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ABSTRACT

Phenomenology i8 characteristically associated with the motto
‘to the things themselves’, or even more tellingly, ‘back to the
things themselves’. This injunction makes sSense only against the
background of the belief that somehow we are azt gome remove from ‘the
thinge themseives’ to which we are invited to return. In
phenomenolegy, this ‘origin’ is variously determined as ‘experience’,
‘existence’, ‘the life-world’, and so on.

Much depends wupon how we  understand thig return that
phenomenology advocates and practises. On one interpretation,
phenomenology elaimgs tc eXtricate itself from prejudices, which
distort or otherwise falsify ‘experience’, in favour of achieving a
direct and presuppositionless contact with experience, as if there
were Something like a pristine experience, a raw datum, that could be
disclosed in a presuppositionless seeing. Such is how Derrida, for
exanple, interpreis phenomenclogy, and it is on these grounds that he
relegates it to the ‘metaphysics of presence’.

Several commentators have argued <{and Derrida himself has

suggested) thet Merisau-Ponty’'s The Visible and the Iinvisible breaks

with phencmenology in the above gense. [ argus that even in his

Phenomenclegy of Ferception (and to a lesser extent in Husserl’'s later

writings) phenomenslogy is in fact less naive than Derride and others
would have us believe. Admittedly, conservative prejudices are at work

in the Phenomenology, but on the whole the momentum of the text is on




the side of a break with and implicit oritifue of the metaphysics of
presengs. Certain indications to the contrary notwithstanding,
Merleau-Ponty attempts to articulate a conception of phenomenology
significantly different than the one described above, a conception
that would take into account the fact that phenomenology is itself a
point of view and as Such mediates the disclosure of ‘the things
themselves’.

Mer lsau-Ponty fo;uSBs this mediation with reference to
language, and more precisely with reference to phenomenology az itself
an in8tance of language. Such development as ocecurs in his philosophy
fleshes ocut, and does not repudiate, the teaching of the Phenomenclogy
concerning language and expresgion. The phenomenologist neither
mirrors nor coincides with experience in the sSense of a full presence
on the other side of sapeech. He expresses sxperience, and his
exXpression 1S necessgarily a creative deed. ThiS emphasis upon
phenomenology’s creativity has not received due rscognition in the
literature on Merleau-Ponty.

Merleau~-Ponty’'s philecsophy, I argue, is begt characterized as
an attempt to reconcile the ideasg of adequation and creativity. It
embraces both the demand tc return to ‘'the things themselves’, the
demand to be faithful to experience, and the recegnition that, in
virtus of it2 own linguisticality, phenomsnocleogy’s rendering of
experience i8S necessarily ocreative. Thig tensSion, which I trace
throughout Merleau-Ponty’s writings, i what i3 comprehended in the

paradoxical expression 'creative adequation’.



PREFACE

Merleau-Ponty titled his 1852 inaugural lecture to the Collége
de France "In Praise of Philosophy®. Indeed, this could aptly serve as
the epigram for his entire authorship. Thirty-five years later, in a
time when the death of philosophy is widely proclaimed and even
celebrated, the fact that Merleau—Ponty &poke in praise of philosophy
would bs enocugh to discredit him in gome circles. Who today among
those who could be_ censidered his philogeophical heirs would speak in
praise of philosophy? Would not such praige, even if written in the
genre of a funeral oration, be psrceived as the s8ign of gome
adowlescent infatuation?

Merleau-Ponty was certzinly aware of reports that philogophy
was dead. Indeed he toock them very seriously. He explicitly addressed
thig issue in his 1859 courgse at the College de France: "With Hegel
something comes to an snd. After Hegel, there is a philasophical veid.
Thig i not to say that there has been a lack of thinkers or of
genijugeg, but that HMarx, Kierkegaard, and HNietzsche start from a
denial of philosophy. ¥ might say that with the latter ws enter an
age of non-philosophy.” (TFL, 100> This "age of non—philosophy® is
marked by a heightened awareness of the irrational, the contingent, or
what otherwige resists totalization. The 'non-philosophers’ (Derrida,
Foucault, and Lyotard are Socme contemporary examples) thematize what
takes place on the fringes or marging of philosophy—-what philosophy

has failed to capture and even s¥cluded. This resistant ‘other’ sStands



as an indictment against philosophy inscfar as philosophy, committed
to the ideal of total knowledge, ought not to leave anything out,
ought. not to have an ‘other’.

It is philosophy’'s pretense to total knowledge, the ideal or
project of encompassing everything, including its own contingent point
of view, in a rigorous gystem of knowledge in which each thing would
be assigned a determinate place, that "comes to an end® in this "age
af non—philosephy”. Kierkegaard, in polemic with Hegel, calls this
project ‘the gsystem’. Merleau-Ponty callg it ‘metaphysios’.! Liks the
non—philosophers, Merleau—-Ponty rejects metaphysice, but he is no less
resolute in rejecting non—philosophy. This i what makes him an
especially interesting thinker in this age of non—philosophy. He says
of the non-philosophers that “their negation of metaphysicg cannot
take the place of philosophy." {(TFL, 102> He speaks of the need for a
new philosophy that will avoid the twin pitfalls of metaphysics and
non—philosophy, of rationalism and irrationalism.

It ig thus with eyes opsn, and without denying the experience
of unreason, that Merleau-Ponty sSpeaks in praise of philosophy.
Without wistfully dreaming of or "Yearning for it8 logt smpire”, he
balieves that there is yet a future of philosephy. (TFL, 105) If
philosophy is not dead, there can be no doubt that it i8 in crigis. In
Merleau-Ponty's view, however, philosophy is never more alive and
vital than in guch times of crisis, when its meaning and purpose are
radically put intﬁ guestion, Husser! is Merleau-Ponty’'s mentor on
these matters:

Driven to self-examination by the irraticnalism of their times,
ag well as by the intrinsic evolution of their problems,
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philasophers have arrived at 2 definition of phiiosophy as the
interrogation of its very own mezaning and possibility. "What I
seek under the nams of philosophy,® writes Husserl, "as the
goal and the field of my labor, I know naturally. And vet 1 do
not know it. Has this ‘knowledge’ sver been sufficient for any
true thinker (Se/bstdenker)., Has ‘philosophy’ ever ceased to be
a riddle to him in hig life as a philosopher?" (TFL, 104)
In virtus of the fact that philosophy remaing a guestion for him, the
philosopher distinguishes himself from both the dogmatic metaphysician
and the skeptical non—philosopher, each of whom wmust ‘know’' what
philosophy is; the former to execute itg programme, the latier to deny
or otherwise negate it.

The *"definition” of philosophy as "the interrogation of its
very own meaning and possibility® will seem smﬁty if one does not
conSider that this interrcgation arises out of and turns back upon a
tradition. Such interrogation opens upon a text or a history of texts
purporting to be philosophical. One could say that for Merleau-Ponty
the task of the philosopher is to situate himself self-consciously in
relation to this tradition. In this light, Merleau-Ponty’s difference
from the non—philosophers emerges as a difference concerning the
interpretation of the philosophical tradition. While he believes that
metaphysice has indeed played itself out and has come to an end, this
would spell the end of philosophy only if the history of philosophy
could be reduced to metaphysics. Merlsau-Ponty does not  accept this
reduction, however. He would certainly take issue with Jacgues
Derrida’'s sweeping assimilation of the entire +tradition under the
heading of the ‘'metaphysics of presence’.

In his readings of his predecessor 8 {(most notably, Husserl),

Merleau~Ponty disgplays an acute Sensitivity to the ambiguities in
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their texts, to the tensions at work in their philoscphies. Above all,
he seeks to avoid closure in his interpretations. He rsads less for
the accomplished thought that ocan be circumscribed and fixed by a
label than for the questioning thought that ig struggling to establish
itself. It is because he reads generously in thig way that he can
recognize a kindred spirit even in thoroughly ‘mstaphysgical’ thinkers
such as Leibniz, Descartes, and Kant. Merleau-Ponty believes that the
non-philosophers toc have more in common with (and owe more to) the
tradition than they admit. Indeed he suggests that the "negation and
the end of philosophy" is "the very same inquiry reStored to its vital
sources.® (TFL, 100 In other words, in their critique of philosophy
the non—philosophers embody Something of the animating spirit vitally
at work in the tradition of philosophy from which they seek to
dissociate themselves,

Throughout hisg writing Merleau-Ponty interrogates
philogophy-—including his own phileosophizing——in a 8slf-reflective
inguiry as radical ag any practised by the non—philosophers. It is
remarkable (but too little remarked) how attunaed hs was to the
guestions and themes that dominate much contemporary philosophy (and
non—philoscphy). He has said enough about thess matters that, a
quarter century after his death, one can imagine him at home in
dialogue with deconsStructionigts about the metaphysics of presence,
with post-analytic  philosophers about languags, and with
hermeneutici=ts about higtory and interpretation. This thesis carries

Merleau-Ponty’'e thought forward and engages him in Such dialogus.
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INTRODUCTION: READING MERLEAU-PONTY

The various Sentences, paragraphs, chapters, and books of an
author are not 8o many unconnected things. Interpreters endesavour,
with good reason, to relats fentence to Sentence, chapter to chapter,
book to book. The concept of the ‘author’ hag long been the organizing
principle of our reading. Is it not, after all, one ‘author’ who is in
some Senge responsible for all those texts bearing a common Signature?
Is it not reasonable to expect that this unity will be reflected in an
author’s texts? Indeed, even when interpreters divide an author’s
works into different periods, they do not therefore cease to make
reference in 2 non—trivial sense to the ‘author’®™ whose views changed
from one pericd to another——who preserved, modifisd, contradicted, or
discarded his earlier views. In Merleau-Ponty scholarship, for

eXample, even those who claim a radical change from the The Structure

of Behavior to The Vigible and the Invigsible endeavour to relate the

‘before’ and the "after’ and thus to integrate the differsence within a
unity of gorts {albeit a differentiated one). BSimilarly, although he
wrote on sSubjectg as diverse as art, politics, psychelogy, and
philosophy, Merleau—Ponty’s interpreters appear to hold the conviction
that the works he produced in thess various disciplines share
scmething more than a common Signature.

After the much celebrated ‘death of the author’, however, such

apparently uncontroversial  assumptions  acquire the status of



guesticnable prejudices and it ie not without Some trepidation that
one undertakes a detailed examination of the works of an ‘author’.:
After the death of the author {in more than one sense), what can the
proper name ‘Merleau—Ponty’ signify for us? In our view, the
difficulty is to conceive the unity promised by the signature in Such
a way as not to reify the ‘author’ into Some eternal character. What
Merleau-Ponty hag remarked concerning the interpretation of Descartes’
works is eQually pertinent to the interpretation of his own:
the idea of grasping him in hig8 entirety at his source is
perhaps an illusory one if Descartes—instead of being some
*central intuition®, an eternal character, and an absoclute
individual—--is this discourse, hesitant at first, which is
affirmed through experience and use, which is apprised of
itgaelf little by little, and which never wholly stops intending
the very thing it has resolutely excluded. (5, 131-2)
Merleau-Ponty’'s signature will not signify for us sSome originating
power commznding his discourse from outside of it. He undersiood his
own authorship as the pursuit of a thought which ag much possessed him
as he it. He was fond of sgaying that speaking <(writing) teaches the
thinker his thought. ®¥e will not posSit some "central intuition® behind
his texts to which differences could be attached like instances to an
s82ence. Hi8 work has the character of an ongoing conversSation that
incessantly gQuestiong ite aims and finds itself in each moment, and
not that of an artifact produced according to sSome pre—eStablished
plan. To posit Some such essence would be to deafen ourselves toc the
searching voice that resonates acrose so many differences. [t would be
to biind ocurselves to these differences or otherwise to suppress them.

and vet the voice we listen for does not begin anew with the

pause of every Sentence, paragraph, chapter, or book, a3 if from



nothing. Although the author is not and c¢ould not be in posgeggion of
gome kind of plan of which his corpus would be but the mirror image,
there. is neverthelesg a hkind of logic to his discourse. We rscognize
in hig wvoice a familiar accent, a certain habituality that weaves
differences together into the fabric of a single text, and ultimately
into the teXture of a zingle lifs.

This is what Merleau—Ponty has called ‘style’.2 No more than is
the discourse of one’'s partner in conversation, the sgentenceg,
paragraphs, and books of an author are not simply differences
externally related to each other and lacking internal cohesion. These
differences are informed by a certain style, a typical way of sstting
things up. We discern this style by attending to how the moments of
digscourse typically blend with each other to lead us in a given
direction. Having acquired a 3enses for an author’s style, wa have won
not only a way of retrospectively understanding what we have already
read, but also a way of understanding what we have not yet read. We
acguire the ability to anticipate, as we are able to anticipate the
gspeech of someone we know wel!l-——that is, Someone whoSe ¢style we are
well acguainted with.

Style ig certainly a key concept in Merleau-Ponty’'s philosophy
and what he says about it both anticipates and corrects much
contesmporary digcussion concerning ‘the death of the author’.® There
ig a remarkable continuity of style within Merleau-Ponty’s corpus.
Problems are set up in characteristic ways, typical patterns occur

within and acrogs teXt®, and 80 on. This is not the #2ign of Some fanaoy

for architectonicg, and, indeed he has begqueathed to ug nothing



regembling a ‘'system of philosophy'. Rather his general style is the
manner of expressgion proper to a certain preoccupation (Merleau-Ponty
would call it a ‘significative intention’? that animates the
authorship throughout and never exhausts itself in any single
expresgion. This style structures itself around the metaphor of the
‘return’.

W= find references to a ‘'return’ throughout Merleau-Ponty's
authorship. More precisely, we find references to geveral different
but related ‘returns’: the return to sxistence, to the phenomena, to
the unreflected, to the speaking subject, to the soeial, to gilence,
and so on. Typically, when he makes positive claims about some
sub ject, when he offers his own considered views, he presents this
positive as sSomething to which we are invited to return. In reading
Merleau-Ponty, therefore, it is less incisive to ask what is Signified
by ‘sxistence’, by ‘experience’, and so on, than to ask what they
gignify in light of the instiruction that they are to be approached in
the manner aof 2 ‘return’. The manner of approach furnishes a context
without which the pogitive would risk becoming an abstraction, or even
worse, a dogma.

Although Merleau-Ponty speaks about 8everal ‘returnzs’, they
share a2 family resemblance in virtue of the connecting metaphor, and
this licenses us to speak about the ‘return’ in the singular. In idea,
a return implies a distance Separating a present point of departure
from some earlier position, and the traversal of that distance.
Literally interpreted, this characterization would be of little use

for making sense of the various returns Merleau-Ponty advoocates. In



the case of the return to existence, for example, the ontological
status of the positive to which we are to return is very ambigucous, as
is the sense in which it i8 ‘prior’ to the point of departure. To
return to eXisStence iS not +to coincide with Something that remains
identical as we approach it but rather to express scmething that is
otherwise only indeterminately present on the horizon of our thinking.
Furthermore, the point of departure i3 not sSimply at a distance from
the place of return-—one must add that it ig alienated from it. This
limitation noted, however, the mnmetaphor proves to be quite fruitful.
The return doss exhibit a2 certain Structure and this has important
interpretative valus.

