience as a mere bundle of iso
lated psychic facts residing in the mind or brain, outside or along
side the world, but we cannot simply think it out of existence.
What we need is a richer phenomenological description not just
of the mind, but of the body too—mnot in its objective aspect, as
something distinct from mental phenomena, but as it figures in
our ordinary experience of ourselves, from the first person point of
view. More precisely, we need an account of the body as it informs
our intuitive sense of perceptual sensitivity and agency, oriented in
and open on the world. As Merleau Ponty says, “I can understand
the function of the living body only by enacting it myself, and
insofar as I am a body that rises toward the world” (PP 90/75/87).
We must return to our pretheoretical understanding of the body
not as an object or a machine, but as our embeddedness in and
direction toward the world. Cutting through the dualism that per
sists in philosophy and psychology, we need to make room for an
understanding of the body itself as the locus of intentionality.

2. THE BODILY POINT OF VIEW
Merleau Ponty’s account of the bodily nature of perception thus
steers between two competing but equally inadequate alternatives.
The first is the perspective of an as it were disembodied thinking
subject, a pure intellect, the supposedly spontaneous source and
autonomous agent of its own cognition. Merleau Ponty dismisses
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that rationalistic self image as incoherent and delusional: inco
herent because reflection is not self sufficient, but grows essentially
out of intuition; delusional because, in rationalizing itself, it also
rationalizes phenomena it ought merely to be describing: “philo
sophy, as soon as it declares itself to be reflection or coincidence,
prejudges what it will find” (VI 172/130). The other phenomen
ologically inadequate perspective is the objective, impersonal stance
of the physical sciences, which renounces the myth of the
sovereignty of the subject, but in so doing abstracts from the first
person dimension of experience altogether, which is however
precisely what a theory of perception is obliged to acknowledge
and describe.

Merleau Ponty’s via media between the two is what I shall call the
bodily point of view, which is to say the ordinary intuitive under
standing we have of ourselves as embodied perceivers. The bodily
point of view is the first person point of view, but it is not the
subjective or personal point of view traditionally theorized, for
again only some of our experience centers around a self conscious
subject, a locus of personal identity and responsibility—in short, an
I. Underlying that (more or less) transparent personal subject is a
more primitive, one might say merely translucent layer of bodily
experience that has a more impersonal character better captured by
the French pronoun on (“one” or “we”), as in one blinks every few
seconds, or we breathe through our noses. The prepersonal bodily subject of
perception is thus not my conscious, reflective self, but simply “the
one” (le “on”) (PP 400/348/405):

All perception takes place in an atmosphere of generality and is
given to us as anonymous. | cannot say / see the blue of the sky in
the sense in which | say | understand a book, or again in which |
say | decide to devote my life to mathematics ... if | wanted to
render precisely the perceptual experience, | ought to say that
one perceives in me, not that | perceive.

(PP 249/215/250)"*
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The bodily point of view is our ordinary point of view on the
world. It is not just one more arbitrary perspective among others,
nor is it a mere methodological contrivance, for we inhabit it every
day of our lives. Taking it seriously in philosophy is not just a neat
way of solving a theoretical problem, but a necessary presupposi
tion for speaking intelligibly about the bodily nature of perception
at all, for it is simply the acknowledgment that we ourselves are the
phenomenon that a phenomenology of perception must try to
describe. Perception is not some exotic object or process some
where out there in the world, it is us.

One might object at this point that appealing to the bodily point
of view is just another way of substituting subjectivity for objectiv
ity, flimsy testimony for hard evidence, rhetoric for science.
Doesn'’t the third person point of view necessarily trump the first,
rendering it irrelevant for theoretical purposes? Isn’t the attempt to
describe the bodily point of view from within just another hopeless
attempt on the part of the subject to catch itself out as subject
rather than as object? And isn't that like trying to jump over one’s
own shadow? Surely the only sensible approach is to reflect from a
detached, objective point of view, which, though it always fails to
grasp itself in its own act of reflection, nevertheless at the end of
the day eventually gets around to everything in principle susceptible
to description. We cannot see backwards or sideways, but that
doesn’t mean we don't have objective backs and sides. A subject
trying to grasp itself as subject, Ryle says, “is always a day late for
the fair, but every day he reaches the place of yesterday’s fair. He
never succeeds in jumping on to the shadow of his own head,
yet he is never more than one jump behind.”!?

Put another way, it may seem as if phenomenology faces a
dilemma, for either its putative data, which it regards as occupying
a privileged intermediary position between subjective appearance
and objective fact, are themselves just more objective facts—viewed
obscurely, from an oblique angle, as it were—or else they con
stitute a distinct subjective realm after all, a separate interior slice
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of reality, which would in effect expose phenomenology as the sort
of closet dualism its physicalist critics have always suspected it of
being. Surely either the phenomena of phenomenology are real
facts, in principle describable from a third person point of view,
however far removed that may be from our ordinary intuitions, or
else they fall altogether outside the physical world, the world
described by the natural sciences. Even if there is something worth
calling “the bodily point of view,” why should we give it any cre

dence when we theorize about perception?'®

The objection is an attempt to explain away what Merleau Ponty
calls the phenomenal field by reducing it to something merely
subjective, something notional but unreal in itself, in deference to a
wholly external point of view. Merleau Ponty insists, on the con
trary, that the first person dimension of experience is constitutive of
perception. The body has a distinctive experience of itself, an
experience that is not just a contingent subjective obstacle to some
ideally detached, sidelong view of it. The fact that we can never
peer around our own corner is not an accidental epistemic limita
tion, but an essential structure of perception itself, one that stands
in need of description and interpretation. The bodily point of view
thus cannot simply be dismissed a kind of error or illusion. Indeed,
any adequate account of the body qua perceiving subject must include
an account of its own experience of itself prior to its self objectifi
cation in reflection, which is in any case always incomplete and
imperfect.

Merleau Ponty is not a dualist, however. He knows that experi
ence is an objective physical phenomenon inasmuch as it is realized
in the brain and nervous system, or rather the organism as a whole,
and not in some distinct metaphysical realm:

Our aim is not to oppose to the facts objective science coordinates a
group of facts that “escape” it—whether one calls them “psychism”
or “subjective facts” or “internal facts"—but to demonstrate that

the object-being, and so too the subject-being conceived in
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opposition to it and relative to it, are not alternative, that the
perceived world is beneath or beyond that antinomy.
(VI 41/22)

The mind is not a thing distinct or separate from the body. Never
theless, experience has an irreducible first person character, for
even as realized in the body it remains uniquely, though not
exclusively, accessible to the subject whose body it is:

The function of the organism in the reception of stimuli is, so to
speak, to “conceive” a certain form of excitation ... [But] | cannot
represent this form to myself as a series of processes in the third
person ... | cannot gain a detached knowledge of it.

(PP 89-90/75/86-87)

Experience is nothing metaphysically distinct from the coherent
configuration of the body, but neither is it a mere representation of
the body that could in principle be grasped from a third person
point of view. Is this intelligible? Can we have a nonrepresenta
tional experience of our own bodies? Merleau Ponty writes,

one might reply that this “bodily experience” is itself a
“representation,” a “psychic fact,” and that as such it is at the end
of a chain of physical and physiological events that alone can be
ascribed to the “real body.” Is not my body, exactly like external
bodies, an object that acts on receptors and finally gives rise to
the awareness of the body? Is there not a “interoceptivity,” just as
there is an “exteroceptivity”? Can't | find in the body message wires
sent by the internal organs to the brain, which are installed by
nature to provide the soul with the opportunity of feeling its body?
(PP 90/75-76/87)

Ordinary experience provides a striking counterexample to the
putative dilemma between subjective appearance and objective reality,



98 Merleau-Ponty

namely proprioception, or immediate perceptual self awareness. Pro
prioception is our direct sensorimotor awareness of our own
bodies, and it differs in both form and content from exteroception,
our perception of external things. We are proprioceptively aware of
being warm or cold, of the positions and movements of our limbs,
of whether and which parts of our bodies are being touched—all
without observing ourselves or forming judgments on the basis of
observation. Yet proprioception is not a sixth sense distinct from
and additional to the five (so called) “external” senses. Rather,
“External perception and the perception of one’s own body vary
together because they are two sides of one and the same act” (PP
237/205/237). “Every external perception is immediately synon
ymous with a certain perception of my body, just as every percep
tion of my body makes itself explicit in the language of external
perception” (PP 239/206/239)."7

Consider the famous phantom limb syndrome, in which people
continue to feel the presence of an amputated or missing limb,
sense its movements, and (often agonizingly) feel pains where the
limb once was.'® The illusion is not just a false judgment, for
the subject knows perfectly well that the limb is not there: “the
experience of the amputated arm as present, or of the disabled arm
as absent, is not on the order of ‘I think that ... " (PP 96/81/94).
But neither is it a brute sensation, for it has intentional content
informing the subject’s intuitive sense of his own body, its posi
tions and possibilities, what is happening to it and what it can do.
Moreover, such conditions often dissipate or correct themselves
with the passage of time, which suggests a kind of recalibration of a
long term with a short term sense of one’s body, what Merleau
Ponty calls “the habitual body” and “the present body,” respectively
(PP 97/82/95). A similar disturbance in your sense of bodily
position and capacity occurs when you stand up and try to walk on
a leg that has “fallen asleep” for lack of circulation. Like anosognosia,
in which patients fail to recognize or admit their own seemingly
obvious physical impairments, phantom limb syndrome is neither a
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judgment nor a sensation, but a modification of the intuitive bodily
understanding essential to perception.

For the tradition, of course, the phrase “bodily understanding”
is an oxymoron, for it cuts across entrenched distinctions
between sensation and judgment, mechanism and mind, extension
and thought:

The phantom limb is no mere effect of objective causality, nor is it
a cogitatio. It could be a mixture of the two only if we could find a
way of linking the one to the other, the “psychical” and the
“physiological,” the “for itself” and the “in itself,” and to bring
about a connection between them, if the processes in the third
person and the personal acts could be integrated in a middle
common to them.

(PP 92/77/89)

Those conceptual distinctions are drawn precisely to resist any
such synthesis, so we can hardly hope to reconstruct the kind of
primitive bodily understanding at work in the experience of the
phantom limb simply by, so to speak, pasting such categories back
together again piecemeal. Rather, Merleau Ponty observes, the
emphatically “un Cartesian terms” required to describe the phe

nomena, which are themselves neither cognitive nor mechanical,
“force us to form the idea of an organic thought through which the
relation of the ‘psychic’ to the “physiological’ becomes conceivable”
(PP 92/77/89).

In insisting that the bodily point of view occupies a middle
ground between beliefs and desires on the one hand and physio
logical mechanisms on the other, Merleau Ponty is not denying that
perceptual understanding has psychological and causal features.
Indeed, by moving outward from the primitive middle ground,
rather than inward from the abstract and reified extremes, he hopes
to show how such a seemingly paradoxical blend of reasons and causes
is possible. What he does deny, perhaps somewhat implausibly, is
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that there are purely physiological behaviors devoid of any psycholo
gical significance or pure rational states devoid of any bodily char
acter: “there is not a single movement in a living body that is
entirely fortuitous with respect to psychic intentions, not a single
psychic act that has not found at least its germ or its general outline
in physiological tendencies” (PP 104/88/101).

It is important to keep in mind that the kind of bodily self
understanding Merleau Ponty is describing is not unique to human
beings, or even higher organisms. When an insect loses a leg and
uses another to compensate the loss, the substitution does not
simply enlist a mechanism designed and ready for that purpose in
advance, but neither is it the result of an idea representing an end
to be achieved. It is instead part of the organism’s global reor
ientation to its tasks in its environment taken as a whole:

The insect simply continues to be in the same world and moves in
it with all its powers. ... There is no more choice here than in a
drop of oil that uses all its internal forces to solve practically the
maximum-minimum problem confronting it.

(PP 92-93/78/90)

Like the insect’s adjustment to the loss of its leg, our normal (and
abnormal) sense of our own bodies is neither merely mechanical
nor cognitive, but “has to do with an «a priori of the species and not
a personal choice” (PP 93/78/90).

It is because it is a preobjective view that being in the world can
be distinguished from every third-person process, from every
modality of the res extensa, as from every cogitatio, from every
first-person form of knowledge—and that it can effect the union
of the “psychic” and the “physiological.” ... Anosognosia and the
phantom limb lend themselves neither to a physiological nor to a
psychological explanation, nor yet to a mixture of the two.

(PP 95/80/92)
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Anosognosia is a bizarre condition; phantom limbs, however,
should not really strike us as so strange. After all, people frequently
feel “referred pains” in parts of their bodies other than those directly
stimulated, for example when a heart attack is felt in the left arm,
or when lower back trouble sends pain shooting down the legs.
The proverbial “ice cream headache” is a similarly misplaced pain.
If it seems incredible that a person can feel pain in a missing limb,
ask yourself how we manage to feel pains in the limbs we actually
have, rather than in our brains, where the final neural processing
actually occurs. Is that mundane fact really any less astonishing? On
the other hand, come to think of it, why should we expect to feel
pains in our brains? From this Cartesian angle, it is tempting to say
that all pains are phantom pains, all bodily feelings merely virtual,
wherever we happen to locate them. Yet if all proprioceptive
awareness is anomalous in this way, then none of it is, including
referred and phantom pains, and the mystery dissolves.

Why then are we so surprised and intrigued when we first hear
about the abnormal cases? For one thing, such anomalies force us
to recognize our own tacitly abiding bodily understanding, which is
so basic and so familiar that we are normally unaware of it. It is so
inconspicuous and so transparent to our ordinary perceptual sense
of ourselves as to be invisible. This is also why abnormal syndromes
are so valuable to phenomenology: they are vital to the effort of
description not just because they supply us with new weird data,
but because our initial intuitive response to them casts light on the
prior background understanding we bring with us from prereflective
experience. Phantom limb syndrome is fascinating in part precisely
because it reminds us that we always already have an intuitive
understanding of our own bodies as, for example, where we feel pain
and where our actions are initiated and performed. That we have such
an immediate and intuitive bodily sense of ourselves is what Merleau
Ponty wants to recover and explore in his phenomenology.

In addition to that concrete bodily sense of self, moreover, we
have an intuitive sense of personal and emotional space, which also
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often adjusts itself to new worldly conditions only gradually, invo

luntarily, and sometimes only with the painful effort of rehabilita

tion. As Merleau Ponty remarks, “We do not understand the
absence or death of a friend until the moment we expect a reply
from him and realize there will never be one” (PP 96/80-81/93).
The phantom limb is literally like a lost companion: our bodies
originally attune us to their presence, just as they then absorb and
become habituated to their absence. “To be moved is to find one

self caught up [engagé] in a situation one is failing to face up to, and
yet which one does not want to flee” (PP 101-2/86/99). Emo

tional intelligence, like the phantom limb, constitutes a kind of
“preconscious knowledge” (PP 96/81/93), not because it falls
below the threshold of explicit awareness, but because it is different
in kind from the rationally articulated contents of self conscious
beliefs and desires. This is why Merleau Ponty can maintain that
“memory, emotion, and phantom limb are equivalents with regard
to being in the world” (PP 102/86/99). Moreover, such pre

articulate intelligence straddles nature and culture, for it shapes not
only our sense of bodily and emotional space, but also our perception
and understanding of the cultural worlds we inhabit and negotiate

in virtue of our socially conditioned skills and sensibilities.'?

3. THE BODY SCHEMA
As we saw at the beginning of this chapter, the philosophical sig
nificance of the bodily nature of perception is neither that the body
is the cause of sensory awareness nor that our concepts about perception
entail concepts about the body; it is rather that my body constitutes
my perspective on the world, and a perspective on the world cannot
be understood as an object merely occurring in the world.

Put another way, it is obvious and yet important that my relation
to my body is structurally unlike my relation to anything else to
which it affords me perceptual access. For example, since my body
is my means of observation, I cannot simply observe it by means of
itself, or rather I can do so only partially, imperfectly, only up to a
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point, for example with the help of mirrors or cameras. Of course,
I can observe some parts of my body by means of others: I can look
at my foot or touch the back of my head. But I cannot make my
body as a whole an object of contemplation, for as Merleau Ponty
says, “to do so, I would have to use a second body, which would
itself be unobservable” (PP 107/91/104).

This peculiar unobservability of one’s own body is not just a
material or geometrical problem, an artifact of, say, the position of
our eyes in our heads. Instead, it has to do with the impossibility of
shedding our own perceptual agency and simply observing our
selves. This is why hearing your own voice as you talk is so unlike
hearing a recording of it, and why looking in the mirror is so
unlike seeing a photograph or yourself:

| can just barely catch my living glance when a mirror in the
street unexpectedly reflects my image back at me. My body in the
mirror never stops following my intentions like their shadow, and
if observation consists in varying the point of view while keeping
the object fixed, it escapes observation and is given to me as a
simulacrum of my tactile body since it imitates its initiatives
instead of responding to them by a free unfolding of perspectives.
(PP 107/91/105)

This asymmetry of bodily perspective and objective observation
points up the way in which the structure of perception is not just
caused or conditioned but constituted by the structure of the body.
Perception is not just the presence of objects to a subject, but has,
as Husserl observed, a horizondl structure. No matter how accurately
a photograph may represent an object, seeing the photograph is
never quite like seeing the object itself, for whereas the visual field
has horizons peculiar to the body, photographs merely have edges:

When, in a film, the camera focuses on an object and zooms in on

it for a closeup, we can of course remember that this is the
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ashtray or an actor’s hand; we do not actually identify it. For the
screen has no horizons. In normal vision, by contrast, | direct my
gaze on a fragment of the landscape, which comes to life and is
disclosed while the other objects recede into the periphery and
become dormant, though they do not cease to be there. For with
them, | have at my disposal their horizons, in which there is implied,
in peripheral vision, the object on which my eyes are now fixed.
The horizon is thus what guarantees the identify of the object in
the course of the exploration.

(PP 82/68/78)

The horizons of perceptual experience are thus functions of the
body in which it is realized. For example, all perception has a
figure/ground structure. Why? It is not as if figure/ground contrast
is deducible a priori from the concept of perception, hence
applicable to all possible perceivers, including angels and insects.
But neither is it a merely contingent feature that we can imagine
our own experience lacking:

To see an object is either to have it on the margin of the visual
field and be able to fix on it, or to respond to the solicitation by
fixing on it. When | do fix on it, | become anchored in it ... | continue
inside one object the exploration that just now hovered over them
all, and in one movement | close up the landscape and open up
the object. The two operations do not just coincide by accident: it
is not the contingencies of my bodily organization, for example
the structure of my retina, that oblige me to see my surroundings
vaguely if | want to see the object clearly. Even if | knew nothing
of rods and cones, | would know [je concevrais] that it is necessary
to put the surroundings in abeyance to see the object better, and
lose in ground what one gains in figure, because to look at the
object is to sink into it, and because objects form a system in
which one cannot show itself without concealing others.

(PP 81-82/67-68/78)
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The phenomenological figure/ground contrast is not identical with
the physiological structure of the eye, nor is it equivalent to mea
surable differences between foveal and parafoveal vision. Parafoveal
vision, for example, is supposedly insensitive to color and about
ten times less discriminating than foveal vision, and indeed we all
know that we have to move our eyes, not just our heads, to get a
good look at things. But does our peripheral vision seem ten times
less discerning that our focal point? Do the outer horizons of our
visual field seem colorless?*°

The figure/ground contrast is not a physiological fact, but part of
what we might call the contingent a priori structure of perception. It is
contingent because it is, after all, a phenomenological function of
the structures and capacities of the body, yet it is a priori inasmuch
as it provides a stable ground or framework within which we are
able to recognize some aspects of our experience as genuinely
contingent and changeable. The phenomenal field is not just a
bundle of sensory facts, but instead constitutes a “transcendental
field” (PP 74/61/71), a space of abiding perceptual possibilities,
impossibilities, and necessities. That space of possibilities is articu
lated by what Merleau Ponty calls the body schema (schéma corporel).
This notion plays a crucial role in his phenomenology, indeed it
could be said to anchor his account of the bodily nature of per
ception as a whole, for as he says, “The theory of the body schema
is implicitly a theory of perception” (PP 239/206/239).

What is the body schema? Crucially, it is not what psychologists
call the body image.”! The distinction between schema and image
has an important philosophical pedigree that can be traced at
least as far back as Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. The idea of schema
tism provides the solution to a problem posed by Kant’s sharp dis
tinction between understanding and sensibility, pure concepts
and raw intuitions. The problem is, as Kant asks, “how is the sub
sumption of the latter under the former, hence the application of the
category to appearances, possible?” (A137/B176).2> We cannot
literally see (or feel or hear) such things as number, possibility,
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causality, or substance, and yet we perceive things as exhibiting those
concepts. How?

Kant concludes that “there must be a third thing” mediating
between concepts and intuitions, namely by having something in
common with both, and this third thing he calls “the transcendental
schema” (A138/B177). The schema of a concept is a procedure by
which the imagination provides the concept with an image. Con
sequently, “the schema is to be distinguished from an image”
(A140/B179), for whereas images are always concrete particulars,
schemata must anticipate in advance an indefinitely wide range of
possible applications of the concept. It is thus the imagination, not
the intellect, that carves out the space of possibilities within which
we can then subsequently apprehend objects as falling under con
cepts. The body schema is thus precisely not an image of the body,
for images are objects of awareness, whereas schemata sketch out in
advance and hence structure our awareness of objects.

The body schema is not a representation of the body, then, but
our ability to anticipate and (literally) incorporate the world prior
to applying concepts to objects. This ability, which Merleau Ponty
also calls “habit,” is not objective knowledge, nor is it internal to
the mind, for “it is the body that ‘understands’ in the acquisition
of habit” (PP 168/144/167).

Aristotle observed, for example, that if you forcibly cross your
fingers around a small object, you will seem to feel two objects
instead of one.?® “Aristotle’s illusion,” Merleau Ponty remarks, “is
primarily a disturbance of the body schema.” For it is not just that
your fingers are rarely in such an awkward position, but that they
cannot get themselves there by their own effort: “The synthesis of
the object here is thus effected through the synthesis of one’s own
body” (PP 237/205/238). Your perception of objects is already
structured by your body and its sense of its own possibilities.

The body schema thus constitutes our precognitive familiarity
with ourselves and the world we inhabit: “T am aware of my body
via the world,” Merleau Ponty says, just as “I am aware of the world
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through the medium of my body” (PP 97/82/94-95). My body is
not an extraneous container or instrument of my agency, but
comprises “stable organs and preestablished circuits” (PP 103/87/
100) that operate according to their own logic, as it were, below
the threshold of self conscious intention. Moreover, like Kantian
schemata, “our reflexes translate a specific a priori,” and we respond
to and anticipate familiar situations as typical instances or “stereo
types” (PP 104/87/101).