The context out of which the return emergeg, like a fTigure
against a background, ig already present in the opening Sentences of

The Structure of Bshavior. Briefly, and concisely, Merleau-Ponty

decribes the metaphysice of modern Scisnce, which in the modern wor!d
igs the assumed point of departure for philosophy a3 well. Indeed it is
the stock of concepte we modern men typically reach for when we
reflect upon our existence or our ‘being-in—the-world’'. This
metaphysical mind-set is inaugurated with the distinction between the
‘real’ and the ‘apparent’ {or ‘phencmenal’'}. In modern psychology, for
exampie, "the scientific analysis of behavior was defined first in
opposition to the givens of naive consciousnegs.” (8B, 7) Follaowing
the movement of a luminous spot acrosg a wall in a dark room, "I would
say that it has 'attracted’ my attention, that I have turned my eyes
‘toward' it....? {(Ibid.)> The scientist-psychologist, who would himngslf

admit that thig description answers to hig own experience, is not



content 1o remain with it and is quick to theorize. "Science sesmz to
demand that we reject theSe characteristics® as appearances under which
a reality of another kind must be discovered.® (Ibid.)

What ig significant for Merleau-Ponty is not the scientist's
refusal to accept and remain with 8uch degcriptions, which are
admittedly quite unillum{nating, ag the final word about light. It is
rather the devaluation and eventual suppreasion of the phenomensai
world they describe that is significant——the dubious metaphysical
gtatus assigned to the term ‘appearance’. Henceforth, in his
theorizing the scientist need no longer, or So he thinks, take
geriously the phenomenal world with which he began. Hig concern is
with the ‘real’ world of ‘physical facts’ that lies ‘under’ or
‘behind’ it and that allegedly gives rise to it as cause to effect.

The ‘raeal’ is thus opposed to the ‘phencomenal’"; the
significations naive conSciousnesSs gives to thegs terms i8 reversed.
"Thig reversal immediately poses a2 sgerieg of guestions.” (lbid.) In
his gquesticning Merleau—-Ponty shows this reversal to be a concealment
or suppresgion of what the ‘real’ meang for wus, as given in
experience. This questioning amounts to a re-evaluation of this
devaluation of the ‘phenomenal’, to a reversal of thisg reversal.
Merleau-Ponty returns to the state of affairs which antedatesg this
distinetion. This does not mean simply reversing, in & reactionary
fashion, the significations Science attaches to the 'real” and the
‘apparent’ or ‘phenomenal’. The distinction itself is gquestionable.
The return could not be accomplished simply by refusing to perfora

scientific analysis, as if +this would leave ug with the ‘real’ by



substraction and without any serious effort on our part. Une would
still be operating under the domination of the very distinction one
was trying to put into gquestion. Merleau-Ponty has perhaps learned
from Nistzsche, who writes: "We have abolished the real world: what
world is left? the apparent world perhaps....But no! with the rea!

world we have also abolished the apparent worl/df'Y The return to the

"givens of naive consciousness® advocated in The Structure of Hshavior
i8 in an important Sense a return to pre-science, but Merleau—Ponty
does not blindly accept the scientific prejudice about. the nature aof
pre—science. He does not accept the Scientific determination of the
‘phenomenal’. Rather, this becomes a question mark for him, and his
project is to find a way to approach pre-science so that it can itself
teach us what it is.

From what has been said we caﬁ isolate the fundamental

Structural moments of the ‘return’ as practised in The Structure of

Behavior. Its point of departure is a certain alienation. The title of
the 'real’ has been wusgurped from the "givens of naive consciocusness”®
and secondary and derivative construction$ have besn subgtituted in
their place. In effect, this substitution puts us at a distance from
the ‘real’, estranges ug from it, and the return ig a corrective to
thig alienation. It is the traversal of this distance in a reverse
direction, the esndeavour to make tontact with the primordial reality
from which the distinction between the 'real’” and the ‘apparent’ or
‘phenomenal’ originates. This primordial reality, determined as

‘experisnce’, ‘perception’, ‘exigstence’, 'life-world’, is in turn



appealed to as a ground for adegquate philosophical descriptionsg or
statements.

Merleau-Ponty structures his gubject matter in this way
throughout his works. Indeed, the return i8 not simply an idea that
recurg from text to text; it is as well the style of his
philosophizing, virtually his method. Thus understood, the return is
an integral part of phenomenology in the general sense Merleau—Ponty

gives this term in the Phenomenology of Perception, Hs writes that

“phenomenology can be practised and identified as a manner or style of
thinking...[which] existed as a movement before arriving at a complete
awareness of itgelf as a phileosophy." (PhP, wviii) A8 a “gtyle of
thinking®*, phencmenology is not simply a new doctrine to be placed
alonggide ather doctrines left to us in the history of philosophy. It
does not amount to a Substitution of a2 new knowlsdge for others which
have been at one time dominant. What makes phenomenclogy a “style of
thinking” is the structure of the return which is its central motif.

This return is a performance of Sorts and is necessarily polemical.

A passage from The Primacy of Perception illustrates this with
particular clarity. Responding to a challenge from M. Bréhier that
philosophy could never havs been created if the sarly Greeke had been
phenomenologista, Merleau-Ponty writes: °This hypothesis is itself
impossible., Phenomenology could never have come about before all the
other philosophical sfforts of the rationalist tradition, nor prior to
the construction of science. It measures the distance between our
eXperience and this sScience. How could it ignore it7? How ocould it

precede it?* (PriP, 29> The point we wish to 3tress here is that



Merleau—Ponty sees phenomenology a8 standing in polemical relation to
some already existing consStruction which is at a distance from and at
codds with “our experisnce". It i8 the attempt to rsturn to this
eXperience acroSs an instituted distance and to restore it in its
primacy and dignity.

Phenomenology does not, however, amount to a bars asSertion of
"our experience” (and later we will see how this i8 relevant as
concerns contemporary diScugsion concerning ‘the metaphysiess of
presence’) over and against Some  Secondary and derivative
constructions. It8 aim i8 not 8imply to coincide with experiencs, as
if truth were a matter of gilent identity. [t aimg rather to capture
experience in reflection, to understand it, to express it. Thus
phenomenclogy begins with the fact that, as concerns the dominant ways
of undergstanding our exXperience, we are at gome digtance from the
torminus ad guem 1o which we must return. Phenomenology tries to show
how scientific prejudices about the 'real’ and the ‘phenomenal’ have
been constructed from and conceal something vet more primary that has
preceded. This indirection, and the polemical style required by the
rhetorical gituation, cannot be avoided, if phencmenology is to be
something morse than the undialectical assertion of one thegis against
another. Phenomenology is essentially dialectical or polemical in this
sense.

This is clearly evident in the Phenomenology of Perception. No

matter what sSubject matter is taken up, Merleau—Ponty invariably
proceeds with a2 critical analysig of Some widely accepted point of

view upon it, and this serves a8 a point of depariure in relation to
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which the phenomenclogical account of the same subject i8 a return. He
begins the work, Tfor example, with an anslysis of some of the
classical concepis used to ‘explazin’ perception. It ig only by guiding
us through this detour, which amounts to 2 Socratic eXamination of
"traditional prejudices®, that he is able to return us to the "things
themselves”. (PhP, 2B3 It is only after "Sense experience hag become
once more a quedStion® that he properly introduces the “phenomenal
field® that will serve as the inexhaustible wel! from which he draws
his insights throughout. (PhP, 52>

This peolemical Style is sustained throughout Merleau-Ponty’s
authorship and will be the connecting thread linking the moments of my
study of his philonsophy. The polemical foil wvaries from text to text.

In The EStructure of Bshavior it ig empiricism that serves as the

polemical point of departure. In the Phenomenology of Perception it is

predominantly intellectualism that is polemically engaged. In The

Visible and the Invisible phenorenclogy itself is put in the position

of a foil. I shall argue that, throughout these siructured changes
{mach moment organized by the motif of the return? something of =

development occcurs in his philosophy. Afier the Phenomenolegy, and

paralle]l to an increasing occupation with art, literature, languzge,
and history,the notion of ‘expression’ betomss more and more important
in his works. The status of the 1given’, of the ‘immediate’, and so
on, those ‘'certainties’ Merleau—Ponty characteristically evokes when
he wantg to criticize or correct competing philosophies, becomes more

and more problematio. The backward turning and grounding movement of
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which the phencmenclogical account of the Same subject ig a return. He
begins the work, for example, with an anaiysis of 8Some of the
clagsical concepts used to "explain’ perception. It ig only by guiding
us through thigs detour, which amounts to a Socratic examination of
"traditional prejudices", that he is able to return us to the *things
themgalves®, (PhP, 28) It is only after "gense experience has become
once more a question® that he properly introduces the "phenomenal
field® that will serve as the inexhaustible well from which he draws
his insights throughout. (PhP, 52)

This polemical style is sustained throughout Merleau-Ponty’'s
authorship and will be the connecting thread linking the moments of
~4my study of hiz philosophy. The polemical foil varies from text to

text. In The Siructure of Behavior it iSs empiricism that serves as the

polemical point of departure. In the Phenomenclogy of Perception it is

predominantly intellectualism that is polemically engaged. In The

Visible and the Invisible phenomenology itself is put in the position

of a foil. I shall argue that, throughout these structured changes
{each moment organized by the motif of the return? something of a
development occurs in his philosophy. After the Fhenomenology, and
parailsl to an inereasing occupation with art, literature, language,
and history,the notion of ‘expression’ becomes more and more important
in hig works. The sgtatus of the ‘given’, of the 'immediate’, and so
on, thogse '‘certainties’ Merleau-Ponty characteristically evokes when
he wants to criticize or correct competing philcscphies, becomes more

and more problematic. The backward turning and grounding movement of
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the return becomes background to the forward surging and creative
movement of eXpregsgion.

Within the general framework we have described, [ shall
undertake to eludicate the problem of philosophical expression in
Merleau-Ponty's philosophy. This problem is exemplified by the
marriage of two wunlikely partners——creation and adequation. In a
working note of June 18859, Merleau-Ponty says that philosophy is "a
ereation in a radical Sense: a greation that is at the same time an
adeguation, tha only way to obtain an adefuation.” (VI, 187) This is a
puzzling characterization of philosophy. Are not the notiong of
creation and adequation antithetical, or even mutuzslly ‘excluzgive?
Indeed someons might protest that there is a confugion here. Either
philogaphy i8 creative, in which case it must abandon the claim to
adeguation, or it sSeeks8 adequation, in which ocagse creativity, as a
gsource of distortion or falsshood, nust be excluded. Merleau-Ponty
refuses to choose between these alternatives, however. Indeed it is
his attempt to reconcile these antithetical demands that makes him an
especially interesSting and important figure in contemporary
philozsophy. How then are we to understand thig duality in
Merleau-Ponty’'s characterization of philosophy?

On the one hand, Merlsau-Ponty describes his philosophy as a
gearch for ‘the fundamental’. This fundamental-—existence, the
unreflected, Being——is said to be primordial in relation to what is
assigned the place of ‘reality’ in certain dominant accounts. We
migundaergtand cursSalves when we attempt to capture the sense of our

exXxistence in objectiviStic categories. We leave out of account the
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fundamental experience of being—in-the-world. . The philosophical
project is to make contact with this fundamental!, and the manner of
approach is characterized as a return. A8 such, the fundamental
functiong in Merlsau—Ponty’s philosophy ag a touchstone for truth. [t
is appealed to both in order +to criticize competing theories and as
the ground for adequate philosophical descriptions or expressions.

On the other hand, however, it ig clear that philosophy is not,
for Merleau-Ponty, a matter of coinciding with experience in innocent
identity. The task of philasophy is not to coincide with but rather to
undergtand and indeed express what we experience. Distance is
necessgsary for sSuch understanding. The task of philosophy i8 to ‘say’
what we experience. Thig2 distance and this "sSaying’ cannot be ignored
if philosophy 1is to be truly radical. Philosophy does not mersly
double its object, leaving it unchanged. In the ‘saying’ the
fundamental i3 itself transformed, ‘promoted to its truth’, as
Merleau-Ponty often says. Expression is in sSome SensSe creative or
constitutive of  what is brought to expresgion. Philogophical
e¥pression doeg not, therefore, gimply nirror something that is
already well formed and complete in itssif. The fundamental appealed
to, which at first glance appeared to be on the hither side of
language or expression, is detsrmined by the expression which captures
it. "Being,” Merleau-Ponty says, "iS what reguires creation of uz for
us to experience it." {Ibid.,) The fundamental seems to be both before
and after expresgion—-to be both its ground and its creation.

The task of this thesis is to elucidate this antinomy in

Merleau-Ponty's acecount of philogsophical expression. [ shall trace the
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trajectory of this problem from the The Structure of Behavior to The

Vigible and the Inyisible with particular emphasis upon the

reiationships and differences betwsen the concepts of ‘reflesction’ and
‘sxpression’ as they function in his philogophy. This trajectory, I
shall argue, traceg a path from a philosophy of reflection teo a
philogophy of expressgion.

Mer leau-Ponty turned to phenomenclogy because he saw in it the
promise of a renewal of philosophy, the promise of a vital philosophy
that could address man in his fleshy existence. He inherits this
conception of phenomenology from Husserl, and [ begin my thesis with
an interpretation of Husserl in light of the motif of the return. This
interpretation, in which I tiease out some of the ambiguities in
Husgerl’'s phenomenology surrounding the idea of the return, prepares
the stage for my argument that HMerleau-Ponty conceived phenomenology
as being egsentially dialectical or polemical. Reading with
Merleau-Ponty, 1 challenge the view that phenomenology, inscfar as it
is a return 'to the things themselves’, i8 committed to the idea of
prasuppositionless and completely neutral descriptions.

Thigs view of  phenomenclegy, from which I dissociate
Merleau-Ponty, is shared by some of phenomenclogy’s avowed proponents
and detractors alike. Among the former, gome have criticized
Merleau-Ponty for deviating from phenomenology. [t has been argued
that he is too dialectical in his presentations, ingtead of dirsctly
consuliting 'the things themselves’'.® He is not ‘phencmenological’
enough. On the other hand, phenomenology's detractors have criticiged

Merleau-Ponty for opposite reasons, charging that he is not
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sufficiently dialectical and holds a naive belief in direct or
unmediated access to ‘ths things themselves'.® He is too
‘phenomenclogical .

Neither of these criticisms reaches its mark becsuse they both
presuppose a view of phenomenology that i3 much less sophisticated
than the one Merleau-Ponty, following Husserl, attempts to work out.
Merleau-Ponty is partially responsible for this misunderstanding,
however, because of the ambiguity in his characterization of
phenomenology. He is especially ambiguous about reflection, for
example, and this concept dominates much of his early work. This
ambiguity becomes especially apparent with reference to language. As
hig interest in language and expression increases, he characterizes
the phenomenologist {and the philosopher) more and more not simply as
one who reflects, but as someone who speaks as well.

The emphasis on language, and sxpresgion in general, has the
effect of bringing the creative aspect of phencmenology to ths fore
and of radically calling the phenomenclogical project into guestion.
This creativity, I argue, had Tbeen ocbscured in his searlier
characterizations of phenomenology as a reflective activity. At the
game time, however, the emphagis on creativity comes into conflict
with the motif of the return in his philosophy, which i3 directed
toward acheiving adeguation. [f there is an slement of creativity in
what the phenomenclogist (philosopher) says about experience, the idea
of returning to the things themselves and of appealing to experience
as a kind of evidence becomes Qquestionable. Thus one of the najor

problems that arises in the later works concerns how the rival demands



of creativity and adeguation,

gacrifios, can be reconciled,

neither

which Herleau—Ponty

15

wants to
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CHAPTER 1

THE PHENGMENOLOGICAL HERITAGE

In Greece, and in the vouth of philosophy generally, it was
found difficult to win through to the abstract and to leave
eXistence, which always gives the particular; in modern times,
on the other hand, it has become difficult to reach existence.
The process of abstraction is easy enough for us, but we also
dedert eXistence mors and more, and thes realm of pure thought

is the extreme limit of such desertion.
Soren Kierksgaard

1. The Phenomenclogical ‘Stvle’

In "Everywhsere and Nowhere", in which he explicitly addresses
the hermeneutical question concerning the interpretation of a
philosopher’s works, Merleau-Ponty attacks ®“the twin myths of pure
philosophy and pure history*. (8, 130} According to the {first, a
philosophy is something completely autonomous with respect to its
historical context. Insofar as it ig8 “pure philosophy®, it reveals
eternal truths, and our interpretative efforts should be directed
toward appropriating these +truths from its 'interior’'. Historical
consi&eratinns are thought to be not only irrelevant to this
endeavour, but potentially subversive of it as well, since they
relativize the claim to truth of a philoscphy. According to the myth
of a "pure higstory®, on the other hand, a phileosophy is mnerely a
product or even an effect of historical circumstances. To understand a

philogsephy is to explain its theses with reference to historical
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factors that are thought to operate in Some 2enSe a8 gazuses. A
philogophy is interpreted with regard to what is ‘exterior’ to it.
Merleau-Ponty argues that interpretation does not have +to
choose between these two alternatives. What is required rather is that
we “got back to their effective relationships”. (Ibid.> A philoscphy
is at once both an event and an advent. It is an event in history and
carries this history within it insofar as the philosopher apeaks from
somewhere. He is situated in a language and in a2 history +that is
offective in his philosophizing in ways that he can never become
completely conscioug of. On the other hand, 2 philosophy ig an advent
and acheives transcendencse, is able te speak beyond it8 own tima,
insofar as, in responding to hig context, the phiiosopher modifiés his
inheritance and makes his already acquired past speak in a new way.
The task for interpretation is to comprehend the relation
between advent and event. There is a need, Merleau-Ponty says for "a
theory of concepts or Significations fthat would takel each
philesophical idea as it ig: never unburdened of hisgtorical import and
never reducible to its origins.” (8, 130) He compares philosophical
discourse with language in genseral.
As new forms of grammar and syntax arising from the rubble of
an old linguistic system or from the accidents of general
history are nevertheless organized according to an expressive
intention which makes a new system of them, so seach
philosophical idea emerging in the ebb and flow of pergonal and
social history is not simply a result and a thing but a
beginning and an ingtrument as well. {Ibid.)
The point of situating Merleau-Ponty’'s philosophical adventure

in the context from which he sets out ig not then to submit his

authorship to a fate imposing itself upon him from behind or to reduce
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his voice to an echo of his philogophical predecegSorg8. An author, and
Merleau-Ponty least among authors, does not passively suffer the
context out of which he works as an exterior force or cause. Rather,
in agssuming and engaging it he effects its transformation. “A man
cannot recsive a heritage of ideas without transorming it by the very
fact that he comeg to know it, without injecting hig own and always
different way of being into it," Merleau—Ponty writes. (5, 224) It
would be equally true (or equally false) to say that he is somehaw or
other the product of his context as it would be to say that he
conStitutes it.

0f courge, the concept of 'context’ i8 very broad and it would
be folly to sSuppose that one could ever adequately circumscribe the
total context in which an author wrote. In this chapter we shall limit
our remarks to the phi/osophical context in which Merleau-Ponty wrote,
and even more selectively will filter this with reference to the motif
of the return. Hig encounter with phenomenology, and in particular
with the thought of Edmund Husserl, is especially relevant for our
purposes. 1

It is important to realize that  phenomenclogy, in
Merleau-Ponty’'s eves, was sSomething that transcended and indeed
antedated the precise method articuiated by Husserl. He believed that
phenomenology was something that "can bhe practised and identified as a
manner or style of thinking® and "existed as a movement before
arriving at a complete awareness of itself as a philosophy.” (PhP,
viii) Hegel, Kierkaegaard, Nietzsche, and even Marx and Freud, are

named ag thinkers in this "style". What does it mean to call
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phencmenology a "style of thinking™? How are we to wunderstand thisg
*style” of which Husserlian phenomenology is but an instance, albeit
the consumate instance and crowning achievement?

For Merleau-Ponty, Husserl’s phenomenclogy is dialectically or
polemically inaugurated in an effort to overcome prejudice. It is a
radical shift in perspective from the dominant way in which we
undergtand ourselves and the world in which we liva,

Husserl's first dirsctive to phsanomenology, in its sarly
stages, to be a ‘'descriptive psychology’, or to return to the
‘things themselves’, is from the start a forswearing of
science. I am not the ocutcome or the meeting—point of numerous
causal agencies which determine my bodily or psychological
make—up. I cannot conceive myself as nothing but a bit of the
world, a meres objsct of biological, psychological or
sociological investigation. I cannot shut myself up within ths

realm of scisnce. (lbid.)

Hugserl develops his pogition on +the "things themselves®, that toward

which phenomenclogy directs or returns us, with constant reference to .-

that from which it turns us away. The famous injunction ‘Back te*the
things themselves’ is the dialsctical twin of the injundtion to turn
away from or put out of play an operatiwe prejadice which conceals the
‘things themselvea’. The word ‘back” in this slogan is important and
indicates the dialectical movement that Merleau-Ponty calls the
‘return’.® .

In the above passage the distorting prejudice to be turned away
from is identified with science, but more generally Merleau—Ponty
calls it ‘'objectivism’'. In ®“The Vienna Lecture® Husserl himself
describes phenomenclogy as the effort of overcoming objectivism.?
Objectivism there denotes the prsjudice, common to Science and common

gsense alike, that the world exists8 already-made without any
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contribution from the subject, who is thought to receive itg8 imprint
passively through varioug caugal agencies. Phenomenology’'s inaugural
moment is a return from the world as conceived through the prejudice
of objectivism tc the phenomenal world as perceived and lived by an
incarnate subject.

Understanding phenomenology as being polemically structured in
thig way better enables us to comprehend what it could mean to call it
a "style of thinking" and to recognize the affinity Merleau~Ponty sees
between such apparently radically different thinkers as Kisrkegaard

and Husggerl. In the FPhenomenology of Perception it i8 Kierkegaard he

acknowledges as being the source of his critigus of cbjectivise and
not, as one might expect, Husserl.® (PhP, 71> Kierkegaard's account of
objectivism is remarkably similar to Husserl’s, and both 1link this
prejudice with the development of scisnce. One finds in each the
concern that this prejudice gives rise to a forgetfulness or even
concealmant of how the real ig experienced in the first persgon. Both
undertake to reveal or eXorcize this prejudice and thersby to return
to what it conceals. Both state the need to get back to, or return to,
what i€ more primary or fundamental. Kierkegaard —calls +this
‘existence’ and Husser! {in his later period} calls it the
‘life-world’.% There are indeed important diffsrences betwsen these
two thinkers, but they each structure z central problem, the problem
of how we wunderstand ourselves, in a similar way. It i8 this
structural gimilarity that authorizes Merleau-Fonty to speak of a

phenomenological ‘style’ of thinking.
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Similar affinities ocould be pointed out betwsen Husser! and
otherg that Merleau-Ponty ocalls thinkers in the phenomenological
style. This is not to belie Husserl’s originality but rather to make
the point that for Merleau-Ponty phenomenology is part of a tradition
and i8 born in polemics with a dominant mode of understanding. [t is
not sSomething created ex nihilc by Husserl or anyone elsa.
Merleau-Ponty wunderstood phencmenology as a distinctively modern
development and as a response to a distinctively modern situation
characterized by the prestige of gcisnce and the dominance of
objectivism in the meodern world, man’'s alienation from his own
eXperience, the crisis of value and the loss of meaning. If otherg can
be said to think in this style it is because, putting asgide the
quesStion of influence, they address critically the same prejudices.
The situvation in and againsSt which Husserl’'s thought was inaugurated
was not something mersly private +to him, It had an intersubjective
reality and indeed a history encompassing pther thinkers before and
after him.

Putting Husserlian phenomenology into this broader context and
laying out its dialestical or polemical Structure enablses us +to
understand better the ‘existential’ import of this "siyle of thinking®
and the attraction it held for an ethically and politically motivated
thinker like Merlsau-Ponty. John Bannan offerg an ingightful account
of the value Merleau-Ponty saw in phenomenology:

¥hat attracted him to phenomenoclogy was the prospect that he
felt it offered for a renewal of philogophy. Husserl, who was
the founder of phenomenclogy, called it a "return to the things
themselves”, which the already accomplished philosophies had

lost sight of. This return wag accomplished primarily by
beginning with a careful description of things as they appear



22

and of the consciougness in which they appear——a description
Sensitive to the richness and complexity that characterizes
both things and consciousness before they are refined by
philosophieal analysis. It is this richness, the
phenomenclogist feels, that previous philosophies have let slip
away by attempting to analyse reality ag if it were fashioned
according to Some mechanical, biological, or sgpiritual modsl.
In his earliest writings Merleau-Ponty protesiz thisg abuSe and
advances phenomenology ag its corrective.®
¥hat the “already accomplished philosophies®, infatuated with science,
had *lost sight of® or "let slip away” was existence as it ig2 lived or
experisenced in the first psrson singular. The rise of objectivism, as
Huggser!l argues in hig later writings, hag alienated man from his own
existence. Man cannot recognize himgelf or get hig bearings in the
world such a8 it is understood by objectivism. Love, death, politices,
art, the “"richness” of our experience——in short, everything that human
beings care  about——lase  their meaning when translated into
objestivigtic terms. In the face of this reducgtionist leoss of meaning,
phenomenology is essentially restorative of meaning. [t keeps closSe to
the level of everyday eoxperience and talks about the world and
existence in terms in which flesh and blood human beings can recognize
themgelves.

Bannan’s ingsight that for Merleau-Ponty (and for Husserl] as
well) phenomenology comes on the scene as a “corrective® to a dominant
prejudice about the naturs of consciousness and reality is important.
Phenomenology ariSes as8 a movement of resistance against a certain way
of understanding (or misunderstanding?, in relation to which it is
polemical or dialectical. Thie total rhetorical situation is what I

mean in Spmakting about the ‘sStructures’ of the return. I shall

elucidate this structure and gome attendant difficulties in Husserl'’'s
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phenorenclogy with refersnce to several exemplary texts. This will set
the stage for a discussion of the meaning and significance of the
return in Merleau-Ponty’'s philosophy. My objective here is not to
establish a one—toc—one correspondence between ideas in their
respective philosophies but rather to sketch in Husserl the motif
Merleau—Ponty inherits and invests to his own fortune. “I borrow

nyself from others; I creats others from my own thought,” he says with

reference to Husserl. (8, 158>

2. Husserl's Critigue of Objectivism

I claim that Husserl presents phenomenclogy in the context of a
return. To gpaak of phenomenclogy as a return means that it is a
returning or turning away from something. What Husserl’s phenomenology
returns from, what it polemically turns away from, ig what he calls,
at the most general level, cbjectivism.

In hig 191t article "Philosophy as Rigorous Science",? Husserl
lays out his pogition polemically against the foil of what he terms
‘naturalism’. Naturalism {which for my purpcses designates
approXximately the game thing that I have been calling ‘objectivism’)
ig described ag "a phenomencn conseguent upon the diScovery of nature,
which is to say, nature considersed as a unity of spatio—temporal being
subject to eXact laws of nature.® (lbid., 78) The sense of every
‘event’, of what it is for something 'to he’, is fixed wunder the
auspices of this metaphysical framework and conditions are legislated

for valid explanation. Anything that can be Said 'to¢ be’' must exist as
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such in one of two modes of baing, one of which ig merely derivative
or epiphenomenal in relation to the other. According to this
prejudice, *whatever is ig either itself physical, belonging to the
unified totality of physical nature, or it ig in fact psychical, but
then merely ag a variable dependent on the physical, at best a
secondary ‘parallel accomplishment’.® (Ibid.> Husserl’'s quarrel with
naturalism is that consciousness, if reduced to a mere event in nature
thus dsfined, i8 not appropriately characterized and indeed is
falgified. He attacks the psychology of his day because he balisves
that it had wuneritically allowed itself to be dominated by this
prejudice.

According to Husgerl, nature as defined by naturalism does not,
as is claimed, ‘contain’ everything that is. The psychical,
consciousness, insofar as it can be So contained, is not the psychical
proper but rather a pale caricature. Despite its bold claimsg,
naturaligm makes no progress toward understanding the psychical in its
own being. Husserl charges that "the natural sciences have not in a
single instance unraveled for us actual reality, the reality in which
we live, move, and are.® (lbid., 140) Natural science, and philogophy
ingefar ag it shares the Same metaphysical assumptions, fails to
remain close to the surface of "actual reality®, fails to respect its
internal meaning and texture. This "actual reality®, presupposed but
not clarified by naturalism, will be ths field opened by
phenomenclogy.

In thig early article, Husgerl doss not 8Say much about “"the

reality in which we live, move, and are”. [t is svoked as a corrective
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to naturalism, but is not itseslf carefully thematized. The phenomenal
field is not ‘unraveled’ as it will be, with patience and rigor, in
his later works. What ! wish to draw from this text is the dialectical
reiationship between the naturalistic prejudice and “actuzl reality”.
' Under the sway of this prejudice, “actual reality® is concealed. It
has a mode of being that is not captured by and ig irreducible to
egither ef the kinds of being defined by naturalism. Naturalism, in
that it insists on Sgueszing everything into its reductive categories
and viewg everything in their light, is thus effestively blind to the
“phencmenal®. Husserl uses this term to describe the being of "actual
reality”. "The phenomenzl,® Husserl writes, "had to elude psychology
because of itg naturalistic point of view as well as its =zeal to
imitate the natural Sciences and to Sse eXperimental procedures ag the
main point.® (Ibid., 101-2)

The elugsiveness of the proper ocbject of phenomenclogy is not
insignificant as concerns how we gain aceess to it. It is not simply a
matier of opening one’'s eyes and sSeeing what is ‘there’. Insofar as we
are spell-bound by naturalism, and this attitude i8 virtually natural
to ug moderns, factual reality” is not accessible to our reflective
glance. The prejudice gets in the way of its disclosurse, as it were.
For this reason such disclosure must go hand in hand with the removal
cf the obfuscating prejudice. The intitiation into phenomenclogy does
not begin with the positive, with the return to ‘the things
themselves’, but rather wiih the negative, with the removal of the
prejudice of naturalism. Phenomenclogy, a8 a return, is diazlectically

structured. It involves & negative and a positive moment. [t is



28

important to note where Husserl puts the emphazis when he says: "What
is needed i8 not the insistence that ones Sees with his own eyes;
rather it is that he not explain away under the pressure of prejudice
what has been seen." (Ibid., 147>

These themes are explored in much greater detail in ldeas,
published two years later in 1813.% The use of the terms ‘epochE’ and
‘reduction’ <{(whiech for our purposes are practically synonomoug)
affords him greater precigion and adds flesh to his phenomenclogy.?® In
this text Husserl speaks of several reductiong or epochgs, indicating
by this that +the path to ‘transScendental consciousnesg’ takes us
through certain intermediate steps, each step being a despening of the
preceding one. {(ldeas, 103} Two steps are particulary noteworthy. The
firgt takes us from the abstractions of science and philosophy back to
the 'natural attitude’.!? The Segond takez us from the natural
attitude back to 'transcendental congciogusness’.