Moreover, the body schema is not a static representation, but a
“dynamic” capacity, inasmuch as

my body appears to me as a posture with a view to a certain
actual or possible task. ... If | stand in front of my desk and lean
on it with both hands, only my hands are accentuated and the
whole of my body trails behind them like the tail of a comet.
(PP 116/100/114-15)

Conversely, it is our direct contact with the world that in turn gives
us a reflexive sense of our own bodies: “I know where my pipe is
with absolute certainty, and thereby I know where my hand is and
where my body is” (PP 116—17/100/115). The body is not an
object of which I have an internal image or internal representation,
rather “it is polarized by its tasks, it exists toward them, it gathers
itself up to reach its goal, and ‘body schema’ is in the end a way of
expressing that my body is in the world” (PP 117/101/115).

To explain more precisely how the body schema orients us in the
world, Merleau Ponty drew inspiration—but then characteristically
departed—from Husserl’s account of embodiment in the manu
scripts of the second book of Ideas. Merleau Ponty relies especially
on Husserl’s claim that movement and perception are interrelated
neither as reasons nor as causes, but rather as “motives”:

the phenomenological notion of motivation is one of those “fluid”

concepts that must be formed if we want to get back to the
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phenomena. One phenomenon releases another, not by some
objective efficacy, like that which links events in nature, but by the
sense [sens] it offers—there is a raison d’étre that orients the flux
of phenomena without being explicitly posited in any one of them,
a sort of operant reason.

(PP 61/49-50/57)24

What is this “operant reason” at work in perception?

We normally perceive a landscape as solid and immobile, but
someone whose ocularmotor muscles have been temporarily para
lyzed sees the entire landscape shift to the left when he thinks he is
turning his eyes in that direction (PP 58-59/47-48/55). Why?
Merleau Ponty rejects intellectualist and empiricist accounts of the
illusion: the subject does not infer the movement of the landscape
from beliefs he has about the position of his eyes and the location
of the landscape before him, nor is the stationary retinal image a
mere cause of the ensuing sensory effect. The effect is not just a false
judgment, for the logic of perception is not the logic of delibera
tion, but “a lived logic that cannot account for itself,” and its meaning is
not abstract, but “an immanent meaning that is not clear to itself and
becomes fully aware of itself only through the experience of certain
natural signs” (PP 61/49/57). The turning of my gaze is thus nei
ther a reason nor a cause, but a kind of sign that motivates my
apprehension of my own orientation:

For the illusion to be produced, the subject must have intended
to look to the left and must have thought he moved his eye.
The illusion concerning one’s own body leads to [entraine] the
appearance of movement in the object. The movements of one's
own body are naturally invested with a certain perceptual
significance and form, with the external phenomena, such a
tightly woven [bien li€] system that external perception “takes
account” of the displacement of the perceptual organs, finding in

them, if not the explicit explanation, then at least the motive of
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the intervening changes in the spectacle, and can thus
understand them straight away.
(PP 59/47-48/55)

Motivational connections forge bonds of meaning in experience,
allowing us to preserve and maintain a “best grip” (meilleure prise) on
the world (PP 309/267/311):

my body at grips with [en prise sur] the world when my
perception offers me a spectacle as varied and as clearly
articulated as possible, and when my motor intentions, as they
unfold, receive from the world the responses they anticipate. This
maximum distinctness in perception and action defines a
perceptual ground, a basis of my life, a general milieu for the
coexistence of my body and the world.

(PP 289-90/250/292).

The body is in the first instance not an object of knowledge, but
part of the normative structure of intentionality: “our body is not
the object of an ‘T think: it is an ensemble of lived meanings that
finds its equilibrium” (PP 179/153/177).

This insistence on a dovetailing of perception and movement
constitutes a radical challenge to the mind-body dichotomy still
taken for granted even by materialists, whose aversion to the
mental merely reinforces the conceptual distinction they have taken
over from the dualist tradition. Again, Merleau Ponty’s point is not
that movement and perception are very closely linked causally, but
that they are two sides of the same coin. So too, my body and the
world itself are essentially intermingled: this body is my body only
because I find myself oriented in an environment, just as the world
confronts me only relative to the hinge or “pivot” that is my body
(PP 97/82/94; cf. VI 243/189).

This interdependence of self and world manifests itself in the
body schema, which gives us a normatively rich but precognitive
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grip on our environment. What allows our attitudes to be right or
wrong about the world in the most basic way is the sense of bodily
equilibrium that determines which postures and positions allow us
to perceive things properly, and which constitute liabilities, incapa
cities, discomforts, and distortions. Again, as Merleau Ponty says,
we have—and know and feel ourselves to have—optimal bodily atti
tudes that afford us a “best grip” on things, for example the right
distance and angle from which to see something, a preferred pos
ture in which to listen or concentrate, or to achieve poise and
balance. Our bodies are constantly, though unconsciously and
involuntarily, adjusting themselves to secure and integrate our
experience and maintain our grip on the environment. This ongo
ing self correcting bodily orientation constitutes the perceptual
background against which discrete sensory particulars and explicit
judgments can occur.

Again, it is obvious that bodily capacities and dispositions of
various sorts causally underlie our perceptual orientation in the
world; what is not obvious is that those capacities and dispositions
establish a normative dimension without which perception could not
be intentional at all. What makes motor “intentionality” worthy of
the name is precisely its normativity, the felt rightness and wrong
ness of the various bodily attitudes we unthinkingly assume and
maintain throughout our waking (and sleeping) lives. Felt differ
ences between manifestly better and worse attitudes mark differences
between right and wrong, or true and false, perceptual appear
ances: the words on the chalkboard are indistinct, so I squint and
crane my neck to see them better; the voice at the back of the room
is muffled, so I lean forward and put my hand to my ear; the
sweater looks brown until I hold it directly under the light and see
that it is green.?®

The intentionality of perception thus depends crucially on the
normativity of the body schema. The rightness and wrongness of
perceptual appearances are interwoven with the felt rightness and
wrongness of our bodily attitudes. We have a feel for the kinds of
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balance and posture that afford us a correct and proper view of the
world, and that feel is neither the buzz and hum of sensation nor
the rationality of deliberate thought.

4. MOTOR INTENTIONALITY

To shed light on the noncognitive intelligence of bodily awareness,
Merleau Ponty relies heavily on Adhémar Gelb and Kurt Goldstein’s
study of a case of visual form agnosia, or what used to be called
“mind blindness” (Seelenblindheit). The patient, whom they call
Schneider, suffered brain damage in World War I that left him
“unable to perform ‘abstract’” movements with his eyes closed, that
is, movements that are not relevant to any actual situation” (PP
119/103/118). He could still perform “concrete” movements,
that is, “movements necessary for life, provided they have become
habitual for him: he takes his handkerchief from his pocket and
blows his nose, takes a match out of a box and lights a lamp™ (PP
120/103/118). Schneider could not simply point to his eyebrow,
out of the blue, as it were, yet he could go through the repertoire
of movements constituting a military salute. When he did so,
however, he would not just move his hand to his brow, but throw
his whole body into the performance of a meaningful action,
which he managed to pull off only by putting himself into the
situation entirely.

What Schneider’s condition reveals, Goldstein argues, is that two
distinct neurological functions are involved in normal bodily beha
vior: one for “pointing” (Zeigen), the other for “grasping” (Greifen).
Although Schneider has lost the ability to point to things out of
context, his grasping skills remain remarkably intact. This differ
ence has been confirmed more recently by Melvyn Goodale and
David Milner, who have shown that two distinct neural pathways in
the brain, the ventral and the dorsal streams, are responsible for, in
their words, “vision for perception” and “vision for action.”*®
Patients suffering from various forms brain damage may lose the
one ability while retaining the other: either they can no longer
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identify what something is by pointing at it or drawing a picture of
it, though they can still see how to grasp and manipulate it skillfully,
or vice versa.”’

What should we make of these discoveries? Two questions
immediately arise. First, what, if anything, do the pathological cases
tell us about normal perception? And second, what, if anything, do
such findings have to do with phenomenology? After all, pointing
and grasping are normally so integrated that it never previously
occurred to anyone to suppose they might rest on distinct under
lying neurological mechanisms. And why should we suppose that
such facts makes any difference to the felt character of normal
experience, any more than any of the other subterranean processes
going on undetected in our internal organs? If the distinction
between pointing and grasping did not just happen to go unnoticed
for centuries due to some kind of collective inattention or care
lessness, but was strictly unobservable in the absence of carefully
controlled studies of impaired subjects like Schneider, can it be
relevant to a phenomenology of perception?

To answer these questions, it is worth reminding ourselves of
the distinction Heidegger draws in Being and Time between our pri
mary understanding of things “available” (zuhanden) for use—mnot
only literally manipulable equipment like hammers and nails, but
more generally things we rely on, for example the wind and the
stars for sailing and navigation—and a secondary, parasitic way
in which we encounter things as objects of contemplation or
judgment, as merely present or “occurrent” (vorhanden). Heidegger’s
aim is to show that availing oneself of things skillfully neither
involves nor presupposes observing or thinking about them; rather,
observation and thought consist in a kind of detachment or
abstraction from our initial absorption in the world through the
exercise of practical skills.?® Both forms of understanding must
be susceptible to phenomenological description; after all, Hei
degger is inviting us to notice in our own experience a difference
he has noticed in his.
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Merleau Ponty’s point is very similar, indeed he alludes to Hei
degger’s notion of availability when he refers to the perceptual
environment as “a set of manipulanda,” as opposed to “objects in the
Kantian sense” (PP 122/105/120). What Schneider’s condition
shows, Merleau Ponty suggests, is that intelligent motor skills are
not extensions or applications of a theoretical representation of
objective space. “When I signal to my friend to come near, my
intention is not a thought I prepare in myself, and I do not perceive
the signal in my body” (PP 128-29/111/127). If my friend resists,
and I insist, “my gesture of impatience emerges from the situation
without any intervening thought” (PP 129/111/127). Intelligent
bodily behavior is not based on the contemplative and reflective
attitudes on which philosophers have traditionally modeled their
theories of experience and understanding. Indeed, dealing skillfully
with things in a spatial environment requires no conscious or
reflective grasp of objects standing in determinate spatial config
urations at all.

This much, however, might suggest that Merleau Ponty, like Gold
stein, simply regards normal behavior as a composite of two dis
tinct functions, only one of which Schneider has lost. Schneider’s
condition, on this view, has robbed him of the ability to point, leaving
his ability to grasp intact, so that we can now see that latter capacity
more clearly and appreciate its specific contribution to normal
sensorimotor competence. After all, much of what Merleau Ponty
says about Schneider is true of normal perceivers, too, for example:
“The patient, stung by a mosquito, does not have to look for the place
he was stung, but finds it straight away™ (PP 122/105/121). Similarly,
in performing his job, making wallets, “the subject, when placed in
front of his scissors, his needle, and his familiar tasks, does not
have to look for his hands or his fingers, for they are not objects to
find in objective space” (PP 123/106/121). When he sets to work,

the task elicits the necessary movements from him by a kind of

attraction at a distance, just as the phenomenal forces at work in
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my visual field elicit from me, without calculation, the motor
reactions that establish the best equilibrium between them, or as
the conventions of our milieu, or our group of listeners,
immediately elicit from us the words, the attitudes, the tone
suited to them.

(PP 123-24/106/122)

At some level, unreflective motor skills are what we have in
common with agnosics like Schneider. For in spite of his deficit in
conscious objective intuition, he is not blind; his concrete move
ment is guided by a kind of visual grip on the world.*®

But this is not Merleau Ponty’s point. To see why, it is worth
quoting the following passage at length. After observing that Schneider
lacks immediate intuitive knowledge of whether he is, for example,
lying down or standing up, but must infer such things from, say,
the pressure he feels on his back or his feet, Merleau Ponty writes,

How are we to coordinate these facts, and how are we to grasp,
by means of them, the function that is present in the normal
person and absent in the patient? It cannot be a question of
simply transferring to the normal person what the patient lacks
and is trying to recover. Illness, like childhood and the state of the
“primitive,” is a complete form of existence, and the procedures it
employs to replace normal functions that have been destroyed
are themselves pathological phenomena. One cannot deduce the
normal from the pathological, deficiencies from the surrogate
functions, by a mere change of sign. We must take surrogates as
surrogates, as allusions to some fundamental function they are
trying to replace ... Nothing would be more misleading than to
take for granted the same procedures with the normal person,
shortened merely by habituation. The patient looks for these
explicit perceptions only to stand in for a certain presence of body
and object that is given in the case of normal subjects.

(PP 125/107-8/123-24)
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The point here is twofold. First, when we recognize things pas
sively or point them out abstractly, we do not simply do what
Schneider does, only more quickly and discreetly, namely enlist a
whole ensemble of exploratory movements and hopefully stumble
upon the forms that then merely seem to be given. Rather, we have a
capacity that Schneider lacks, in virtue of which our bodies and
worlds really are given to us in sensory intuition. Schneider’s way of
identifying and describing things in his environment is profoundly
unlike ours.*°

Second, motor action itself is not for Schneider the same as it is
for those of us who do not need to rely on it exclusively, as he
does, in order to recognize objects around us and know our own
position and orientation in space. What is lacking in Schneider’s
sensorimotor experience? Not just spatial intuition as an isolated
function, but a kind of bodily awareness that allows us to encounter
the environment as an environment, as opposed to being sub
merged in it skillfully but unconsciously. Schneider can perform
concrete movements on order, but

if the order has for him an intellectual significance and no motor
significance, it conveys nothing to him as a mobile subject ... he
can never convert the thought of a movement into actual movement.
What he lacks is neither motility nor thought, and we are led to
recognize between movement as a third-person process and
thought as the representation of movement an anticipation or
arrival at a result, ensured by the body itself as a motor power, a
“motor projection” (Bewegungsentwurf) or “motor intentionality”
in the absence of which the order remains a dead letter.

(PP 128/110/126-27)

Lacking any direct intuition of objective spatial relations, Schneider
also lacks the ability to project himself into imaginary actions and
imaginary worlds. Asked to salute, he takes up the role of the
soldier with a kind of earnestness, a wholehearted engagement
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unnecessary for normal actors, who can simply “detach their real
body from the living situation to make it breathe, speak, and if
need be weep in the imaginary. This is what our patient can no
longer do” (PP 122/105/120). Instead, he “throws his body into
blind trials,” whereas normals can literally see what they’re doing,
“which can be expressed by saying that for the normal person
every movement has a background and that movement and its back
ground are [as Goldstein says] ‘moments of a unified whole’” (PP
128/110/127). Schneider can perform concrete movements, but
he lacks the perceptual background that ordinarily imbues such
movements with their worldly significance. His concrete move
ments are thus in a sense blind:

Abstract movement carves out from the interior of that thick
world [monde plein] in which concrete movement took place a
zone of reflection and subjectivity; it superimposes on physical
space a virtual or human space. Concrete movement is thus
centripetal while abstract movement is centrifugal; the former
occurs in being or in the actual, the latter in the possible or in
nonbeing; the former adheres to a given background, the latter
projects [déploie] its own background.

(PP 129/111/128)

Schneider’s movements do not open up their own background, but
are embedded in a kind of plenum. Consequently, “in a word, the
world no longer has any physiognomy for him” (PP 153/132/152).3!

Merleau Ponty’s purpose here is not simply to report or reiterate
Goldstein’s experimental results, nor does he claim to have made
his own original contribution to empirical psychology. Instead, he
goes behind the empirical issues to make a philosophical point,
namely, that the neurological distinction between grasping (dorsal
stream) and pointing (ventral stream) misses the crucial intermediary
phenomenon of motor intentionality, which involves the projection of a
world given in intuition, as opposed to constructed in thought.*?
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Motor intentionality is not a neurological datum, nor is it simply
Merleau Ponty’s name for concrete movement, grasping, or dorsal
stream processing. It is instead the normal unity and integration of
our bodily movement and our intuitive awareness of a given, stable
environment.*3

Merleau Ponty is making a philosophical point, then, but one
enriched by Goldstein’s description of Schneider, whose behavior
reveals—albeit in distorted, pathological form—an aspect of
normal perception ordinarily so inconspicuous as to have gone
virtually unnoticed for centuries. In this way Merleau Ponty, more
than any of the other major figures in the phenomenological
movement, draws on psychological evidence, demonstrating that
phenomenology is not a purely conceptual exercise, yet without
entirely collapsing the distinction between phenomenological
description and empirical inquiry, as if there were nothing dis
tinctive about the bodily point of view from which we experience
ourselves and the world.

How then ought we to coordinate empirical findings like Gold
stein’s, or more recently those of Goodale and Milner, with a phe
nomenology of perception like Merleau Ponty’s?** Does the
discovery of the dorsal and ventral streams in the visual system
threaten our commonsense understanding of vision? Goodale and
Milner write, “It seems intuitively obvious that the visual image
that allows us to recognize a coffee cup is the same one that guides
our hand when we pick it up. But this belief is an illusion.”3®
Vision, they think they have shown, is not one thing, but two: one
genuinely phenomenal, the other merely action guiding. What
about the phenomenology? Does vision present itself to ordinary
experience and understanding as one thing or two? The question,
as it stands, is meaningless. Is a pair of scissors one thing or two?
Neurologically speaking, apparently, sensorimotor capacities are
segregated in distinct but normally interacting systems in the brain.
Should we then say, as Goodale and Milner suggest, that they are
intuitively or phenomenologically one? Not quite, it seems, since it



118 Merleau-Ponty

is not clear that the individuation of systems and subsystems arises
at the level of ordinary perceptual awareness at all. But then what
should we say?

The fact is that psychological findings like these impinge on
phenomenology in much the same way novel scientific discoveries
impinge on our intuitions generally. For centuries people took it
for granted that the earth is motionless. When Copernicus and
Galileo established that it is not, educated people gave up that belief
and yet continued to have pretty much the same perceptual experience
they had before. Beliefs, even theories, often trickle down and
shape our perceptions, but the heliocentric model of the solar system
can hardly be said to have caused us to see the earth as moving
under our feet, or the sun as fixed and motionless: terra firma is still
firm, and we still see the sun rise and set. An (apocryphal) story has it
that Wittgenstein once asked, “Why did people centuries ago believe
that the sun goes around the earth?” When a student suggested it
was because that’s how it looks, Wittgenstein replied, “And how
would it look if it looked like the earth was going around the sun?”

Similarly, we might ask ourselves why people believe (if they do)
that visuomotor action is a function of one system and not two. Is
that how it seems? How would it seem if it seemed like two? It might
be tempting to reply that it would seem like two systems if, say, we
could feel the difference between them, or perhaps feel ourselves
shifting from one to the other. But this is a mistake. After all, when
you see, does it seem as if you're seeing with two eyes? One could
reasonably answer either yes or no. No, since it doesn’t usually
seem one way or the other, any more than it seems as if you have
two lungs or one stomach. But yes, since it doesn’t usually seem as
if one eye is closed or blind. If we answer yes, that is, it is not
because we continually feel the distinctness of our two eyes, or feel
ourselves shifting visually from one to the other; it’s just that there
doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with either of them.

Or consider an analogy with memory. There is empirical evi
dence for the existence of two distinct memory systems. On one
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model, a temporal boundary of a few seconds separates long term from
short term memory. On another model, the companion to long term
memory is not short term but working memory, that is, the two
systems work together according to the amount of information at
play, just as the hard drive differs from the random access memory
in a computer. Phenomenology has nothing to say between those
hypothesized systems, and for all we know it might turn out that
we have some combination of the two pairs. That is, there does not
seem to be a joint or seam in our retention of the past lagging a
few seconds or minutes behind us, dividing long term from short
term memory, nor is it intuitively evident how much information
we can hold in our attention before having to offload it somewhere
for future retrieval. Does it therefore seem as if our memories form
a continuous stream trailing behind us, gradually tapering off into
the remote past? Well, no. The phenomenology of memory is a
subtle and delicate undertaking, but it swings wide of the empirical
research that relies crucially on experimental data unavailable to
consciousness.

It is no more true to say that visuomotor action seems like a single
neurological function than to say it seems like two, or dozens for
that matter.>® The seeming—the phenomenology—is silent about
what neurological structures (if any) underlie our sensorimotor
capacities; it is, after all, possible that some features of experience
have no specific physiological correlates at all. Dualists have some
times argued that the mind cannot be anything physical since mental
states do not seem like physical states. But again, how would they
seem if they did seem like physical states? Experience itself does not
favor dualism over physicalism. Unfortunately, the argument cuts
both ways, for neither does it assure us that perception must be a
physical process. We (most of us) take for granted that it is, but
arguably for a different reason, namely that the ever widening
scope of the concept of the physical over the past few centuries has
made it increasingly obscure what it would even memn to call

something real like perception nonphysical.?’
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5. FLESH AND CHIASM
Although Merleau Ponty never abandoned phenomenology, by the
late 1950s his understanding of it, and with it his understanding of
perception and embodiment, had taken a new direction. Some
argue that the change was radical, constituting a kind of paradigm
shift of the sort one finds in Heidegger and Wittgenstein, whose
later thinking took a sharp turn from the early works that made
them famous. Although Merleau Ponty wrote essays in the years
leading up to his death in 1961 that give no hint of the new pro
ject, he also left behind a highly original but unfinished work, The
Visible and the Invisible, which was posthumously published in 1964
along with working notes from his manuscripts. The fourth chapter
of the published text, entitled “The Intertwining—The Chiasm”
(Lentrelacs—le chiasme), spells out the substance of the new line of
thought, with further, often cryptic elaboration in the notes. In the
notes there are also occasional critical references to his own earlier
work, in particular Phenomenology of Perception, from which some
have inferred a profound transformation in his entire approach to
philosophy.

That something had changed is clear, but was the change radical?
The best way to proceed is to consider the new ideas first, and then try
to assess how far they depart from what Merleau Ponty had already
been saying 15 and 20 years earlier. My own view is that although
scholars, understandably eager for news of a dramatic philosophical
breakthrough at the eleventh hour, have tended to overestimate the
novelty of Merleau Ponty’s late work, there are indeed some genu
inely interesting and original ideas in The Visible and the Invisible, ideas
that at times extend and amplify themes in his earlier work, but
also occasionally cast doubt on some of its basic assumptions.*®

What did Merleau Ponty take for granted in the 1930s and
1940s, and then abandon by the late 1950s? In a word, the primacy
of consciousness. In a working note of May 2, 1959, he considers the
phenomenon of insight, the involuntary crystallization or formation
(Gestaltung) of meaningful wholes, what the Gestalt psychologists
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called the “Aha experience,” for example when you suddenly see the
figure of a dog in a picture that a moment ago looked like nothing
but a chaotic pattern of black and white splotches. Seeing such figures
is not a product of reflection, but a flash of perceptual recognition;
moreover, once you see them, it’s virtually impossible not to see them:
“one can no longer free oneself from what has once been thought,”
for “one finds it again in the materials themselves.” Thought and
insight do not come first, but follow as effects or achievements from a
prior unreflective perceptual groping and exploration: “there is a
germination of what will have been understood™ (VI 243/189).