The first step Husserl calls the 'philosophical epochi&’'. He
writes: "The ph;losophical spocHs, which we propose to adopt, should
consist...in this, that in respect of the theorstical content of all
previcus philosophy, we shall abstain from passing any judgement at
all....” (lbid., 72-3> (From the context it iS apparent that he has in
science in mind as well as philosophy.) The assumption is that the
*theoretical content of all previous philosophy” distorts reality or
otherwise gets in the way of a more faithful understanding. What the
propogsed epoch® reguires is that we =abstain from affirming (or
denying} the metaphygical prejudices of all theory. With respect to

perception, for example, we refrain from theorizing about the real,
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the better to appropriate it with the meaning it actually has in
experience. We depart from theoretical prejudices about the real and
return or go back to ‘ths things themselves’ ag they are given prior
to and independently of all thsory.

Husser!l’'s text raises some questions that we will explors here
in a preliminary way and later analyze in greater detail. In the first
place, there is a Qquestien a3 to the relationship betwesen the
theoretical prejudices and the ‘given’ <(i.e. "actual reality®) to
which Husserl returns. In Ideas the relationship appears toc be
non—-dynamic. Prejudices ‘veil’ the given, but the given remains at one
with itself, unaffected by prejudices and there to be seen if only we
put aside the veil. Husserl tells wus:!: "Self-evident data are patient,
they let theories chatter about them, but remain what they arse.®
(Ibid., 80) On this account, there ig no interpenstration between
theories (prejudices) and the given. Each remains external to the
other. Experience, actual reality, i8S what it i8 regardless of how we
undergtand it. (This relationship becomes complicated and amhiguous.in
the later writings where Husserl speaks about theorieg '‘flowing into’
the life-world.)

A second and related question concerns what is involved in
putting prejudices out of play. Husserl acknowledges that this i8 no
mean task: *That we should set aside all previeus habits of thought,
sea through and break down the mental barriers which theSe habits have
set along the horizons of our thinking....are hard demands.” (lbid.,
38-9) The exsecution of this task is assgigned to epochi&. [t is

guestionable, however, that spoch®& alone is sufficient to "break down
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the mental barriers® of prejudice, to neutralize the inertial
effectiveness of "previous habits of thought®. Husserl’'s own practice
certainly goes beyond mere epochi. Throughout'jgggg he offers detailed
analysges and critigues of various theoriegs. This is scomething more
than and different from ‘bracketing’ them.!t Despite his explicit
pronouncements about epoch&, his own practice seems to indicate that
at some level he acknowledges that, in order to render a prajudics
ineffective, Something more than the epochE is required. Hugserl
himself does meore than ‘bracket’ or 'suspend’ the prejudices in
gquestion: he works through them as well, analyzes them, traces their
roots. In Ideas +this work is not assigned an integral place in his
phenomenology, but later he does explicitly acknowledge its importance
and attempts to integrats it.

Putting aside then the prejudices of all +thecretical
standpoint®, Husser!l offers a description of "cur first outlook upon
life", which ig taken "from the natural standpoint®. (Ibid., 891) This
standpoint ig "first" or "natural® in that it is8 the one in which we
simply find ourselves ag human beings prior to any thecorizing. Indeed
all theorizing is founded wupon thig 8tandpoint and more or less
gurreptiously drawe meaning from it. In relation to ‘theorizing’,
Husserl's ‘description’ of the world of the natural standpoint is a
return to what isg more primordial. He refraing from intellectualizing
our exXperience and attend2 to how we do in fact sxperisnce the world
when we are “consciously awake®. (lbid., 82)

Putting aside the 'veil’, it i3 manifast that "through sight,

touch, hearing, etc., in the different ways of Sensory perception,
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corporeal things somehow spatially distributed are for ae simpiy
there, in a verbal or figurative sense ‘present’, whether or not [ pay
them special attention by busying wnyself with them...." (Ibid., 812
The things I perceive are set in a horizon such that octher marginal
thinge are always dimly co—present with them, extending out to the
indeterminate limit at the fringes of my perceptual field. Moreover
this world, which is "for me simply there", deoces not give itself,
contrary to what certain theories teach, ag a “mere world of facts and
affairs®. It is ®“a world of values, a world of goods, a practical
world.” (Ibid., 83 [ encounter the things before me furnished °with
value-characterg such ag beautiful or ugly, agreeable or disagresable,
pleasant or unpleasant, and 80 forth." (Ibid.) Futhermors, they appear
in light of my practical engagements with them "as objects to be used,
the 'table’ with its ‘'books’, the 'glass to drink from', ths ‘vase’,
the ‘piano’, and so forth.® (Ihid.> The world we live in gives itself
in light of and in correlation to our projsctsg, to our praXis,

Such, briefly sketched, is Husserl's account of how the world
is given to us pre-theoretically in ordinary wakeful life. Husserl’'s
observations may geem obvious and Superficial, and in a sSense thay
are. In light of the tendency for scientific and philosophical
theoriss to overlook and even falsify the world we experience,
however, these things must be said, if only to remind us of something
that we are prone to forget in our theorizing. In theorizing under the
auspices of objectivism we abstract from the meaning that things and

the world have gfop us.
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The first step, rhilosophic epochs, having sSecured the
integrity of the natural standpoint against the obfuscating prejudices
of theory, the second step takes us back from thiswstandpoint to what
i8 even more primordial according to Husserl--namely, transcendental
or pure consciousness. This is the phenomenclogical standpoint proper,
in relation to which the first step has been a preparation. The
natural standpoint implicitly posits, in its naivety, a world existing
independently of its appearance to any subject. Hug3erl now proposas
that we practigse an epoch2 in relation to this standpoint, or more
precigely in relation to the implicit thesis of this standpoint. This
he calls the ‘phenomenological epoché’.

To perform this epoch#, Husserl tells ug, "we put out of action
the general thesis which belongds to the essence of the natural
standpoint, we place in brackets whatever it includes respecting the
nature of Being...." <(Ibid., 88 The thesis indicated here is
approximately the implicit naive realism of common senge.!?® The spoch#
suspends our immediate, animal faith in the world, what Merleau-Ponty
will call 'the perceptual faith’. Husserl! emphasizes that to place the
world in bracketsg ig® not to deny or even doubt its eXistence.!?® The
point rather is to grasp in reflection what is assumed to be valid in
perception. The world remains intact throughout the epoch€ but the
faith in which it is posited is put out of play. The world’'s claim to
validity independent of the subjsct to whom it is given is put in
guspense. The world becomes a ‘phenomenon’.

Bracketing, Merleau-Ponty says, iZ2 a2 matter of stapping back

from the world and Being in order to see them, or of putting *them in
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quotation marks ag one does with the remarks of another, to let them
speak, teo listen in...." (VI, 107> When in conversation wa bracket the
truth-claim of someone’s statement, we do not thereby annul its
meaning. lndeed, we Sometimes do this precisely in order to facilitate
the analysigs of a Statement’'s meaning. So too, in bracketing the
thesis of the natural s8tandpoint we do not alter itS content in the
least but rather are enabled to grasp itg meaning~——toc grasp how the
world is meant or intended from the natural standpoint. Even if it
should turn out that the thesgis were false, it would still retain its
meaning. Whether the world exists or does not exist in the sense that
it i posited in the natural standpoint, it nevertheless exists as
thus meant or intended, in the space betwesen brackets. As such it is
not nothing and can be inguired into in its own right. After the
epoché Husser] continues to talk about the world;, about objects and
other men, and so on, but his statements carry the qualification ‘as
meant or intended in axperience’.

The epochf thus opens up a2 whole new ragion to be explored
within its brackets, which Husserl calls "conscious experienca®, or
more gsimply "conscicusness®. (]ldeas, p. 104> Within this new region
things and the world in general are ‘reduced’ to being correlates aof
consciousness, to being that which consciousness is ‘consciousness
of ". The spochg thus returns from the natural standpoint <(and the
world as posited in the perceptual faith) to consciousness {(and the
world as its correlate)., This "new region of Being" had been in
principle inaccesgible from the natural standpoint. (lbid., pp.10i-3

Under the spell of thig standpoint’s native objectivism, conSciousneas
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go exhausts itgelf in the constitution of objectivities <(things,
persons, events, and S0 on) that it i8 blinded to ite own work and
accomplishment. Within the new standpoint, it becomes manifest that
the objsctivities conSciousSness posits as Standing over and against it
have been constituted a8 8Such through its own meaning—bestowing
activity. As Paul Ricoeur puts it: "After the reduction consciousness
continues seeing, but without being absorbed in thig seeing, without
being lost in it. Rather, the very geeing itself i8 discovered ag a
doing, as a praducing, once Husserl even Says ‘'ag a creating’.®11 (Once
lost or alienated in the ‘natural world’, consciousness finds or
returns to itself in recovering the meaning it has Spontanseougly
invested in thes world. We come to See that perception i8 in Some Sense
what Ricosur calls ‘ereative vision'.

An example will help +to clarify this. In any culture it is
possible to identify a 'natural standpoint’ from which people view the
difference between man and woman. Individuale unreflectively living
within this standpoint do not realize that it ig indeed a
‘standpoint’, that they are constituting sexual difference from a
certain point of view and within the horizon of a certain set of
assumptions. They believe that the difference, such ag they undergtand
it, is something inscribed in the nature of thinga and that they are
merely passively taking note of it. There i8 8omething of a
phenomenological reduction practiced by those who, putting in sSuspense
the guestion of any absoclute or metaphysical difference bestween man
and woman, ingquire into how gexual differsnce i3 constituted or

intended within a given individual or culture. The guestion asked is
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not “"What is the difference between man and woman?' but rather *How
does this difference appear to a given subject or group of sSubjects?”
Whether the difference is in fact such as the subject believeg it to
be is from this reflective point of view irrelevant, for it can be
inquired into in its own right.

From this reflective standpoint it becomes apparent that
powerful stereotypes and clichés mediate the conception, and indeed
the perception, of sexual difference. On the one side, from the
‘natural standpoint’ it is believed that sexual difference, such as it
appears from this standpoint, is a brute ‘given’, something that
conscicusness pascsively receives from things. On the other side, from
the reflective Standpoint, it becomes apparent that this difference as
Such ig 'constituted’'. Where the natural standpoint thought that it
had to do with something ready-made on the other side of
consciousness, the critical standpoint shows that consciousness has
been at work ‘constituting’ what the natural standpoint believes to be
simply ‘given’. What were thought to be ‘objective’ facts come to be
8sen a5 mediated by prejudices. In the reflective standpoint

t fi{rst alienzted in ochbjsctivities, obliviows to itm

el

conSoiouEness,

own accomplishment or mediation, returns tc itself.

3. Teleological—-Historical Reflection

Thege all! too brief remarks on Ildeag have allowed us to
introduce some themes that we will now examine in a more detailed way

buiiding on the text of The Crisig of European Sciences and other

writings of that period. In Ideas the return gignifies a backward turn
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toward that which is more fundamental in relation to a given point of
departure? the natural standpoint in relation to the objectivism of
theory, consSciousness in relation to thig standpoint and itg implicit
cbjectivism. In ldeas, however, and in the works up until the last
period of his life, Husserl did not explicitly analyze the historical
dimengion of the return. In turning now to the Crigsis, we will see
that this dimension comes to take on a central importance there. ¥We
know by his own testimony that Merlsau-Ponty was deeply impressed with
and influenced by this later work, which for him marked a decisive
turning point in Husserl’'s philosophy. "It was not until his last
period®, Merleau-Ponty c¢laims, “that Husserl hingelf became fully
aware of what the return to phenomena meant....® (PhP, 48n.>

There i an obvious parallel between Ideas and the Crisig,
which at first glance Suggests the possibility of a s8imple
transiation. In Part I!I of the Crisis, which Husserl considered the
main part of the text, two progressively more fundamental epochi&s are
digtinguished, reminiscent of the ‘two #teps’ we identified in
Ideas.i® The first, which Husser!l calls "the epoché of the objective
gciences®, Seems to be roughly egquivalent to the ‘philosophic epochg&’
of ldeas and plays a similar role. (Crisis, pp. 138ff.> It secures the
point of view of everyday experience, of the ‘life-world’, against
theoretical prejudiceg. What Huzserl calls the ‘life—world’ could he
viewed a8 a fleshing out of what he called ‘actual reality’ in
*Philosophy as a Rigorous Science™ and ‘the natural standpoint’ in
Ideas. This first epech# i8 preparatory to a Second more fundamesntal

epoch&, the transcendental epoch&. This second sepochE is essentially
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the same as the 'phenomenological epoch® in Ideas. (Ibid., pp. 148ff.)
It turns backwards from the life-world thus secured in order to reveal
its hidden constitutive Sources in Subjectivity or conscicusness. This
ig the properly phenomenclogical turn,

Thus thers are indeed continuities that would suggest the
possibility of a straight forward translation from Ideas to the
Crigig, but there are impertant disScontinuities as well. In the firat
place, despite the affinitied, the concept of the life-world does not
merely deepen the concept of the natwural standpoint. Something new isg
introduced with thig concept. Secondly, and related to the first
point, the “epochE of the objective sciences® in the Crigig is
preceded by  several hundred pages of vwhat Husser calls
‘telslogical-historical reflection’. This adds a new dimension to the
epoch& and must be integrated within his overall project.

There sesms to be little preparation for teleclogical
—histarical reflection in his earlier works. Indeed, as Ricoeur has
remarked, Husserl's later emphasis upon the importance of historicity
is something of an anomaly against the background of hisg earlier
pronouncements concerning histery.1% In "Philosophy as a Rigorous
Science”, for example, the changing and relative facts of history are
juxtapossed against the enduring and universal truths of philosophy.
{see. pp. 122ff.) Philosophical interest in history ig identified with
historicism, which Husser! attacks for ths reason that it reduces
truth to an historically conditioned and therefore merely relative

phenomenon.
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In this light it ig at first duite suprising to read, in the
preface to the essay that would later make up the first two parts of
the Crigig, that "teleological-historical reflection upon the origins
of our critical scientific and phileosophical situation....becomsg, in
its own right, an introduction to transcendentzl phenomenology.”
(Crigis, 3n.) Leaving agide for a moment what such reflection
involves, it will be fruitful to push the comparison with Ideas a
little further.

In our discussion of the philogsophic sapoche in Ideas, we saw
that Husgerl made use of historical and eritiecal analysis of theories
and prejudices, although he did not acknowledge 8uch analysis as
having any integral gignificance within his phenomenology proper. The
philosophic epoch& could stand on itS own. In the Crigsis, howaver,
higtoricity is taken more seriously and the relation between
historical reflection and epoch& is not as straight forward. According
to David Carr, Husserl's "new awarenessg of historicity® 2pells an
achknowledgement that the philesophic epochg, which in Ideas had been
treated in a rather cursory way, nseds to be augmented by reflection
upon the historieity of theorieg or prejudices.!? Carr contends that
*if the notion of historicity, especially ag it applies to philesophy
itgelf, ig to be taken Seriously, then the ’philosophical epochg&’
would Sseem to be 2 much more difficult procedure, ¢Something that
requires as wmuch mental effort and explanation  as the
‘phenomenclogical reduction’ per se.” {Ibid.)