So far, nothing in these remarks goes beyond the standard Gestalt
theory Merleau Ponty had been invoking and elaborating for years.
But then he draws a startling conclusion: “And that means: per
ception is unconscious. What is the unconscious? That which
functions as a pivot, an existential, and in that sense is and is not
perceived.” This “pivot,” he goes on to say, is the body schema,
“the hinge of the for itself and the for others—To have a body is to
be looked at (it is not only that), it is to be visible” (VI 243/189).

This might sound like a minor terminological variation on the
account of perception and the body schema that we have already
seen elaborated in Phenomenology of Perception, but Merleau Ponty evi
dently considered it a major departure with profound implications.
What is at issue, it seems, is the ontological ground of phenomenol
ogy, which is confined to what is available to experience, however
dimly or marginally. Thus, in a working note from February 1959,
Merleau Ponty writes, “Results of Ph.P.—Necessity of bringing them
to ontological explicitation. ... The problems that remain ... are
due to the fact that in part I retained the philosophy of ‘con
sciousness’” (VI 237/183). And in July of that year, more critically:
“The problems posed in Ph.P. are insoluble because I start there
from the ‘consciousness’— object’ distinction”—

One will never understand, starting from that distinction, how a

particular fact of the “objective” order (a particular cerebral
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lesion) could entail a particular disturbance of the relation with
the world—a massive disturbance that seems to demonstrate
that “consciousness” as a whole is a function of the objective
body—It is these problems themselves that must be dismissed by
asking: what is the supposed objective conditioning? Answer: it is
a way of expressing and noting an event of the order of brute or
savage being that is ontologically primary.

(VI 253/200)

“Brute or savage being” is now prior to consciousness, and the task
of philosophy is no longer to describe even the bodily and exis
tential dimensions of conscious experience, but to say how experi
ence itself is possible as a mode of our unconscious bodily immersion
in the world.3?

Why does Merleau Ponty renounce the primacy of conscious
ness? The answer, I think, appears in the second paragraph of the
passage above, in which Merleau Ponty, some fifteen years after his
reflections on Schneider in the Phenomenology, considers once again
the potentially catastrophic effects of brain damage. As we have
seen, he rejects any sharp distinction between the mental and the
physical, in light of which purely mechanical events in the brain
could be straightforwardly correlated with discrete psychological
effects described in abstraction from the subject’s bodily being in
the world. Goldstein was wrong to think that Schneider’s condition
simply removed all visual contribution to his motor action, leaving
pure tactile perception in its pristine state. On the contrary,
Merleau Ponty insists, Schneider suffered a profound loss of motor
intentionality, which is to say visuomotor awareness of the world, the
abiding background of perception and action grasped as a coherent
whole. Schneider no longer has a world given in conscious intuition.

What then does he have? He certainly has visuomotor skills. That
is, his bodily movements are still guided by vision of some sort—
not conscious visual experience by way of the ventral stream, but
unconscious dorsal stream vision for action. This peculiar form of
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blind vision, so to speak, remained a mystery in Merleau Ponty’s
earlier account, the point of which was to emphasize Schneider’s
loss of motor intentionality, or normally integrated visuomotor
experience. But now that Merleau Ponty no longer regards conscious
experience as fundamental to our being in the world, Schneider’s
strange unconscious immersion in the world appears more peculiar
and more significant than ever. What is original in The Visible and the
Invisible, then, is Merleau Ponty’s new way of describing that
unconscious ground of conscious experience, the ontological bed
rock on which sense experience and bodily comportment rest.

The underlying ontological foundation of sensory receptivity and
motor spontaneity is what Merleau Ponty now calls flesh (chair).
Flesh is the stuff common to ourselves and the world, what we and
it are both made of, as it were. And yet the term is not just another
name for physical or material stuff: “flesh is not matter, it is not
spirit, it is not substance” (VI 184/139; cf. VI 191/146). What is
it? The sensibility of things, the perceptibility both of the perceptual
environment and of ourselves as perceivers—the visibility of vision,
the tangibility of touch, the exposure of anything to which the world
itself can be exposed in experience, including the bodily sense or
experience of motor intentionality.

Merleau Ponty had always insisted that to stand before the world,
one must be in the world; he now goes further by insisting that to
be in the world, one must be of the world. One must, so to speak,
be of the same flesh as the world one inhabits and perceives. What
is new in this is that it gives pride of place to what he had pre
viously tended to brush off as merely “objective,” namely the blind,
unconscious bedrock of being that underlies perceptual experience.
Now that blind, unconscious world turns out to have profound
significance precisely because we are it. For in sensing, we ourselves
must be thoroughly and inescapably sensible: “the body as sensible
and the body as sentient,” he explains, is “what we previously called
objective body and phenomenal body” (VI 180/136). Whereas
earlier he posited the objective body as secondary and relative to
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the phenomenal body of sensorimotor awareness—“the genesis of
the objective body is only a moment in the constitution of the
object” (PP 86/72/83)—he now reverses course and construes
conscious experience as a whole, even its proprioceptive and motor
elements, as grounded in a new kind of prephenomenal being,
namely the flesh of visibility.

How are we to understand this new idea? It is not, after all, as if
Merleau Ponty (or anyone) ever doubted that the body is de facto
empirically visible. The point is rather that its unconscious visibi
lity, far from being a merely dependent moment of its motor
intentional awareness, is in fact the ontological ground of the phe
nomenal manifestation of being in the world as a whole. That my
body can be seen and touched is not just the empirical fact that I
(or anyone) can be aware of it as an object; it is rather the under
lying condition of my encountering and inhabiting a world at all in
the first place. It is our “brute or savage being,” which makes pos
sible everything explicitly realizable in phenomenological reflection
itself. To see the world, we must already be in a kind of bodily
communion with it. We will return to this idea in Chapter 6 in
connection with Merleau Ponty’s essays on painting, especially
“Cézanne’s Doubt” and “Eye and Mind.”

Although chapter 4 of The Visible and the Invisible is called “The
Intertwining—The Chiasm,” it is in the working notes at the end
of the volume that we find Merleau Ponty taking full advantage of
those terms as he presumably would have had he lived to finish the
book. The metaphor is clear enough: a chiasm or chiasma is an x shape
or crisscross pattern; in grammar, a chiesmus is an inversion of par
allel phrases, such as When the going gets tough, the tough get going, or
Working hard or hardly working? And so it is, Merleau Ponty believes,
with body and world: they are not two distinct things, but sinews
of a common flesh, threads in the same fabric, related to one
another not as situation and reaction (not to mention stimulus and
response), but as a single woven texture, like the overlapping and
interlocking lizards and birds in an Escher drawing.
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Unlike his concept of the flesh, however, which it is precisely
meant to incorporate and contain, the notion of intertwining or
chiasm is nothing new in Merleau Ponty’s later thought, but an
elaboration of an idea that already figured prominently in Phenom
enology of Perception. For example, he refers to

peculiar relations woven [se tissent] between the parts of the
landscape, or between it and me as incarnate subject ... Sense
experience is that vital communication with the world that
renders it present to us as the familiar setting of our life. It is to it
that the perceived object and the perceiving subject owe their
thickness. It is the intentional fabric [tissu] that the exercise of
knowledge will try to pull apart.

(PP 64-65/52-53/61)

And further on:

since the genesis of the objective body is only a moment in the
constitution of the object, the body, by withdrawing from the
objective world, will carry with it the intentional threads linking it
to its surrounding and finally reveal to us the perceiving subject
as the perceived world.

(PP 86/72/83)

Finally, he writes of our primitive experience of others, “Inasmuch
as I have been born and have a body and a natural world, I can find
in that world other comportments with which my own are inter
woven [s’entrelace]” (PP 410/357/416), just as “nature penetrates to
the center of my life and is interwoven [s'entrelace] with it” (PP
399/347/405).

Merleau Ponty’s fascination with the image of chiasmic inter
twining was inspired, or perhaps merely confirmed and reinforced,
by contemporary work in the sciences. Like Kurt Goldstein and the
Gestalt psychologists, for example, biologists such as G. E. Coghill
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and Jakob von Uexkiill defended holistic conceptions of organic
form against reductive mechanistic models of biological function.
The parallel is instructive, for just as contemporary cognitive sci
ence might seem to have rendered obsolete the psychology that
inspired Merleau Ponty’s phenomenology, so too, after his death,
the reductive agenda of molecular biology gradually seems to have
eclipsed the holistic literature he was drawing on in his lectures on
nature in the late 1950s.

In Merleau Ponty’s 1957-58 course on “The Concept of
Nature,” subtitled “Animality, the Human Body, and the Passage to
Culture,” he discusses the work of the psychologist and physician
Arnold Gesell. Gesell insists on the unity of body and behavior;
the two cannot be disentangled, since behavior is part and parcel of
the body’s organization, while the body is the concrete manifesta
tion of its behaviors. The body is not a passive medium that also
happens to move, as for example a machine can either function
or not function and still remain the thing it is. For human beings,
moving and being at rest, like waking and sleeping, are equally
dynamic states that preserve the body’s very morphological struc
ture. Even embryological development is not an entirely “blind”
process, but is constantly conditioned by optimizing tendencies
and states of relative equilibrium, which imbue all future growth
with a distinctive “style” or “bearing” of life (allure de la vie) (N
199/149).*° For Gesell, “the enigma of form is omnipresent,”
indeed it constitutes “the fundamental enigma of science” (N 200/
150). The organism is a kind of balance of spontaneity and con
straint. So too, strictly conditioned impulses and spontaneous
improvisations are always intertwined, so that the distinction
between nature and nurture proves to be a false dichotomy. Gesell’s
“principle of reciprocal intertwining,” “weaving,” and “meeting of
threads” (N 198/149) clearly inspired Merleau Ponty’s elaboration
of the concept of chiasm.

It was always Merleau Ponty’s view that we are, as it were, woven
corporeally both into the material world we perceive and into the
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social world we inhabit; that we do not stand outside the world,
peering in at it, but already inhabit and incorporate it from within:
“Our own body is in the world as the heart is in the organism” (PP
235/203/235); “The sentient and the sensible do not stand over
against each other as two mutually external terms, nor is sensation
an invasion of the sensible into the sentient” (PP 247—48/214/
248). The metaphor of an intertwined fabric or tissue was always
part of his conceptual vocabulary: “My body is the texture common
to all objects” (PP 272/235/273).

The point of the metaphor is that there is no sharp line between
what is internal and what is external to us, for self and world are
interdependent aspects of a unified whole. As J. J. Gibson puts it,
“The supposedly separate realms of the subjective and the objective
are actually only poles of attention.”*' Nor are our perceptions
sharply divided between inner and outer, for all sense experience is
simultaneously open onto the world and reflexively self sensitive;
the senses are both proprioceptive and exteroceptive: “Conscious
ness of the world is not based on self consciousness; rather, they are
strictly contemporary: there is a world for me because I am not
ignorant of myself; I am not concealed from myself because I have
a world” (PP 344/298/347).