In the Crisig, Huegserl display® an acute Sensitivity to the

subtle effectiveness of prejudices and to the difficulties that are
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therefors invelved in the attempt to liberate oneself from them. He

writes:
the power of historical prejudices also plays a constant role
here, especially of those which, coming from the origin of the
modern positive ScienceS, dominate ug all. It igs of the very
egssence of such prejudices, drilled into the souls even of
children, that they are concealed in their immediate effects.
The abstract general will to be without prejudices changes
nothing about them. (Crisis, 120)
Could not these remarks be turned against what Husserl says about the
philosophic epochg in Ideas and even against what he says about the
roughly parallel epochE of the objective sciences in the Crigis? If
the philosopher, in virtue of hig historicity, i8 not merely prone to
prejudices but destined to them as well, and if philogophical
prejudices, like those spoken of above, are “concealed in their
immediate effects®, would not something more than epoché be required
in order for the philosopher toc liberate himself from them? Would he
not need to investigate and understand them as well? Indeed without
such investigation would not the phileosophic epoch® amount to what
Husserl here calls the ineffectual “abstract gdeneral will to be
without prejudices®?

This seems to be implied, although not explicitly developed by
Husserl, in hig pronouncement that teleological-historical reflection
becomes an intreduction to transScendental phenomenology. On the
importance of such reflection in the Crisig, Carr writes:

If it is, as Husserl suggests, resally essential to such an
introduction, it means that it is no longer sufficient Simply
to bracket the views of other philosophers and turn with an
unprejudiced gaze to a refleotion on consciousness. On the

contrary, we muSt consider the views of others in great detail
and in thesir historical sequence. 1%
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In the Crisig there is a profound recognition that even the
most careful philosopher uses and takes for granted concepts that are

not transparent to him:

1f he is to be one who thinks for himself, an autonomous
philosopher with the will 1o liberate himself from all
prejudices, he must hdve the insight that all the things he
takes for granted are prejudices, that all prejudices are
obscurities arising out of a sedimentation of tradition——not
merely judgements whose truth is as yet undecided-—and that
this is true even of the great task and idea which is called
‘philosephy’. (Crisig, 722
If the philospher’s judgements are in fact at the same time
prejudices—if Something more and other is effective in them than is
at the level of explicit awareness—then the effectiveness of epochs
is very questionable. Epochgé could only put out of play the esxplicit
judgement, if indeed it could accomplish this much. The sedimented
deposits of meaning under the surface of the judgement, the prejudices
surreptitiously contributing to its meaning, would not and could not
be neutraiized by the epochE. In order to liberate oneself from
prejudices {(to the extent that this is possible), it would first be

necessary to uncover and interrogate them.

In the Crisig, and this is something new, Husserl acknowledges
that the philosopher, even despite his efforts to be coriginal, stands
within a tradition that is effective in his philosophizing. The
recognition of the hidden effectiveness of tradition, of history, has
the conseguence of displacing cnnsﬁiouSness from its privileged
position. Gadamer has stated the matter with brevity and acuteness:

Long befcre we understand ourselves through the process of
gelf-examination, we understand ourselves in a self-svident way
in the familyv, society and sStets in which we live. The focus of

subjectivity is a distorting mirror. The self-awereness of the
individual i€ only a flickering in the closed circuits of
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higtorical iife. That is why the prejudices of the individual,

far more than his judgdements, constitute the hiStorical reality

of his being.t®
One could say that prior to the Crisig Husserl had not clearly thought
out the relation between judgements and prejudices and therefore had
not been sSensitive to the dimension of depth. The recognition of
depth, of history, or tradition, puts in Qguestion our ability tc come
to full awarenesgs of our prejudigeg. To awaken such reflective
awareness as ig possible it is necessary to make a detour through a
dimension that igs &t first not ‘present’ to consciousnegs.
Teleological-higtorical reflection is such a detour. What is involved
in thig reflection?

One of the key themes of Husserl’'s later writings is that
philozophy, if it is to be truly radical, musSt exXamine its own point
of departure and become aware of its rootedness in an effective
history. He reminds us that “"we as philosophers are heirs of the past
in respect to the goals which the word ‘philosophy’ indicates, in
terms of concepts, problems, and methods.” (Crigig, 17) The tradition
we inherit is8 constitutive of how we philosophize. We taks it for
granted at the peril of being superficial. The "concepts, problems,
and methodg® at our disposal are burdened with higtorical import that
is not +transparent to us in our thinking. Thus, it is necessary,
Hugser]l continues, "that we reflect back, in a thorough historical and
critical fashion, in order to  provide...for 2 radiecal
self-understanding.” This is the role  Husserl agsigns to

‘teleological-historical reflection’.
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Such reflection is ‘historical’ in that the philosopher turns
back upon the effective history within which he stands. The available
concepts have a gignificance that goes  baeyond his present
consciousness of them, and are effective in hidden ways. These
concepts have the status of prejudices. ‘Subject’, ‘objeet’,
‘consciousness’, ‘nature’-—the stock concepts for which wmodern man
reaches when he attempt2 to understand him8elf and his world-—have
raots buried below the sSurface meanings at higS conscious disposal. The
concepts he uses are not self-effacing instruments that would allow
him to handle his object without leaving their own mark. At least
initially, he is more slave than master of his concepts, which mean
more than he might consciously assign to them or stipulate for them.
To be radical, the philosopher must realize that in his reflecting he
i3 caught up in a sedimented history that exceeds his immediate grasp,
and he must undertake to understand the history effective in his own
philosophizing. In the Crisis Hugsserl does nothing less than
reconstruct {(or de-construct) the essential history of the modern
spirit.

Such reflection is ‘telesnlogieal’ in that the philosopher is
concerned not Simply with what philosophy is and has bscoms, but also
with the task and future of philosophy. The philoscpher turns back
upon hig offective history not out of sSome antiquarian interest in the
past but in order to esStablish contact with the ground and original
telos of his own philosophizing. What is the instituting Sense of
philosophy? Qut of what praxis did it arise? Prior to becoming an

ingtitution and to its proliferation in a plethora of lexicalized
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‘philosophies’, what desire animated philosphizing and what end did it
hold in view? The desire that gives rise to philosophy, Husserl
answers, is8 the desire for self-understanding. "Know thyself®, the
oracle urges. Thig desire, of course, presupposes that we have somehow
or other become a question for oursalves.

The existential context for Husserl’'s teleological-historical
reflection i€ what he calls ‘the crisis of the European Scisnces’.
Thig crisgis, generated by the loss of meaning and purpose, iz at the
same time the crigis of European man, of the European spirit.2? For a
being such ag man it is not enough =Simply to exist. He must also
orient himself or find his bearings in the world, he nust be able to
make Some Sense of his own existence, to find {or create) a meaning in
light of which the brute fact of his existence ig redesemed. To
paraphrase Heidegger, man is distinguished by the fact that, in his
very being, that being iS an issue.?! BSuch wunderstanding as was
available to man before the rise of philoscphy and science, however,
is no longer sufficient for modern man, who forbidg himself, in
accordance with the demands of reason, the comforts of reassuring
myths, His image and world ags reflected by the myth—ﬁsurping
categories of Science or objectivism, however, although in conformity
with the demands of reagon narrowly conceived, i8S one in which he can
not recognize himgelf. This image does not capture his existence such
as he experiences it in love, concern, hope, boredom, anxiety, and 8o
on. Ironically, the world refliectsed by some of the key "concepts,

problems, and methods" handed down to him and dominant in his
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philosophizing is devoid of esSsential humanity. It is not the world he
inhabits. It i€ not inhabitable.Z2Z

Alienated in his self-understanding, modern man has lost his
sense of purposge and meaning. This loss of purpoge is at the same time
a loss of ground, the loss of contact with his own existence. Husser!
attempts to retrieve this lost ground and telogs by rehabilitating the
life-world, by offering wus a standpoint from which to understand
oursslves which takes into account our esSential humanity. To acheive
such understanding, it i8 necessary to work backwardg from the
dominant categories in which we undergtand or misunderstand ourselves
to the life-world that they conceal and from which they have arisen.
The astiology of the crisis requires an eXamination of itg effective
higtory.2%

In "The Vienna Lecturse®, Husserl traces the development of the
modern Spirit, which  he characterizes as being egsaentially
objectivistic and dualistic, back to its ground in the life-world, and
rediscovers itg telos .in the birth of philoSseophy in ancient Greece.
Motivated by insight into the relativity of ‘truths’' a new ‘attitude’,
the ‘theoretical attitude’, wasg born. In face of the "multiplicity of
nations” and the fact that "each with itg own surrounding world which
is valid for it, is taken for granted, with its traditions, its geds,
its demons...8imply as the actual world,” there ariseg the idea of a
true world not relative to time or place. ({risis, 285-8) Observing
that what is held valid by ene person {(or nation) ig often not held
valid by others, the  Gresks ingstituted the ideal of =a

‘truth—in—itself’ that would be valid for everyone, everywhers, and at
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all times. Spurred by the puzzling plurality of "actual worlds” and
the relativity of truths, Husserl says, "a new question of truth
arises: not tradition—bound, everyday truth, but an identical truth
which is valid for all who are no longer blinded by traditions, a
truth-in-itself." (Ibid., 288) The philosopher distinguishes himself
as one who no longer takes the validities of his nation’s “actual
world® (now appearing as mersly one ‘world-representation’ among
otherg) for granted. Unlike other citizens, he demands svidence for
truth claimg insStead of submitting himself to the authority of
tradition. The ideal he pursues is8 of a universal truth not bound to
hia own or to any tradition.

The introduction of this ideal and its development °through
isolated pergonalities like Thales" gradually brought about a thorough
transformation of Greek culture. (Ibid.) [t came to be extended to all
aspects of life because this ideal, in its very definition, promised
te be of universal scope. "If the general idea of truth-in-itgelf
becomes the universal norm of all the relative truthe that arise in
human life,...* Husserl says, "this will also affect all traditional
norms, these of right, of beauty, of usefulness, dominant personal
values, Ualués connected with personal characteristicg, etec.” (Ibid.,
2872

In the Crigig, Husserl traces the trajectory of this telos
throughout the history of science and philosophy. He narrates the
intellectual history of the West. The story he tells is of how this
telos became cut off from its ground, namely, the life-world. In

pursuit of this telss, thinkers fell prey to the temptation to reify
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the ideal-—to poeit, in the face of the multiplicity of *truths' and
‘agtual worlds’, an objectively existing world., At the Same time the
status of the mersly relative ‘actual world’, the world of everyday
experience, was devalorizsed. It came to be designated as merely
‘subjective-relative', as merely ‘appearance’. Thus arises the basic
dualism within which modern science and philosophy understand the
world and within which modern man, the heir of this tradition,
understands himself.

What characterizes modern sScience, which for Husserl is
exemplified by Galileo, i3 "the S8surreptitious sSubstitution of the
mathematically substructed world of idealities for the only real
world, the one that is actually given through perception, that ig ever
oxperisnced and eXperienceable—our everyday life-world.” (Ibid.,
48-9) According to iis own self-understanding, science thinks that it
knows all it needs +to know about the world as it ig given in
eXperience, that it has captured its sssential meaning in designating
it ag a mere ‘appearance’ of the ‘objective world’, merely
‘subective-relative’ in relation ta it. Husserl believes that this
dualistic conceptual system ig inadequate. He believegs that the
category of ‘appearance’ i8 too restrictive and is in fact abstract in
relation to something much more concrete, the life—world, that it in a
gense both translates and conceals. He thematizes this svasive reality
of which the category ‘appearance’ isg merely a pale caricature. In his
analysis he adds more dspth and concretenesg to what 8cience
designates a3 the other of the objective world. Without accepting the

terms of the dualism, he reverses the order of priority science
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ag8igng to ‘appearance’ and ‘objective world' and shows +that the
‘objective world’' is itself founded upon the life-world, in relation
to which it is an idealization.2%

Husserl links the objectivistic prejudice of the "real world’,
in the sense of an independently existing ‘thing-in—itself’ causally
determining the 'appearances’, with the rise of geomstry. It is a
further step in the process of 'idealization’, which is the method aof
geﬁmetry. Indeed Galiieo, who for Husserl] typifies modern objectivism
par excellence, imazgined the ‘real’ or ‘objective’ world to be
eEsentially geometrical in its configuration. He conceived the
perfection of knowledge in the image of a science ocapable of
expressing in =zlgebraic formulas the occult relationships obtaining
between everything in nature,

Husgerl points out that sven a5 early ag Galilen, geometry was
received and understood in virtue of a +tradition. It had passed
through a series of siages out of which evolved the mature SCienbe
krnown to Galileoc. He and his contemporaries, however, accepted this
geometry in its accompiished form and did not concern themselves with
the motivating historical circumstances out of which it arose. It was
enough to know the axioms and the definitions and to know the rules
for constructing any possible geometrical shape in order to pursus the
interesis and problems that occupied them a8 geometers. Qua the
practice of geometry, this failure to re—activate the original and
originating sense of geometry was not a matter of great significance.

It proved to be a “fateful omission®, howsver, when thinkers like

Galileo, with broader ocbjectives, extrapclated the method of geomstry
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(idealimation) beyond iie inStituting Ssnse. (Ibid., 48} Ths failurse
to re—appropriate the origin of geonetry led to the
"superficialization” of its constituted resuits. (Ibid., 48-50) Under
the spell of this supsrficiglization, the “mathematically substructed
world of idealities® acquires an independent being and appears as
something eternal and universal over against the changing and
geometrically imperfect world of everyday life.

It ig under this spell that Galileo locked to geometry for a
key to the nature and structure of the ‘real’ world. With the marriage
of geometry and physical ssience, presided over by Galileo, the
dualism that Husser! finds at the source of modern philosophy is
firmly entrenched. The distinction between the real world and the
apparent or subjective-relative world ig elaborated with a distinction
between primary and Seconda?y gualities. The life-world is buried
under the category of ‘secondary qualities’. The ideal wusurps the
place of the real. What is actually a method comes io be taken for
*true being®. (Ibid., 512

Husser] reminds us that geomstry is itself a cultural
zoccomplishment founded wuwpon a life-world praxis. [t arose from
surveying, from the need to redefine property lines each time that
boundaries were obscured by the flooding of the Nile, for example.
Geometry iS linked to the life-world in an even more essential way
than through practical applications, however. After all, at some time
in the ancient world geometry did bescome an autonomous discipline,
fresd from practical interssts. The properties and reiationships

betwesn idezl shapes can be znalyzed in their own right. Even so,
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howsver, within this purely theoretical interest, a2 life-line still
provides geometry with nourishment from the life-world in virtue of
the method of idealization by which it achisves its results,
Idealization is the process of arriving at ideal figures by
imaginatively perfecting the natural or technically produced shapes we
encountsr in the life-world. ‘Essences’ are produced by imaginatively
varying the ‘facts’. The crocked lines and irregular shapes that
punctuate the landscape of the life—world are the spiritual ancestors
of the perfect figures of geometry.

The gnare that idealization falle prey to igs to imagine that
the perfected models derived from the rough ‘approximations’ found in
the life—-world, second in the order of discovery, are first in the
order of being. As long a8 geometry {(and sScience in general) is
appropriated in forgetfulness of its dependence upon the life—-world
there is a danger that, cut off from the sources of its own praxis, it
will hypostasize its own achievement and mistake the ideal for the
real. The return to the life—world is a corrective to this tendency.
The perfect shapes of deometry are idealimations of the rough shapes
met with in everyday experience and do not, as Galileo thought, occupy
an autonomoug region of being.

Idealization plays a major rols in the natural sciences in
deneral. The exact scientific laws formulated in scientific thsories
are perfected empirical inductions such as, in our averyday
experience, we find it expedient to make in order to carry out our
projects. The things or events between which gcience finds law-like

correlations must nmeeds be, if not immediately, at least ultimately,
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things that are or can be sesxperienced in the life-worid. Husserl!
writeg: "All knowledge of laws ecould be knowledge conly of predictions,
grasped as lawful, about occurrences of actuel or possible
eXperiential phenomenona, predictions which are indicated when
experience ig8  broadened  through obgervations and experiments
penetrating into wunknown horizons, and which are verified in the
manner of inductionsa.® <{(Ibid., 50) Even the scientist studying
sub—atomic particles must rely upon the ocurious shapes that do appear
to him in his everyday contact with things——hig microgcope and his
laboratory, for example——in order to confirm or disconfirm the
theories he puts forward concerning the nature of the ‘real’ world.
Husger! believes that in this regard the scientist’'s practice
is in contradiction with his theory. In his theorizing, the scientist
devalorizes the things of the life-world, ordinary objects and so on,
as being merely ‘subjective-relative’. Hugser] writegs: "Thisg
‘gubjective-relative’ ig supposed to be ‘overcome’; one can and should
correlate it with a hypothetical being—in-itself, a substrate for
logical-mathematical ‘truths-in~themselves’ +that one can approximate
through ever newer and better hypothetical approaches, always
justifying them through experiential verfication.” (lbid., 128> In his
practice, however, the Scientist must have recourss +to life-world
objects not as indexes of ‘truths—in-themselves’ but precigsely in
their everyday experienceability and validity. "The visgible measuring
scaleg, scale—markings, etec., are used as actually eXisting things,
not as illusiong; thug that which actually exigtg in the lifs-world,

as something valid, is a premise." {(Ibid.?



49

In his theorizing, however, the scientist suppresses this
*premise”. The wmicroscope through which he studies the sub-atomic
particles that he believes make up the real world, the instrument
‘ready—-to—hand’, hags a very definite kind of being for him. In his
practice it has a significance and a kind of being that is not
adequately comprehended in the terms of his theory. Its being qua
ingtrument, for example, is not coumprehendsd under the category of
‘appearance’, nor is its broader significance. The microscope is in
the space of the laboratory, which i& connected to the administrative
building where he picks up his chesgue every month. Perhaps he had to
work very hard teo justify the purchase of such an expensive item given
the constraints on his institution’s budget; requisition forms had to
be filled out, letters carefully written, and so on. Perhaps he argued
to those pulling the financial strings that it was indispensable to
his work as a scientist, and that this work might wultimately have
important applicationg in the service of humanity. Qua life-world
object the microgscope has a great deal of significance for him and an
undefined kind of being that he does not integrate iﬁ his theory. Mors
precigely, he integrates it under the ungrateful and obfuscating labsl
‘appearance’. To determine it a8 Such, however, fails to do justice to
itg practiocal, experiential meaning. The scientist surreptitiously
makes use of the life-world and in practice grants it a validity that
he is forbidden to acknowledge in his theory.Z5

Phenomenology thematizes this suppressed "premigse®, this kind
of being that even the scientist implicitly acknowledges in hi2 own

practice. The scientigt lives and practices within the horizon of a
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world, in light of which he experiences things in a way that his
theory cannot comprehend. Hugser! rehabilitateg this life-world, which
has been dsvalorized and even suppressed under the categery of
‘appearance’. What ‘appears’, whatever it8 ultimate metaphysical
status, is not nothing. It can be investigated in its own right.
Husserl shows that, far from being a mere ‘appearance’, the life-world
ig in fact the ground of science, always presupposad but never

responsibly thematized. He writes: "The concrete life—world, then, is
the grounding goil of the ‘scientifically true’ world and at the same
time sncompasses it in  itS own univers2al concreteness." (Ibid., 131)
Thig ground has been suppressed or concealed, however, and Husserl
advances it into the foreground and makes it thematic. He does so in a

polemic with the natural sciences and cbjectivistic philcsophy.

4. The Return to the Life-World

Becauge the life—world ig concealed in its own proper being by
obfuscating theories, a 8pecial affort of interpretation is reguired
for its disclofure. Dominant prejudices about the real, prejudices
linked witlh the dominance of =science, have put a spell over us,
Hugserl says. “For we ourselves, who are carrying out thege
reflections (and, as I may assume, my readers), stand under the sps//
of these times.” {Ibid., 58) What is firgt required, thereforse, is to
undeo this “spell®. This is the saignificance of  Hussgerl's
historical—-teleological reflections. The detour through history is an

integral part of the return to the life-world, since under the "spell
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of these modern times® the life-world is concealed. The return to the
life-world is inextricably intertiwined with the spell-breaking epochs
C(here.expanded to include teleclogical-historical reflection) of the
objective sSciences.

Gadamer has captursd in precise term8 the sensse of this polemic
or dialectic at work in Husserl’s reflections on the life-world. He
writes: *What had been sought and inQuired after for a long time,
especially in Husserl’s own thought, wasgs in fact gathered in the word
‘life~-world’. The counterconcept to the ‘life-world’, which provoked
the coining of +the new concept, is without doubt the ‘world of
science’ ."2% The sxpression 'counterconcept’ conveys the sense of the
polemic we have been trying to emphasize in our analysgis of Hussgerl,
and that we shall emphasize in our 2analysis of Merleau-Ponty. The
concept of the life-world is framed againet or ‘counter to’ the
concept of the objective world. *The concept of the 'life-world’ is
the antithesis of all objectivism®, Gadamer S8ays.27 Objectivism having
put us at some distance from the life-world, having buried it under
the category of ‘appearance’, the return to the life-world igs at the
Same time the negation or undoing of objectivism. Husserl writes that
“the proper return to the naiveté of life——but in a reflection which
riges above this naiveté—--is the only possible way to overcome the
philosophical naivetéd which lies in the (supposedly) ‘scientific’
character of traditional objectivistic philogsophy.” (Crigis, 592
There is, however, an unsettled ambiguity in the Crigis

concerning the life-world and osur reflective access to it. This is

especially apparent if, alongside thig text, we read Experisnce and
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Judgement, which wag written during the Same period.?2 On the one
hand, Husserl often speaks as if the life-world i8 the world of
evervyday experience. We are said to live in the life-world, "which
appears straightforwardly to ugs men, and to us as scientists....®
(Crigig, 103> It is ‘"experienced®, whereas the ‘cbjective world’
posited by objective thought cannot be for reasong of principle.
(Ibid., 128> In these terms, the life~world remains unchanged
throughout history end in Spite of the rise and spread of science.
Husserl writes: *This actually intuited, actually experienceabls
world, in which practically our whole 1life takes place, remains
unchanged as what it i8, in its8 own essential structure and itg own
concrete causal style, whatever we may do with or without techniques.”
(Ibid., 512 In the same vein, he writes: "The lifeworld wag always
there for mankind before sScience, then, jusSt as it continues its
manner of bsing in the epoch of scisnce.” (Ibid., 123)

Judged from these and other similar texts, it seems that
Husser!l is working within a dualism of concept and percept. [t is as
if he believes that our concepts are subject +to historicity, but our
perceptions are in contact with an extra-historical world not subject
to change. The terms in which we understand curselves may change from
time to time and place to place, but what is simply there to be
understood remaings identical to itself and i8 not affected in its
being by our chatter about it. At one place Huggerl says that the aim
of his historical reflections is "to make wvital again, in its
concealed historical meaning, the Sedimented conceptual gystem.”

¢(Ibid, 713 It is significant that here he locateg sedimentation in the
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"conceptual system® and not in the life-world as such. The assumption
soems to be that only our "conceptual systems" are subject to change,
while the life-world remains unaffected by any such changes. Our
*conceptual systems", the paradigms by which we understand, have a2
history, but the life-world as such does not. When Hussarl! speaks of
the life-world in this way, it 48 usually appealed to as a kind of
evidence counter to objectivism. Experience is evoked against theory,
fact against idealization, and so on.23
However, Husser! sometimes describes the relationship betwsen

the life-world and conceptual systems in more dynamic terms. The
gpiritual accomplishments of science are said to *flow into” the
life—world. (Ilbid., 113} He says that theories of the objective
gciences "have the character of wvalidities for the life-worlid, adding
themselves as Such to it8 own composition.” {Ibid., 131} From these
texts it appears that Husserl believes that there is indeed
intaraction or interpenetration between the life-world and "conceptual
systems”, since when the latter are "added” to the former they change
ita "composition®. Here the "conceptual system® by which we undergtand
ourselves is in some sengse constitutive of the life-world. Carr
writeg:

Thus it is not mnerely a matter of the way we have learned to

think about the world, not merely a matier of a certain stock

of concepts we apply to a world which is given independently of

them beforehand. Rather ‘from the start (von vornherein)’ the

world of our experience has already been interpreted for us in

virtus of our membership in the culture that descends from

Galilec and his contemporaries. We might say that their legacy

to uS is not meraly a way of thinking about the world, but the
very world about which we think.®?
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The life—world itself could be said to have a history. Understood in
these terms it i8 much more problematic to evoke the life—world as a
kind of pristine evidence standing counter to objectivism, because as
such it i8S not sSomething that i8 or could be presented independently
of such prejudices.

Husserl does not_expressiy thematize this ambiguity. He has
reazsons for affirming each of the apparently contradictory poles of
this ambiguity, but doeg not think the two together. Carr writes:
“Somehow Husserl wants to say both that we are always already in the
life-world--not that we have left it behind and are cut off from it by
history——and, on the other hand, that we as philosophers must go
through history in order to get at the life-world."* (lIbid., 173> We
cannot resolve thigs ambiguity here, but we can at least offer reasons
as to why Husserl would not want to choose either of these
alternatives at the price of denving the other. On the one hand, to
gay that we have immediate access to the 1life-world has implications
that Husgserl could not accept. As Carr puts it, "if we B8ay we have
direct, unmediated reflective access to the life-world, then we are
saying not only that historical reflsction has no importance for
phenomenology but that history has no powsr to affect the way we
experience things." (Ibid.) On the other hand, however, if we do not
have unmediated access to the life-world, the appeal to the life-world
ag a kind of ultimate evidence against objectivism becomes
problematic. Husser!’s thought is pulled by this tension betwesn the

demand for evidence and the acknowledgement of historicity,
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Experience and Judgement helps us to clarify and refine this

ambiguity, if only +to reinstate it at another level.3! |[n thig text
Husser! distinguishes the life-world from what he calls the ‘pre-given
world’. {(pp. 47-51) It is8 the pre—given world that is deScribed as the
world of everyday life, the world such as it is given in our
expsrience. The life-world i8 said to be ‘buried’ wunderneath the
pre-given world and as sSuch is not immediately experienced, contrary
to what he says about the life~world in the Crisig. By way of
distinguishing it from the life-world, the pre-given world is said to
be in dynamic interrelastion with theoretical or conceptual systems,
which interpenstrate it, such that it changes as new concepts deposit
their meanings. The world that ig pre—given is thoroughly permeated or
sedimented with historical or cultural accompligshments. The pre—given
world of ‘European man’, for example, i2 “"no longer a2 pure world of
original experience but a world having the sense of a world within
which all particular existents in advance and as a matter Qf.CDUPSB
are given to us as determinable in principle, according to the exact
methods of science....® (Ilbid., 48-9>

The pre-given world changes as new conceptual systems deposit -
their meanings in culture, but the life-world remains unaffected. In
order to disclose the life-world, which here has the Sense of being
pre—theoretical or even pre-cultural, it is necessary to dig below the
pre—given world. There i8 needed a °"retrogression from the pre—given
world with all of its Sedimentations of gSense, with its science and
scientific determination, to the original life-world." (Ibid., 502

Because the pre-given world, pereesated by science, effectively
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conceals the life-world, the latter cannot be disclosed by straight

forward reflection upon what igs ‘given’. As Carr puts it, "Since we no

longer /ive in the original life-world, 8ince the world no longer

prasents itself to us in this way, we cannot sSimply turn, in the

manner of reflection, to the way in which it ig given.® {(op. cit., p.

189> Husser! writes:

Psychological reflection on lived exXperiences as they are
accessible to internal perception ecan never lead to the
origination of this garb of ideas thrown over the world from
the original experisnce of the life—worid....every such
psychological reflection leads to lived experiences which,
ingofar a8 they are such, are experiences of the world, of a
world which, for this gubject, i8 already given aB complets;
and this means that this world is there as that on which
contemporary Science hag already done its work of exact
determination. (Expserience and Judgement, 47-8)

Note that a "garb of ideas” ig effective not only at the level of
reflection or understanding, as if "lived experience® would remain the
same independent of and unaffected by whatever ‘"garb of ideas" is
authoritative for us. "Lived experience®” is penetrated in its being hy
our "ideas®. The pre—given world as interpenetrated by a “garb of
ideas® i8 what is immediately accesgible to our reflective grasp. The
life—world, however, is not immediately accessible because it is
covered over by the sedimented meanings that constitute the world such
ag it is given.

For the above reason the disclosure of the life-world requires
a kind of depth psychology, requires an historically mediated
raflection that would dig beneath the sedimented landscape of the
pre—given world. Telecological-historical reflection as described in

the Crisis answers to this requiremsnt. The role of such reflection is
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not simply to divegt us of prejudices, as if to bring ugs to some
zero—-peint emptied of 2ll pogitivity. Rather, the analysis and

critigue of prejudice is dialectically related to the disclosure of

the life-world,.32

5. The Life-World and Point of View

One might think that with the retrogression from the pre-given
world to the original life-world one would hit rock-botiom, 8o to
speak. In fact, for Husserl this is merely preperatory for a
"regressive inguiry which goes f{rom the life-world to the subjective

operations from which it itself arises.” (Experience and Judgement,

50> The structure is the Same in the Crigis. Within the overall
project of this text, teleoclogical-historical reflection and the
epoch# af the objective 8Sciences, which gerve to discloge the
life—world, are merely introductory to the transcendental epoch&,
which is the phenomenological move proper for Husserl. Husserl says:
"The life which effects world-valtidity in natural world-life does not
permit of being studied from within the attitude of natural
world-life.® (Crigig, 148) The transcendental epoch&, which will
facilitate such study, is described as "a total transformation of
attitude, a completely unigque, universal epoch&.” (lbid.’