Merleau Ponty insists on this duality of sense experience, in
particular against Husserl, who maintained in the second book of
Ideas that only the sense of touch has this double aspect. When we
see, Husserl notes, we do not see our own eyes: “The eye does not
appear visually” (Id II 147). Of course, I can see my eyes in a
mirror, but that kind of seeing is a form of third person observa
tion, not first person proprioception: “For I do not perceive ... the
seeing qua seeing. I see something, of which I judge indirectly,
through ‘empathy, that it is identical with my eye (constituted, say,
by touch), just as I see the eye of another” (Id II 148n). To say that
I cannot see my eye seeing is to say that I do not locate visual sen
sations in my eyes. So too with hearing: “The ear is ‘there, but the
sensed tone is not localized in the ear” (Id I 149).
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The situation is importantly different, Husserl thinks, to the
sense of touch. When I touch something with my hand, not only
do I feel the qualities of the object, I also feel, and can turn my
attention to, tactile sensations localized in the hand itself; hence
the difference between the transitive sense of “feel” (feeling a cool
breeze) and the intransitive (feeling exhausted). The body can feel
itself feeling in a way that the eye cannot, even with the aid of a
mirror, see itself seeing. I do not locate visual sensations in my eye
or auditory sensations in my ear, but I do locate tactile sensations
in the part of my body with which I touch something.**

Husserl’s theory of bodily intentionality is thus predicated on
what he deems “the privilege of the localization of touch sensations”
(Id I 150), that is, the double aspect of tactile sensation that he
thinks grounds our sense of our bodily self awareness. Free bodily
movement also plays a role, for among the “material bodies [Korper]
of this nature I ... find uniquely singled out my body [Leib] ... the
only one in which I immediately have free rein and ... govern in
each of its organs.” For Husserl, however, such acts do not make
this body my body, for the sense of body ownership requires the
reflexive perception of one of its parts by means of another:

As perceptually active, | experience ... my own bodiliness
[Leiblichkeit], which is thereby related back to itself. This
becomes possible inasmuch as | can in each case perceive the
one hand by means of the other, an eye by means of a hand, etc.,
so that the functioning organ must become an object, the object a

functioning organ.*®

For Husserl, the intentional reflexivity of the body is not a primi
tive or ubiquitous feature of perception, but depends crucially on
the double aspect peculiar to the sense of touch:

A subject with eyes only could not have an appearing body at

all. ... The body as such can be constituted originally only in
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tactuality and in everything localized within the sensations of
touch, such as warmth, cold, pain, and the like. ... the body ...
becomes a body only through the introduction of sensations in
touch, the introduction of pain sensations, etc., in short, through
the localization of sensations qua sensations.

(/d Il 150-51)

In its most primitive manifestation, the body does not strictly
speaking coincide with the subject of experience, but is instead a
sensitive “field of localization™ belonging to the subject: “The subject,
constituted as the counterpart of material nature, is ... an I, to
which a body belongs as the field of localization of its sensations”
(Id I 152); “the entire consciousness of a human being is in a
certain sense bound to its body by its hyletic substrate” (Id II 153).
For Husserl, the body is “a bearer of sensations ... a thing ‘inserted’
between the rest of the material world and the ‘subjective’ sphere”
(11 161).

But Husserl’s insistence on the primacy of touch is problematic
on two counts. First, it is unclear why the body’s transparent role
in action should count any less toward its intentional constitution
than its passive role as the bearer of tactile sensations. Why must
my body appear to me as the site of localized sensations in order
for me to experience my actions and perceptions as embodied at
all? Suppose I lack a sense of this body being my body. Now suppose
I locate my sensations in this same body. It remains an open ques
tion in principle whose body this is in which I locate my sensations.
For there is nothing conceptually incoherent about locating one’s
sensations in the body of another, or in a prosthesis, or in a table
and a chair for that matter.** If I do not already have a sense of
body ownership, or rather bodily self identification, it is unclear
what difference the localization of my sensations in this body could
make. Locating my sensations in parts of my own body means that
I already understand the body in which Ilocate them as my own. But
if T already identify this body as my own body, then the localization
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of sensation itself arrives on the scene too late to play the founding
role Husserl wants it to play.

Second, if it is just in virtue of the sense of touch and free bodily
movement that I understand myself as having a body at all, this can
only be because I enjoy some prior consciousness of my self, some
distinct means of self identification, apart from my epistemic rela
tion to the body housing the sensations I feel subjectively. Not sur
prisingly, Husserl argues that I do indeed have such an abiding
sense of self, logically prior to and independent of anything outside
my consciousness, including my body, namely my awareness of
myself as the “pure” or “transcendental ego” standing at the center
of all my intentional acts.** For Husserl, as for Descartes, “all sen
sings belong to my soul [Seele], everything extended [belongs] to
the material thing” (Id I 150).

But this seems to imply that my ordinary identification with my
body is not only a kind of mistake, but an utterly unaccountable
and unintelligible mistake. If our bodies are not ourselves, how
could we ever have thought they were?

if one’s own body and the empirical self are nothing but elements
of the system of experience, objects among other objects in the
eyes of the true |, how can we ever confuse ourselves with our
body, how could we believe that we saw with our eyes what we in
truth grasp with an inspection of the mind?

(PP 241/208/241)

I see not with my eyes, Descartes said, but “by the faculty of judgment
which is in my mind.”*® Husserl is not a substance dualist, but like
Descartes he ascribes visual experience to the transcendental subject,
not the perceiving body. For I experience my eyes as mine, he argues,
not just by seeing, but by touching them or by their hurting. But
then why do we say, why are we even tempted to say, that we see
with our eyes? “If it is true that I do not see with my eyes, how can
I ever have been ignorant of this truth?” (PP 246—47/213/247).
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For Merleau Ponty, by contrast, the body is not just somehow
attached to the self, or merely “inserted,” as Husserl puts it, between
subject and object. The body just is the self. Our experience of
ourselves and the world “does not require and even excludes a
constituting subject” (PP 465/406/472). Nor does my immediate
identification with my body depend on the localization of sensa
tions within it. It is nothing unique to the sense of touch that
renders our bodies our own. Instead, the duality of exteroception
and proprioception, of receptivity and spontaneity, is ubiquitous.
My hand can touch only because it can be touched:

Through this crisscrossing within it of the touching and the
tangible, its own movements are incorporated into the universe
they interrogate, are recorded on the same map ... It is no different
for vision, except, it is said, that here the exploration and the
information it gathers do not belong “to the same sense.” But this
delimitation of the senses is crude.

(VI 176/133)

This is clearly an allusion to Husserl, and the point becomes
explicit in a note from November 1960:

In Ideas Il, Husserl, "disentangle” “unravel” what is entangled [...]
The idea of chiasm and Ineinander is on the contrary the idea
that every analysis that disentangles renders unintelligible [...]
It is a question of creating a new kind of intelligibility
(VI 321-22/268)

Merleau Ponty had always been dissatisfied with the hyper reflec
tive, analytical tendencies that threatened to pull Husserlian phe
nomenology into a kind of intellectualism.*” By the end of his life
that sense of dissatisfaction had compounded, for he had come to
believe that the true task of philosophy is not just to describe
experience, but to extend a kind of ontological insight into something
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ultimately opaque to reflection. The “new kind of intelligibility” he
opposes to the “disentangling” strategy of Husserlian eidetic ana
lysis is therefore not just “a lived logic that cannot account for itself,”
or “an immanent meaning that is not clear to itself,” as he put it in
Phenomenology of Perception (PP 61/49/57). Instead, it is the flesh that
is already present, and somehow already even present to itself in
the most primitive manifestations of life.

What is new in Merleau Ponty’s late work is not the image of
chiasm as such, then, but the terms onto which that image is pro
jected. The point is no longer simply that the body, in being aware
of the world, is also always reflexively aware of itself, or that its
conscious sensory and motor capacities are dependent moments of
a unified whole. Instead, he now wants to make the more radical
ontological claim that organisms, conscious or not, just by being
alive, are already woven into their environments, not as minds, or
even preminds or protominds, but as flesh, as both sense and sen
sibility.

SUMMARY
Perception is not a mental but a bodily phenomenon. In making this
ontological claim about perceptual awareness and the body, Merleau
Ponty is neither reporting a subjective appearance nor advancing an
empirical or metaphysical theory about the underlying nature of
reality. He is instead describing, articulating, and clarifying the
ordinary intuitive point of view from which we understand our
selves as neither disembodied intellects nor physical mechanisms,
but living bodily subjects. I have called this phenomenological per
spective, from which Merleau Ponty advances his claims, the bodily
point of view. It is this point of view as such that both traditional and
contemporary theories of perception fail to recognize as a proper
subject of inquiry, let alone a legitimate framework within which to
understand intentional phenomena.

How, more specifically, does the body function as the subject of
perceptual experience? By means of the body schema, the set of
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abiding noncognitive dispositions and capacities that orient, guide,
and inform our bodily sensitivities and motor actions. To say that
perception is grounded in the body is to say that the phenomenal field
is constituted by the body schema. Our bodily skills and dispositions
carve out a perceptual world with perspectival horizons and a con
trast between figure and ground.

The kind of intentionality made possible by the body schema is
not mental but motor intentionality. Brain damaged patients, such as
Goldstein’s “Schneider” who suffer from visual form agnosia retain
many motor skills and are able to think abstractly about spatial
relations, but have lost an intermediate intuitive motor intentional
sense of spatial position and orientation. Space is no longer given in
their intuitive awareness, but now resides in pathologically segre
gated domains of “blind” motor action on the one hand and
decontextualized judgment on the other.

Merleau Ponty’s posthumously published manuscript, The Visible
and the Imvisible, elaborates two metaphors, flesh and chigsm. Some
believe these themes constitute a significant shift in his philoso
phical views, an idea encouraged by Merleau Ponty’s occasional
critical references to his own former adherence to a philosophy
of consciousness and its attendant subject—object distinction. On
closer inspection, it appears that the image of chiasm—criss
crossing, overlapping, interlacing (entrelacs)—already informed his
account of perception as an aspect of our bodily embeddedness
in an environment. The notion of flesh, however, arguably marks a
genuine departure from Phenomenology of Perception, for whereas that
book was essentially a description of perceptual experience, the
word “flesh” is meant to refer to our more basic unconsious bodily
continuity with the world we perceive. Flesh is the identity of
perception and perceptibility, even below the threshold of con
scious awareness. As bodily perceivers, we are necessarily part of
the perceptible world we perceive; we are not just in the world,
but of it.
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Self and Others

One of the most original and important products of Merleau
Ponty’s description of our bodily being in the world is his account
in Phenomenology of Perception of our experience of others. The account
belongs to what is traditionally considered an epistemological pro
blem, the problem of other minds. Do minds other than my own
exist? Am I the only one? How can I know?

But is this a problem? Can it be? What, after all, is a mind? Per
haps something like a bundle or system of perceptions, beliefs,
desires, and judgments ascribable to a person. But what is a person?
Not just owners or subjects of experience, but bodily beings. We
originally encounter others, that is, not just as minds, but as fellow
flesh and blood creatures with whom we share a common material
world. If our conception of others as minds seems to pose a pro
blem, Merleau Ponty suggests, then “What we have said about the
body provides the beginning of a solution to this problem” (PP
401/349/406). The (alleged) problem stands in need of phe
nomenological clarification of our experience of others before we
come to regard them as minds lurking behind, rather than incarnate
in and as it were visibly animating, their bodjies.

Strictly speaking, then, Merleau Ponty sets out not to solve the
problem of other minds, but to dissolve it by reminding us of our
nonepistemic, precognitive experience of others, an experience he
believes lies at the source of various alienated social attitudes that
can then, if only at a perverse extreme, generate skeptical doubts
concerning the very existence of other minds. Precisely because of
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their recognizable social origins, however, such doubts are necessa

rily senseless. Like Heidegger and Wittgenstein, Merleau Ponty
rejects skepticism about other minds as utterly as he rejects skepti

cism about the external world. According to Heidegger, though the
skeptic may not be refutable a priori, the fact that human being is
essentially being in the world inevitably drains skeptical doubt of
all content: “The question whether there is a world at all, and
whether its being can be proved, makes no sense as a question
raised by Dasein as being in the world—and who else would raise
it?”! Likewise, for Merleau Ponty, “To ask whether the world is real
is not to know what one is saying” (PP 396/344/401).