In this epochi, which is not essentially different from the
phenomenclogical epoché in Ideas, the lifs-world iteelf is transformed
into a phenomenon correlative to consciousness, which is said to

‘constitute’ it. Husserl says that ®“the natural, objective world-life
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is only a particular mode of the transcendental life which forever
constitutes the world....®” (Ibid., 175> For Hussgerl, it ig this
transcendental life, and not the 1life-world, which is primordial. The
digclosure of the life-world is only a means to this end.
I will not discuss this seccnd epochE or rsduction in the
Crisis for the reason that it is not significantly different from that
in Ideas, which we have already discussed. Indeed, given the shift
indicated by Hussgserl’s discovery of the life-worid and the importance
of higstory, this similarity i8 itself astonishing. Gadamer writes:
¥hen we read the explicit summary of the new role of
transcendental reduction that Husserl gives in the (rigig...we
ares astonished to find the old, well-known problems and
ingights of the earlier program have returned, though in a
somewhat altered form. The analysis of the 4 priori of the
life-world and its methodical founding involves a change of
attitude that is none other than the familiar transcendental
epochg of the [deag.s®
¥hat is "agtonighing® is that, in the face of what i8S new in the
Crigig—the life—world, the gansitivity to historicity,
teleological-historical reflection——the overall program of hig earlier
work remaing intact. There is an unresolved tengion in Husserl's later
thought Dbetween existential-hermeneutic and idealist motifs: for
exanple, betwesn the reaecognition of facticity (the irreducibility of
the life-world) and the retention of trangcendental consSciousness as
the a priorsi of this facticity. It ig questionable that thesSe motifs
can be patched together as Husserl seems to think they can be. The
teaching of the Crigig concerning the philosopher’s inherence in a

tradition and the hidden prejudicegs effsctive in hig reflecting and

even his experiencing points to the conclusion that it would be
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impossible to acheive absolute transparency in our reflective
understanding of the life-world,

Husserl is thus dividsé against himself when he says that the
life—world is "only a2 mode of the transcendental life*. This implies
that the philosopher could lay the life-world out before his
reflective gaze as an object with no hidden depths. In performing the
transcendental epochZ, Husserl says, the philosopher is "situated
above his own natural being and azbove the natural worid....® {Urisis,
152) Husser!] does not say it here, but it seems implied, that the
bhiliosopher is thus situated above history as well. From such a high
altitude, he is abhle to circumscribe everything in an all-encompassing
glance. If one asks where the philosppher thus situated stands, the
only possible answer is that he Stands nowhere. He has exiricated
himself from all points of view. Indeed, HuSser! emphasizes that “this
ig not a ‘view’, an 'interpretation’ bestowsd upon the world.” (lbid.>

Like Husserl, Merleau-Ponty Dbslieves that the philosopher
regquires distance, but he insists that the philcsopher cannot erase
the steps he took to travel this distance, nor erase the effects of
hig initiz! point of depariure. He oannot =scape point of wview. He
carries hig history and his worlg with him. He cannot step outside of
the life-world to survey it from "above”.

Husser] is at odds with himself on this point. The second
reduction, the reduction of the Ilife-world to  transcendental
consciousness, is at odds with the first, the reduction that returns
from the hypostasizations of objective thought to the life-world. It

ig with respect to this issue——the capacity of reflective thought to
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encompase the unreflected life of perception, experience, or in
general the life-world--that Merieau-Fonty diverges from Huaserl. More
precigely, since Husserl is himself divided, we should say that
Merleau—-Ponty opts for and carries forward his existential-hermeneutic
side. He writes:
Husserl in his last period concedes that all reflection should
in the first place re&turn to tha description of the world of
living experience (Lebenswelt). But he adds that, by means of a
second ‘reduction’, the structures of the world of experience
must be reinstated in the transcendental flow of a universal
congtitution in  which all the world's obspuritieg are
elucidated. It is clear, however, that ws are faced with a
dilemma: either the constitution makes the world transparent,
in which case it is not cobviougs why reflection needs +to pass
through the world of experience, or it retaing Ssomething of
that world, and never rids it of its opacity. (PhP, 385n.)
Merleau-Ponty chooses the gecond horn of this dilemma posed by a
reading of the later Hugserl.

For Merleau—Ponty, as for Husserl, the task of reflection is to
reveal or make explicit our eXperience of the world. Like the commen
man who lives more or less unreflectively, the philogsopher lives in
the life—world. To a greater degree than the common man, however, he
ig puzzled and wonder-struck by the fact of existence and is driven by
the desire to make Sengse of what it is to be in the world, to make
explicit what is only implicit in everyday life. The difference
between Merleau-Ponty and Husserl, or rather a certain idealist strain
in Husserl, is that Merleau-Ponty, no less committed to the
philosophical enterprise, is Struck by the "ohscurity” and "opacity”
of the life-world. He is humbled before the radical contingency of the

world, by such facticity asZ could never be rationalized in a2 ‘science

of the life—world’.



61

This is the Dbackground against whiech we should wunderstand
Herleau-Ponty’'s oft—quoted pronouncement concerning the "impossibility
of a2 complete reduction®. With reference to Husserl, he writes:

All the misunderstandings with his interpreters, with the
existentialist 'dissidents’ and finally with himself, have
arisen from the fact that in order to see the world and grasp
it as paradoxical, wa mnust break with our familiar acceptance
of it and, also, from the fact that from +this break we can
learn nothing but the unmotivated upsurge of the world. The
most important lesson the  reduction teachss wus is the
impossibility of a complete reduction. (PhP, xiv)
In our attempt to capture our experience in reflection, which is what
esgentially defines us as philosophers, something always slips through
our fingsrg and eScapes our  grasp. It is this recalcitrant
‘something’, opague and obscure, that reflection encounters as its
limit and that Merleau—Ponty tries to thematize in his philosophy.

For Merleau-Ponty, the cpacity of the world is the obverse side
of the fact that congciousness always inherses in a point of view. Even
the philosopher reflecting upon the life-world stands somewhere. He is
gituated in a tradition of thought that he can never complstely
thematize or render transparent. What he is able to gsee from where he
stands will alway® appear in the light (and shadows) of hidden
prejudicas.

Merleau-Ponty shares an affinity with Gadamer in thig regard.
Earlier we made reference to Gadamer’'s humbling claims concerning the
finitude of self-understanding or self-awareness. "The prejudices of

the individual, far more than hisg judgements, constitute the

historical reality of hig being,' Gadamer says. (Truth and Method,

245) This i8 not to endorse the unreflective life. Gadamer does not
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mean that we should cease trying to understand ourselves and indulge
or succumbd t& our prejudices. On the contrary, he believes in
philosophy, belisves that the tzsk of philecsophy is to become aware of
our prejudices. This task is important for Gadamer, as for any
philoscpher, but for Gadamer it is5 also important to be aware of the
limits of our peflection. His peint iz that it is impossible for the
philosopher to make all of his prejudices explicit or to make
reflection egual to the the unreflected life it tries tlD capture.
Merleau—Fonty learns thisg important lesson from (and to 2 certain
extent, in spite of) Husserl. Understanding, like perception, always
has a blind spot-—the spoi in which the philosopher stands and from
which he sees what he sees, the invisible in virtue of which there is
something visible. What is visible is never completely transparent,
gince it is visible only in virtue of the fact that something else,

hig point of view, ig invigible to him.



CHAPTER 2

. TRADITIONAL PREJUDICES AND THE RETURN TO PHENOMENA

in this regard, phenomenology represents a return to naiveté.
I+ liberates sight and renders it attentive to all the richness
of the real. For it, the perceived and the willed ars original
contourg of the worid; they are even dimensions of a reality
more ariginal than the scientific object, which appears later,
at a  second level of elaboration, while reality has already
become a meaningful world at the stage of perception and
action.

v Paul Ricosur

N

y
1. Traditional Prejudices

Merleau—-Ponty emerges on the philosophical scene as a
dialecticai philnsﬁpher par excellence. The thegis with which he
began—~ﬁge primacy of perception or of the life-world-—-was, to be
sure, virtually a clichd among hig contemporaries. Yet there were few
philosopHFFS"—Bergson and to a lesser extent Husserl would number
among theE——who attempted to engage this thesis with +the apparently
antithgtical views of natural science and naturalistic philosophy in
as thorough 2 way as did Merleau-Ponty. He took very seriocusly the
rival claims of the dominant Scientific paradigms and in a painstaking
way attempted to address this thought on its own terrain.

Tt is instructive to contrast Herleau-Pont? and Heidsgger in
this regard. While these two indeed had a great deal in common, were

to a large exXtent arguing for the same thing, there is a great deal of

difference in their rhetorical stirategies. While science ig8 certainly
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represented in Heidegger’'s philcsophy, it is usually apoken of in only
the most general terme.! The sStandpeoint of ‘being-in-the-world’
emerges triumphant and unScathed from the confrontation with science,
but science has not been given much opportunity to speak in its own
voice. In Merleau-Ponty’s writings, by contrast, the secientific
standpoint ig expressed in itsS own terms. This is especialiy true in
his early works, which are replete with detailed analyses of arguments
coming from those dguarters. The viewpoint of science is not sBimply
criticized but is assigned a place in a larger whole in which its
truth is preserved. It is gaid to be not S0 much false as partial or
incomplete. The question of falsity arises only with respeect to
science’'s claim to totalization and its attempt to reduce the
pre—scientific life out of which it arisegs to the concepts projected
in its own understanding.

Even where sScisnce ig2 not his principal interlocuter ({as
becomeg more and more the case with each new book) hiz gtyle of
philosophizing is thoroughly dialectical in the sense that he brings
his theses into relation with dominant counter—pogitions and seeks a
non-reductive intargration or synthesis. In advancing his theses, he
is acutely sensitive to the fact that on virtually every topic there
are already powerful prejudices at work, and he undertakes to address
these prejudicegs. This is ona o©of the many respects in which
Merleau-Ponty stands squarely within the tradition of Husserlian
phenomennlogy.

Thiz dizl=ctical siyle, indeed this rhetorical strategy, is

clearly exhibited in the Introduction to the Phenomenology of
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Perception. The two adjunct® of the subtitle of the Introduction,
*Traditional Prejudices and the Rsturn to Phenomena®, should be
thought of as being in a dialectical relation. The standpoint of the
phenomena, the position for which and from which Merleau-Ponty argues,
i8 not simply asserted. He begins rather with a aeritical eXamination
of the traditional prejudices which ‘veil’ or ‘conceal’ the phenomena
and in relation to which the standpoint of the phenomena is secured by
way of a return.

The work of the Introduction is primarily negative or even
cathartic. [ts purpose is to enable us to gain some distance from
cbjective thought, to frame it in a perspective and thereby relax its

hold upon us. *In order to revive perceptual experience buried under
its own results, it would not have been snough to present descriptions
of them which might possibly not have been understood, we had to
establish by philosophical refersnces and anticipations the point of
view from which they might appear true.® (PhP, B63) The work of getting
into position for obtaining the desired "point of view"” is bound up
with the work of deconstructing another point of view which is
dominant in our culture——objective thought. The strategy here can be
likened to that of a Socratic dialogue. No definite conclusions are
acheived, but through an interrogation of obfusecating prejudices an
gpen space i§ cleared where the dguestion can be creatively and
radically raised. "Sense experience has become once more a guestion
for us,” he writes near the end of the book. (PhP, BZJ).

The traditional prejudices he argues against come principally

from two interrelated traditiong, empiricism and intellectualism, both
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of which are said to be under the sway of classical science.?
Empiricism, represented primarily by the empirical psychology of the
day, is characterized by the presupposition of an objective world
existing in itSelf and as such totally indepsndent of any perceiver.
It sets itself the task of showing how the objective world operates
upon the human body, which is understood ag one body among others in a
closed system of nature, in Such a way a3 to reproduce its phenomenal
analogue in the ‘subjective experience’ of a perceiver. Perception is
thought of as an effect of a2 complex event taking place in an
all-encompassing objective world. "Perception is built up with states
of consciousness a8 a house i8 built with bricks, and a mental
chemigtry is invoked which fuses these materials into a compact
whale,® (PhP, 21)

Intellectualism, which is represented not only by Descartes,
Kant, and the early Husserl, but also by certain psychologistsg of the
day, makes an advance over empiricism in that it brings into question
the presupposition of an objective world existing independently of
consciousness and owing nothing to it. ConSciocusSness iS not a pasSsSive
registration of sense—data. What appears dos8 so in accordance with or
in light of the hidden constitutive activity of congciousness—Kant's
categories of the wunderstanding, for example. The orderliness or
organization of the world such as it appearg cannot be agcounted for
on the supposition  that conSciousness ig entirely passive.
Intellectualism thus undergtands the world as relative or correlative

to congeciousness.
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Intellectualism assigns to a transcendental ego (operating upon
its own mental sStates) the activity of gynthesis that empiricism
explains as the action of an independent external world upon the body.
The world ig relative to a subject, but to a thinking, rather than a
perceiving subject. The body too (here reduced to the status of a
repregentation for the ego) ig included in the world thus understood,
and the synthesizing laws of the ego or intellect inherit the
functiong that empiricism assigned toc laws of nature. The world
remains objective as standing over and against a sSubject who is pure
intellect. This world proves to be little more than a reflected image
of the objective world postited by empiricism, 8ince "it is still
defined by the absolute mutual exteriority of its parts, and is merely
duplicated throughout by a thought which sustaing it.* (PhP, 38) If on
empiricist assumptions consciousness ig too pasSsive, an
intellectualist assumptions it ig tooc active or spontansocus.
Merleau-Ponty tries to find a balance between receptivity and
spontaneity, sensibility and understanding.

My interest here is not so much with the specific differences
between these two positions, which are somewhat caricatursd in any
case, a8 with their common rhetorical place in Merleau-Ponty's
argument. In the final analysis, he tells wug, the iwo positions
converge ingofar as they share the sSame general prejudice about the
objective world. “Both take the objestive world ag the object of their
analysig, when thigs comesg first nseithsr in time nor in virtue of its
meaning; and both are incapable of exXpressing the peculiar way in

which perceptual conSciousness constitutes its object. Both keep their



e8

digtance in relation to perception, instead of Sticking closely to
it.® (PhP, 263 As such, Merleau-Ponty incorporates both empiricism and
intellectualism under the heading ‘objective thought’.

The world, such as objective thought prejudges it and takes it
for the starting point of its analysis, has the character of being
complete or closed. Every particular existent i8 conceived as being a
part within this all-encompassing totality. The things of the world,
among which the human body i counted, are thought to stand in a
determinable relation with every other thing in a continuum of
objsctive space and timse. Everything is already there in place.
Perception, like a light beamed on a set stage, initiates nothing new.
Perception at bhest illuminates, at worst shadowe, Sowmething already
complete in—itself-—the world as it exigts 'in—itsgelf’ or as God might
perceive it. The perceptual event, the world guch as it 1is given in
perception, iS reducaed to a mere sffect issuing from the objective
world. It ig thought of as being a translation or interpretation of
the objective world, albeit an imperfect one. A problem naturally
ariges within this framework ag to the explanation of the mechanism
whereby this analogue ig constructed.

Merleau-Ponty doeg not so much argue that the notion of the
objective world is false as that it ig derivative. Problems arise conly
insofar as its derivativeness is lost sSight of and it is taken as the
ultimate reality from which everthing else is assumed to be derived.
Ag long as analysis begins with an objectivistic prejudice about the
world, perceptual phanomeﬁa will be falgified, ponosalad, or otherwiSse

overlooked. It is the starting point of analysis that is at issue, and
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Merleau—Peonty seeks a more radical Starting point, one more primary
than the prejudice of the objsctive world. He proposes to take a fresh
icok at perceptual life unencumbered by this prejudice, to eXamine it
and "stick closely to it" at the same time. This wag the project of
Husserlian phenomenclogy, which by this +time had already become
somewhat of & 'movement’.

Objective thought, presupposing an objective world in which the
perceptual event is a mers effect, does not take perception Seriously
in its own right. Whereas objective thought 1tiries to expl/ain
perceptual phenomena, the humble task of phenomenology is to describe
them.? Suspending judgement on, or otherwise putting out of play the
alleged causal determinants of perception, phenomenology thematizes
perception and thematizes the world such as it is given in perceptual
life.