So too, he argues, I and others inhere in bodies and in the world,
and “If I feel this inherence of my consciousness in its body and its
world, the perception of others and the plurality of consciousnesses
no longer present any difficulty” (PP 403/351/408-9). An ade
quate phenomenological account of ourselves and our experience
of others ought to silence rather than answer the epistemological
question, just as our concrete experience of the world and others
always inevitably smothers such doubts in real life. It is worth
pondering that irresistible resurgence of credulity—or rather that
inescapable erosion of doubt—in real life. Is it irrational, the blind
force of unthinking habit, as Hume argued? Evidently not, for in
that case its denial would be equally a matter of indifference to
reason and common sense. And yet solipsism seems not just mis
taken, but quite literally insane. We must therefore describe our
experience of others and its role in what we (somehow) know is
the only rational view available, namely immediate total acknowl
edgment of the plurality of persons.

The problem (so called) of other minds, however, conceals and
obscures a mystery, the mystery of other selves, and we can see this
by recalling that others are present to us, just as we are present
to ourselves, in a bodily way before we are able to conceive of
either them or ourselves as minds standing in relations of
mutual distrust, suspicion, or uncertainty. This reminder of our
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bodily coexistence in the world constitutes Merleau Ponty’s most
original and important contribution to philosophical reflections on
sociality. It is unparalleled in any other treatment of the subject,
including those of Heidegger and Wittgenstein, and only the recent
discovery of “mirror neurons” in the brain suggests a similar way
of dispelling this peculiar conundrum.

1. HUSSERL AND SARTRE ON OTHER MINDS

Merleau Ponty’s approach to the problem of others contrasts shar
ply with two of his predecessors in the phenomenological tradi
tion, Husserl and Sartre. Husserl argues in Cartesian Meditations that
although I do not literally perceive other minds—in which case, he
supposes, they would no longer be other minds at all, but facets of
my own consciousness—neither do I infer their existence from a
prior perception of their bodies as mere objects. Rather, others are
given in what he calls an “appresentation” or “analogical apper
ception,” in which “the material body [Kdrper] over there, which is
apprehended as a living body [Leib], must acquire this sense from an
apperceptive transfer from my body, and then in a manner that excludes
any actual direct ... genuine perception.”* I neither literally see nor
merely judge that others are present: “Apperception is not infer
ence, not an act of thinking.”3 Rather, I see others as present in the
same way in which I see objects as having hidden interiors that I do
not directly see.

But whereas my awareness of the insides of objects may be
informed by prior experiences of opening things up and looking
into them, others minds are never directly perceptible, and my
awareness of them must instead be founded on an analogical
transfer from my perception of myself as an embodied conscious
ness. Thus, “ego and alter ego are always and necessarily given
in an original pairing.”* I come to see the body of the other as
linked or bound to his consciousness, just as I experience my
own body as linked or bound (by the sense of touch) to experi
ences I must somehow independently recognize as my own, as
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belonging to myself not as a bodily but as a transcendental ego. Only
because I originally perceive myself as what Husserl calls a “psycho
physical unity,” a blend of consciousness and body, am I able to
apperceive others as minds perceptually hidden from me by the visible
exterior of their bodies.

Merleau Ponty rejects this distinction between the bodily and the
transcendental ego, and the wrongness of that distinction as a
description of my experience of myself can be seen as the source of
its wrongness as a description of my experience of others. I do not
originally perceive myself as a psychophysical unity, for ordinary
experience draws no distinction between psychical and physical
phenomena. My identity with my body is at once more basic and
more thoroughgoing than Husserl supposes. There is indeed a kind
of pairing or mirroring in my perception of others, but it is evi
dently more primordial than the conceptual distinction between
private consciousness and public body, which Husserl takes for
granted. Indeed, recent psychological and neurological research
suggests that such mirroring is a primitive and innate function of
primate brains and is already at work in social perception below
the threshold of explicit cognition.” There is simply no basis in
experience for the kind of analogy Husserl thinks informs our
intuitive understanding of others.

For Merleau Ponty, that is, not only is there no reasoning behind
our recognition of others, there is no analogy either, inferential or
noninferential, for such an analogy would require prior acknowl
edgment of the structure of personhood that is already incompre
hensible from a solipsistic perspective. Merleau Ponty thus concludes,
“There is nothing here resembling ‘reasoning by analogy’ As
Scheler so rightly declares, reasoning by analogy presupposes what
it is called on to explain” (PP 404/352/410).°

Sartre’s account of others in Being and Nothingness improves on
Husserl’s theory of analogical pairing in two ways. First, Sartre
recognizes that our primordial experience of others involves affec
tive rather than epistemic attitudes, emotions rather than beliefs:
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Shame, fear, and pride are my original reactions; they are only
various ways by which | recognize the Other as a subject beyond
reach, and they include within them a comprehension of my
selfness which can and must serve as my motivation for
constituting the Other as an object.”

Moreover, according to Sartre, my primitive feeling for others is a
feeling not of seeing (or judging), but of being seen. Whereas
the traditional problem of other minds simply takes for granted that
I am the subject and the other is the object, Sartre ingeniously
turns the tables by insisting that my original confrontation with
others is just the opposite: “the Other is in principle the one who
looks at me.”®

Unfortunately, Sartre’s affective reversal of the epistemological
problem generates problems of its own and arguably misses the
phenomenon in its own way, though from a new and interesting
angle. For what Sartre’s theory entails—indeed, what it is designed
to entail—is a theory of interminable metaphysical antagonism
among subjects alternately exposing each other to their gazes,
fixing them as objects, and (seemingly) stripping them of their
agency, until those exposed (temporarily) wiggle free by turning
their own looks back on their tormentors.

The theory—a kind of pessimistic, short circuited version of the
master—slave dialectic in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit—highlights the
drama inherent in human relationships, but is it a plausible
description of our actual ordinary dealings with others? Do we
really find ourselves popping in and out of such polarized object
and subject positions, shifting from observed to observer and back
again? That picture looks like a caricature of the actual richness,
complexity, and ambiguity of interpersonal life. More crucially, like
Husserl’s theory, though in a different way, it fails to acknowledge
the personally undifferentiated background social space we inhabit
in virtue of our shared bodily being in the world. On that shared
background, we exist with others, alongside them, not over against
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them as observers and observed: “positing the other does not
reduce me to the status of an object in his field, nor does my per
ception of the other reduce him to the status of an object in mine”
(PP 405/352/411). Indeed, mutually objectifying observation, far
from being a primitive phenomenon, must be understood as a
modification of social interaction:

the look of the other transforms me into an object, and my look
transforms him into an object, only if ... we each make ourselves
into an inhuman look, if each feels his actions are not being taken
up and understood, but observed like those of an insect. This is
what happens, for example, when | am looked at by a stranger.
But even then, the objectification of each by the look of the other
feels painful only because it takes the place of possible
communication. Being looked at by a dog does not embarrass
me. The refusal to communicate is still a form of communication.
(PP 414/361/420)

The dramatic antagonistic experience Sartre regards as metaphysically
basic is in fact a kind of interpersonal disturbance or distortion, a felt
deviation from a social equilibrium that is ordinarily inconspicuous
precisely because it is so pervasive in our experience and our
understanding. The pressing phenomenological task, which Sartre
neglects, is to describe that background social equilibrium that
makes such interpersonal disturbances intelligible as deviations
from a preferred state.

Husserl and Sartre disagree about the intentional direction of our
experience of others, as well as its cognitive and affective sig
nificance, but they both take for granted a theoretical perspective
that obscures the phenomenon of shared social space by imagining
us in already refined and articulated attitudes of subject and object,
knower and known, seer and seen. But how did those social posi
tions and attitudes themselves emerge as possibilities in our inter
actions with one another?
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2. EMPATHY AND SOLIPSISM

Merleau Ponty’s alternative account rests on a recognition of the
bodily medium of social perception, a medium common to myself
and others, and which always already constitutes us as a commu
nity prior to our application of concepts such as mind and con
sciousness, which abstract from the bodily character of the persons
they describe. I perceive others as human bodies, not as material
objects. Others are always already persons like myself. My experi
ence of our common character as persons, however, is not based on
any analogical or comparative observation of myself and them, for
“the perception of others precedes and makes possible such obser
vations” (PP 404/352/410). What, then, does our preobservational
perception of others consist in?

Adam Smith already recognized in the 1750s that people
naturally respond to the suffering of others with gestures appro
priate to the person suffering: “When we see a stroke aimed and
just ready to fall upon the leg or arm of another person, we natu
rally shrink and draw back our own leg or our own arm.” Smith
attributed such apparently spontaneous intuitive responses to an
intervening counterfactual thought, an act of imagination in which
we sympathize “by conceiving what we ourselves should feel in the
like situation,” that is, “by changing places in fancy with the suf
ferer.”?

Imagination is surely essential to empathy, as it is to experience
in general. But must it be the kind of imagination that has the
articulated content of a thought, namely the thought of myself in
the position of the other? Or does the projective theory of
empathy have things backwards? Do we empathize because we
think ourselves into other perspectives, or do we learn to think
ourselves into other perspectives only by first being capable of a
more primitive form of unthinking empathy? Babies sponta
neously mimic facial gestures before they are able to observe their

own faces, hence before they have any notion of what they
look like:
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A baby of fifteen months opens his mouth if | playfully take one of
his fingers between my teeth and pretend to bite it. And yet he
has hardly looked at his face in a mirror, and his teeth do not
resemble mine. The fact is that his own mouth and teeth, as he
senses them from the inside, are straightaway for him things for
biting, and my jaw, as he sees it from the outside, is straightaway
for him capable of the same intentions. “Biting” has immediately for
him an intersubjective significance. He perceives his intentions in
his body, and my body with his, and thereby my intentions in his
body.

(PP 404/352/410)

More recent studies have produced even more dramatic results,
including facial mimicry in infants as little as 42 minutes old.'°
Clearly, nothing like objective observation or explicit analogical
correlation between oneself and others, intuited or inferred, is
going on in such cases. Instead, the infant’s body is attuned to others
in a kind of immediate sympathetic harmony.'' Consequently, even
as an adult, “Inasmuch as I have been born and have a body and a
natural world, I can find in that world other comportments with
which my own are interwoven [s'entrelace]” (PP 410/357/416).
There is no room at this level, already manifest in early life, but
surely enduring and thriving in adulthood, for observation or
judgment to intervene in our bodily interconnectedness: “Between
my consciousness and my body, as I intend it, between this phe
nomenal body and that of another, as I see it from the outside,
there exists an internal relation that makes the other appear as the
completion of the system” (PP 405/352/410). Quite literally, as
Merleau Ponty says elsewhere, “man is a mirror for man” (& 33/
168/130).

What this embodied experiential overlapping reveals is the abid
ing presence of the “prepersonal subject” (PP 405/352/411), or
what Merleau Ponty calls “the one” (le “on™) (PP 400—1/348/405—
6), a kind of bodily substratum more basic than our experience of
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ourselves as individuated subjects. Our most basic experience of
experience, we might say, is an experience not of distinct, separate,
mutually closed, self contained spheres of private awareness, but of
a common openness onto one and the same world. Indeed, this
worldly commonality is no different in principle from the way in
which we intuitively understand the diverse perspectives and sense
modalities in our own experience, not as mutually isolated sensory
occurrences, but as converging on—or better, in—the world. Con

sequently, although experience is variable, and the senses differ
among themselves,

we have learned in individual perception not to regard our
perspectival views one apart from another; we know that they slip
into one another and converge in the thing. In the same way, we
must learn to find the communication of consciousnesses in one
and the same world. In reality, the other is not enclosed in my
perspective on the world because that perspective itself does not
have definite limits, because it slips spontaneously into that of the
other, and because they come together in a single world in which
we all participate as anonymous subjects of perception.

(PP 405-6/353/411)

This interpersonal, subpersonal convergence of perception on the
world is possible only because we experience each other not as
isolated minds, but as cohabiting bodies:

| experience my body as the power of certain behaviors and of a
certain world. | am given to myself as a certain grip [prise] on
the world; it is precisely my body that perceives the body of the
other and discovers there a miraculous extension of my own
intentions, a familiar way of dealing with the world; henceforth,
just as the parts of my body together form a system, the body of
the other and my own are a single whole, front and back sides of

a single phenomenon, and the anonymous existence, of which my



144 Merleau-Ponty

body is at each moment the trace, henceforth inhabits both
bodies at once.
(PP 406/353-54/412)

The agent of this primordial social recognition is not the mind, but the
body, or more precisely the body schema. A child is able to acquire
specific bodily and social skills by watching others, not because he
can register discrete observations and draw inferences from others
to himself, but because his body is both innately attuned and
socially habituated, hence prone, to act as others are visibly acting:
“the body schema ensures the immediate correspondence of what
he sees done and what he himself does” (PP 407/354/412).

This appeal to the shared social space of bodily perception
arguably dissolves the problem of other minds, but does it do so at
too high a price? After all, unlike babies, adults can and do distin
guish their own experience from the experience of others; we do
not simply merge into one another in an undifferentiated shared
awareness. Merleau Ponty must therefore do justice not just to our
primordial bodily cohabitation in the world, but also to our dis
tinctness as individuated selves or persons.

And so he does. He insists, though, that we must not simply
dismiss the infantile experience as error and illusion, as Jean Piaget
does.'? For the primitive experience of the child persists as the vital
background and substratum of adult consciousness; indeed, its dis
appearance would coincide precisely with the absurdity of solipsism:

The perception of others and the intersubjective world are
problematic only for adults. The child lives in a world that he
believes straightaway to be accessible to all those around him; he
has no awareness either of himself or of others as private
subjectivities; he does not suspect that we are all, himself included,
limited to a certain point of view on the world. ... Human beings
are, for him, empty heads turned toward a single, self-evident

world where everything happens, even dreams, which are, he
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believes, in his room ... Others are, for him, so many gazes that
inspect things; they have an almost material existence, so much
so that a child wonders why the gazes don't break when they
cross each other.

(PP 407-8/355/413)"3

Whereas Piaget supposes that children overcome these infantile
errors by about the age of 12 and then do without them as rational
adults, Merleau Ponty insists that mature rationality must remain
rooted in the child’s point of view and can never fully extricate
itself from its own naive history:

in reality, it must be that children are in some sense right,
against adults, or against Piaget, and that the primitive thoughts
of our early years remain as an indispensable acquisition
underlying those of adulthood, if there is to be for the adult a

single, intersubjective world.
(PP 408/355/414)

Do we then simply face a dilemma between our infantile sense of
shared social space and our mature conception of ourselves as iso

lated minds closed off to one another? No, for even as adults we
continue to experience ourselves as sharing the same world, as
immediately visible to one another, not as mental (or physical)
objects, but as bodily persons:

| perceive the other as behavior, for example | perceive the grief
or the anger of the other in his conduct, in his face and his hands,
without recourse to any “inner” experience of suffering or anger,
and because grief and anger are modifications of being in the
world, undivided between the body and consciousness, alighting
as much on the other’s conduct, visible in his phenomenal body,

as on my own, as it presents itself to me.
(PP 409/356/414-15)



146 Merleau-Ponty

The perception of others may be problematic only for adults, but
this is not to say it is not problematic at all. It is—not as an epis
temological problem, but as a kind of mystery, indeed a kind of
trouble, haunting the social and political worlds we share. Others
come to be mysterious and troubling for adults in a way they
cannot be for children, for our mature conception of ourselves as
subjects puts us in essential tension, often open conflict, with
others, whom we necessarily experience asymmetrically, in the
second and third person—mnot as I myself, but as you and he or she.
“Like the gods of polytheism, I have to contend with other gods”
(PP 412/359/418).

This perverse polytheism of selves is not just aggravating, but
enigmatic. For although we cannot help but recognize the first
person status of other persons, this very recognition yields both food
for thought and grist for the political mill, for it seems there are
still ways in which “I can ... recognize only one I” (PP 411/358/
417). Thus, “Consciousnesses present themselves with the absurdity
of a plural solipsism, such is the situation that must be understood”
(PP 412/359/418).

This essential asymmetry in our experience of ourselves and
others introduces a new level of complexity into Merleau Ponty’s
account, one that might appear to raise the specter of skepticism all
over again. Others are not a problem, but they are trouble, and the
trouble is no accident, but has its roots in the asymmetry without
which there could never even seem to be a problem of other
minds, nor for that matter mutual recognition of ourselves as selves:

The difficulties in the perception of others do not all stem from
objective thought, nor do they all cease with the discovery of
behavior, or rather objective thought and the uniqueness of the
cogito, which is its consequence, are not fictions, but well-
founded phenomena, whose foundations we shall have to seek.
The conflict of myself and the other does not begin only when we

try to think the other, nor does it disappear if we reintegrate
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thought in nonthetic consciousness and unreflective life: it is
already there if | try to live [the life of] the other, for example in
the blindness of sacrifice.

(PP 409/356-57/415)

Just by being myself, I am doomed to regard the other precisely
as other, however I might want (impossibly) to appropriate her
experiences or actions as my own. This sounds weird, for surely it
makes no sense to try to be a self other than the self you are. How
could you succeed? And yet the very possibility of solidarity and
conflict seems to allow us to undertake something like this meta
physically incoherent effort, to lose ourselves in a kind of unity
with others or escape and be free of them altogether. And yet we
can only be ourselves, just as we are condemned to be with others.
The self itself thus “seems to preclude any solution to the problem
of others. There is a lived solipsism that is inescapable.” My most
basic experience is an experience of myself as among others, and
yet others are other precisely because “I am ... the one through
whom they are experienced” (PP 411/358/417).

Merleau Ponty’s acknowledgment of this complexity and asym
metry at the heart of our being with others is in no way a regress
into skepticism, for individuation and interaction are not incom
patible ontological conditions, but essentially intertwined and
interdependent aspects of social life:

Solitude and communication cannot be two horns of a dilemma,
but two moments of a single phenomenon, for in fact others
exist for me. We must say of the experience of the other what we
have said elsewhere of reflection: that its object cannot escape
it absolutely, for we have a notion of it only through it. Reflection
must in some way present the unreflected, for otherwise we
would have nothing to contrast it with and it would never
become a problem for us. Similarly, my experience must in

some way present me with others, for if it did not, | would not
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speak of solitude at all, and | could not even declare others
inaccessible.
(PP 412-13/359/418-19)

Solipsism remains strictly speaking incoherent, for what it envi

sages is precisely what it itself can make no sense of, namely the
radical absence of the other. For it is precisely the presence of
others that makes the prospect of their absence intelligible as absence.
Without others, I could have no idea what the world would be
lacking were I its only self. The question that exposes solipsism as a
pathology of social life rather than a genuine epistemological pro

blem is the question, How did I ever acquire the (seemingly paradoxical)
idea of an “other” self? Where else, indeed, but from my mysterious
and troubled dealings with others?!*

By the time I am aware of myself as distinct from others, I feel
their presence as something at once primitive and inescapable, as
“the tension of my experience toward another whose existence
on the horizon of my life is beyond doubt, even when my know
ledge of him is imperfect” (PP 413/359/419). We experience the
social world

not as an object or sum of objects, but as a permanent field or
dimension of existence: | can indeed turn away from it, but not
without remaining situated in relation to it. Our relation to the
social is, like our relation to the world, deeper than any explicit
perception or any judgment. ... The social is already there when
we know it or judge it.

(PP 415/362/421-22)

Thus, as Wittgenstein said of the metaphysical subject, society and
history are not, for Merleau Ponty, objects but limits of experience:
“my birth and my death cannot be for me objects of thought” (PP
418/364/424).'° 1 cannot intuitively grasp or comprehend them,
and yet they remain pervasive and defining aspects of my life:
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“although I do not think my death, I live in a general atmosphere
of death, there is a kind of essence of death always on the horizon
of my thoughts.” The same is true of my experience of others:
“just as the instant of my death is for me an inaccessible future, so
I am certain never to live the presence of the other to himself” (PP
418/364/424). Sociality is an essential structure of my experience
inasmuch as it discloses a horizon of others whose point of view
on the world cannot in principle be collapsed into my own, nor
mine into theirs. Moreover, to see such a structure as essential is
precisely to see that it cannot constitute an epistemological problem,
for there is nothing that could in principle count as occupying the
perspective of another, just as there is nothing that could count as
escaping one’s own body, inhabiting the body of another, stepping
outside of space or time, or surviving one’s own death.

SUMMARY

Merleau Ponty’s account of our bodily coexistence with others is
one of the most original and important elements in his phenomenology.
The account is a reply but not an answer to the question of other
minds, not a solution but a dissolution of what Merleau Ponty believes
is not a genuine problem. For the problem of other minds, so called,
takes for granted a distinction between mind and body that has no
echo in our most basic experience of ourselves and others. Merleau
Ponty therefore rejects Husserl’s theory of “analogical apperception,”
according to which I am conscious of others as conscious beings
thanks to a pairing association with my awareness of myself as a
“psychophysical unity,” or mind body composite. He also rejects
Sartre’s polarized account of the other as a nonobjectified look that
fixes me as an object, for that account arbitrarily dwells on dramatic
scenes of conflict and suspicion, my encounter with another as an
alien subjectivity standing over against me, in contrast to our more
mundane experience of others as simply with us in a shared world.

Merleau Ponty’s own phenomenological description of our
experience of others is an extension of his account of the body
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schema and motor intentionality. Others are for me neither visible
objects nor invisible subjects, neither material bodies nor imma
terial minds. Indeed, they are not present to me as targets of
observation or judgment at all, but as persons, bodily agents I
immediately and involuntarily identify with in my own sensitivities
and behaviors. Not only do I not infer the existence of other minds
from observations of their bodies; there is no “analogy” at all
between myself and them, for they are as directly and undeniably
present to me as my own body is, though of course in a different
way. Only in problematic circumstances must I put myself in their
position, think about their perspective on things, their thoughts,
their feelings. Even as adults, we are at bottom like children, for
whom people are all simply “empty heads” open onto the same world.

But although, barring insanity, others do not—indeed, cannot—
constitute a genuine epistemological problem, they are nonetheless
always more or less a source of practical, ethical, and political dis
turbance. Others are not a problem, but they are trouble. The reason for
this is that our perspective on ourselves and on them is essentially
asymmetrical: obviously, yet profoundly, I am the only I. Like the
gods of polytheism, we find the plurality of sovereign selves per
petually enigmatic and destabilizing.
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Five

History and Politics

The Cold War, especially during the 1950s, was an age of Mani
chaean ideological conflict between the communist East and capi
talist West. The political landscape was 