Merleau—-Ponty conceived phenomenoiogy as a corrective to the
dorinant trend of objective thought. ¥We have read Husserl in this
light. There is, however, a truth in Emile Bréhier’'s complaint that if
philosephers had been phenomenologists from the wvery beginning, that
ig, if pergeption had been taken as the mneasure of all things,
philogophy {or science) would never have developed at all. Certainly
philoseophy’'s inaugural distinction bsﬁwggp-"appearance’ and ‘reality’
reguired & certain abstraction from itﬁé anthropocentric point of view
of perception. It is true that science developed only by geoing beyond
experience in the direction of a certain ‘objectivity’. Indeed, it was
no doubt a digtirust of experience, motivated by the fact that the way

things appear in perception can be contradictory, that Set in motion
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the effort to coordinate or s¥Xplain what doeg appear on the bagsig of
things unseen, and thereby launched science and philesophy. Mars Seems
to the eye to reverse its movement at a certzin point in its journev,
but modern astronomy would never have developed if the svidence of the
éye was given the final word on retrograde movement.

Phenomenclogy is not in competition with science a2t this level,
howsver, and admits science’'s rights to go beyond experience in this
gsense. The guarrel arises only insofar as science tries to swallow its
tail bv endeavouring to enclose perceptual experience in the circle of
its own e¥Xplanation. Phenomenology shows that when Science makes
reference toc experience, what it brings close for examination i8 not
2t all an adeguate or exhaustive representation.“ There is a distance
and a difference bstween experience aS represented under the
objectifying methods of Science and experience as it is lived, esven in
the first person of the scientist himself. [t iz because science (and
objective thought in general) have ingtituted +this distance that
phenomenology could emerge as the effort to return to the primordial
gxperience from which Science has taken its lesave. Thus Merlsau—Ponty
regponds to Brihier’'s challenge as followsg: "Phenomencology could never
have come about before all the other philosophical sfforts of the
rationalist tradition, nor prior to the construction of S8science. It
meaSures the distance betwsen our sxperience and this science. How
could it  ignore 1t? How eould it preceds 1t?* (PrP, 28) In other
words, it is ornly because there is already a dominant
splf-underztanding alienating or distancing us from exXpsrisnce that

phenomenology could emerge on the scene as the effort to reinstate
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experience, sSuppressed by objective thought, and to overcome this
alienation.

I+ is in this context, against the background of objectivistic
thought, that the return to the phenomena must be understocd.
Merleau-Ponty writes: “"clasgsical science is a form of perception which
loges sight of its origing and believes itsSelf complete. Ths first
philogophical act would appear to be to return to the world of actual
experience which is prior to the objective world, since it is in it
that we shall be able to grasp the theoretical basig no less than the
limits of that objective world,...® (PhP, 57) Long before wa attain
the objective point of view {and thug to a certain measSurse find
ourselves in an objective world) we have lived in a world with an
entirely different landscape, which in relation to the objective world
could be called pre-objective. Thig pre-objective world, which science
thinks it comprshends under some such category as ‘appearance’, can be
inquired into in itg own right. The objective point of view comes
sSscond, and the return advocated here is directed toward the
pre—objective opening wupon the world that it 8succeeds and indeed
suppresses. Phenomenclogy iS a return to Something more primary and
fundamental than is comprehended under the terms by which objective
thought fixes percepiicn, experience, the world.

It will have to be shown how s8cience, or more generally
objective thought, originates out of and yet conceals perceptual
experience and in what Sense the return takes wus back to an
irreducible origin. From the outset of such questioning, the metaphor

of a return Soon becomes complicated. ¥hen I return to my apartment,
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for example, it is simply there, nmuch a8 it wag when I left it. Can
the Same be said of the "world of actual experience"? In what Sense
could anyone ever leave it in the firgt place? In what sense ig it or
hag it been there for somecne to return to? Upon returning, does one
find it the ‘same’ as when one supposedly left it? What is the
relationship between seXperience as lived through unreflsctively and
experience as described or Dbrought to light in reflective
understandingd? Does experience itgelf change in conformity to the
reflective paradigm through which we attempt to understand it?

The metaphor i8 even further complicated by the fact that
Merlsau-Ponty often says that gxperience has been ‘forgotten’,
‘concealed’, ‘buried’, etc., by objective thought, which is8 said to
*blind” us to experience., I[nsofar as we are under the sway of
objective thought, exXperience is not accessible to our reflective
glance. To speak of a2 ’'digtance’ between experience objectified and
experience lived can therafore be misleading. It must be said that
this distance does not traversSe a homodenecus space, that the two
points connected are not sStrictly commensurate with each other. This
incommengurability makes a cgertain indirection necessary. The return
nust proceed by way of a detour through 2a critical exposition and
analyzig of the obfuscating prejudice. The deconstruction of this
prejudice will be the dialectial twin of the disclosure of the world
of experience, or of what Merleau-Ponty otherwise calls ‘“the
phenomenal field'. He artigulates this disclosure along the same lines
ag Husgserl’'s disclogure of the life-world, and rung® into Similar

difficulties.
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2. The Need for a Detour

In light of these remarks we are better enabled to understand a
certa;n style or even strategy at work in Merleau-Ponty's philosophy.
Although he regards experience as the "the ultimate court of appeal®
(source tout prochs), it is important to note that he does not, at
leagt initially, appeal to experience in order to criticize or refute
objective thought. (PhP, 23) He does not simply place the facts of
experience alongside the explanatory claims of objective thought as a
superior evidence. His reason for not arguing in this way is that
*ganerally speaking, the description of phenomena does not enable one
to refuts thought which is not alive to its own existence, and which
regides in things.® (lbkid.> "Thought which is not alive to its own
eXistence”, that is, thought that is under the sway of objectivism, is
blinded to experience. It would therefore be fruitless to offer
alternative descriptions 8ince, from the objective point of view, what
is described will not be gsen. "In this sense,” Merleau-Ponty says,
"“reflection i8 a system of thought no less closed than insanity.®
(lhid.>

Given the ‘incommensurability’ between the gtandpeoint of
objective thought and of experience, any dirsct appsal to evidence for
the purpose of arbitration would be naive. Ubjective thought does not
recognize the authority of experience, "the ultimate court of appeal®,
because it thinks it comprehends under some 8uch category as
‘appearance’ all that thers ig to know about sxperience. The category

‘appearance’, however, effectively conceals experience, as the rich
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differences beiween blackbirds, swallows, and 8o on i8 concealed from
gsomeone who assSimilates these differences under the undifferentiated
category ‘birds’.% Experience is richer, contains a gresater number of
species, than is thought all toco gquickly wunder the explanatory
categories of objective thought.

¥hat is required, therefore, is something like a gestalt shift.
Experience comes into view only if one adopts "a new way of locking at
things”. (FPhP, 23) This "new way of locking at things", howsaver,
becomes 2 live option only if the objectivistic way of looking at
things is put into question. This new Standpoint will only *be seen to
be justified by the abundance of phenomena which it elucidates.” That
is, one must discover this standpoint and look at the world from thisg
vantage point in order to understand the things about which it speaks.
*Before its discovery,”® Merleau-Ponty tells wus, "these phenomena were
inaccessible.” Thus Herleau-Ponty does not attack objectivism
directly. He acknowledges the validity of what is seen from this point
of view, but +trieg to awaken objective thought to the relativity of
its own Seeing——to teach objective thought that what it sSees is not
absolute, indeed to teach objective thought that it ig g point of
view, Other ways of looking at things will disclose other, at first
unsuspected, ‘facts’.

This does not mean, however, that Merleau-Ponty believes that
all points of view are esqual. "Scientific points of view, according to
which my existience i3 a moment of the world’'s, are always both naive
and at the same time dishonest, because they take for granted, without

explicitly mentioning it, the other point of view, namely
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consciousness, through which from the outset a world forms itself
around me and begins to eXist for me.” (PhP, ix?> The scientific or
objectivistic point of view ig ‘naive’ insofar as it fails to realize
that it is a point of view and insofar as it believeg that it effaces
itself as point of view in order to mirror a reality that owes nothing
to it8 mediation. It is 'dishonest’ insofar as it fails to acknowledge
a reality that i3 not adequately comprehended in itg theorizing but
that is nevertheless implicit as the horizon within which its
theorizing takes place. Merleau—Ponty argues that the scientific point
of view i8 sSecondary, that it ig dependent upon and presupposes
perceptual lif'e such as it is thematized in phenomenclogy, even if it
fails or refuses to acknowledge this presupposition. “Laws have
meaning only a3 a means of conceptualizing the perceived worid," he
writes. (SB, 145}

¥here objective thought asSumes 2z notion of being--being as
standing over against the seer and owing nothing to him~—Merleau—Ponty
undertakes a “"genealogy of being”. (PhP, 54) At the same time, he
provides a kind of genealogy of cbjective thought. He shows how it is
motivated, how it arises out of and continues to draw from perceptual
life. He traces objective thought back to its origin in this primary
reality, which little by little ig discloged in the process. This
genealogy proceeds along essentially the same lines as Husserl's
‘teleclogical-historical reflectiong’ and plays a parallel role in his
philosophy.

I ohjestive thought i indesd ‘a’ point of view and not a

pogitionless mirroring, this point of wview i8S not therefore an
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arbitrary one. It i8 motivated by perception itaelf, which,
Merlzau-Ponty sSays, naturally leads refliection agtray.® “Our
perception ends in objects, and the object, once constituted, appears
as the reason for all the esxperisnces of it which we have had or could
have." (PhP, 87> There is a subtle dialectic of the constituted and
the constituting here. In perceptual exploration, walking around a
house, for example, the house i8 given through a serieés of profiles:
from the side, the front, and so on. Normally, we do not attend to the
manner of givenness of the house. We cognize the house as a
constituted unity. Just ag the materiality of language—its phonic or
graphic mediation-—ig effaced in communication, thereby enabling us to
attend to what the other means, so too the perceptual event hides or
conceals itgelf and precisely for this reason allows the thing to be
constituted as a constant and enduring object which outruns or
transcends the relativity of perspectives upon it.7?

The object as such, which hag been congtituted through
perception, can thus come to taks on a sSpuricus primacy. Merleau—Ponty
writes:

Obsessed with being, and forgetful of the perspectivism
of my experience, I henceforth treat it as an object and deduce
it from a relationship between objects. I regard my body, which
is my point of view upon the world, as one of the objects of
that worild. My recent awareness of mny gaze as & means of
knowledge 1 now repress, and treat my eyes a8 bits of matter.
They then take their place in the same objective space in which
[ am trying to situate the external object and I believe that I
am producing the perceived perspective by the projection of the
cbjects on my retina. (PhP, 70-1)

The objsct, the house, is next to another house, which ig not very far

from the train atation. The moon and even the disStant stars are
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farther away than 1 can even imagine, but the Space in which they
exist is continuous with the space in which [ stand now regarding the
house. My own body, my perceptual profiles {f I attend to them, are
inserted in this objective Space——which has been in the first instance
constituted through perception. “Thus ‘objective’ thought (in
Kierkegaard’'s sense) is formed—being ihat of common sSense and of
science—~which finally causes us 1to lcse contact with perceptual
experience, of which it iS5 nevertheless the outcome and the natural
sequel.” (PhP, 71> The objects constituted in perceptual experience
come to be seen as the cause even of the perception that reveals them.
The chjective world, in the first instance an idea rooted in
perceptual life, is sSet up as an absolute existing ‘out therse’ and
already madse. Perception only registers, more or less confusedly, what
ig really there., The originality and creativity of perception is lost
sight of and the fact that the world is in Some Sense an
‘accomplishment’ is concealed,

For Merleau-Ponty, Science i8 an eXtreme eXample of this
tendency for perception to misunderstand itself. This i8 eloguently

stated in The Vigible and the Invisible, where he speaks about ths

origin of what he calis "the Great Object”, that ig, the ‘objective
world’., He writes:

Science began by excluding all the predicates that come to
things from our encounter with them. The exclusion is only
provisional: when it will have learned to invest it, science
will little by little reintroduce what it at first put aside as
subjective; but it will integrate it as a particular case of
" the relaticns and objects that define the world for science.
Then the world will ciose over itself, and, except for what
within ug thinks and builds science, that impartizl Spectator
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Great Object. (VI, 15

The problem here i8 that "the subjectiva®, ags it ig construed
by science and thus swallowed up in "the Great Object”, is but a pale
caricature of our openness upon the world in perceptual experience,
which is in fact presupposed {(but not explicated) by science. It is
subjectivity as seen théough a microscope, So to speak, and not the
subjsctivity that handles the microscops and peers through it. Oddly
enough, it is subjectivity ‘{(mis)transiated’ into something objective.
Merleau—-Ponty says that "science succeeds iﬁ constructing only a
gemblance of subjectivity: it introduces eensSations which are things,
just where experience shows that there are meaningful patterns; it
forces the phenomenal universe intoc categories which make Sense only
in the universe of science.® {(PhPF, 11)

This mistranslation ecan be exhibited with reference to how
objective thought understandg ‘the phenomenon’. In phenomenology, this
term indicates the being of the thing “for us’'. Objective thought too
recognizes sSomething like the phenomenon, but it typically understands
the being of the thing ‘for us’ with recoursSe to some such concept as
‘Sensation’, a concept having ancestral links to Galileo’'s notorious
‘secondary qualities’. The attempt to ‘explain’ experience as being
built up of elementary units such as sensations, a8 a house is built
up of bricks, ig typical in the psychologicai and philogophical
literature. The pure sensation iS conceived as *the experience of an
undifferentiated, instantaneous, dotlike impact.® (PhP, 3) As such, it

is thought to exist only for conscicusness, er in conSciousness$, and
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gets itsg reference to objects by come posStulated causal mechanism.
Fhile the experience of gSensationg thus defined iz indeed possible
under artificial or experimental conditions, +the punctual sensation,
ag Gestalt psychelogy has demonstrated, is nowhere to be found in
normal percepticn, which opens onto ‘thingg’, ‘events’, or even
‘situations’, and not ‘Sensations’.

I[f sensation, as an explanatory concept, does not originate in
actual experience, how then does this prejudice arige? Merleau-Ponty
writeg:

If it is introduced, it is8 becaugse of attending to the
experience of perception, we overloock it in favour of the
object perceived. A visual field is not made up of limited
views. But an object ssen ig made up of bits of matter, and
Sspatial points are external to sach other. An igclated datum of
perception igs inconceivable, at least if we do the mentzal
eXperiment of attempting to perceive Such a thing. But in the
world there are either igolated objscts or a physical void.
(PhP, 4)
The pure impression or Sensation ig a construct of a reflection which
has lost contact with perception. Perception is not built up out of
Buch unitg, but theories about perception are. The endeavour to
construct perceivaed objects out of elemental gsensationg is based upon
a false analogy suggested by the fact +that cobjectg are made up of
parts. Relations that are known to obtazin within or bestween objects
are erronsously imputed to perception itself.®

The concept of ®ensation, which i3 primarily associated with
empiricism but unecritically taken up by intellectualism a3 well,
distorts certain ‘factg’ about perception which have been brought to

light by Gestalt psychology. Typically, for example, qualities

(colours, Sounds, smells, etoc.) are thought of ag being punctual or
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digtinect elements in consciougness. [f thig were true, however, if
consciousness were absorbed by or coincided with gualities, things
would have no depth or indeterminacy, which is precisely what invites
perceptual exploration. ¥What I penstrate in perceptual exploration is
not a Sensation. It is an object in a visual field. The identity of
the object throughout such exploration is not and could not be based
on the association of digsparate Sensations. [t is guaranteed rather by
the stability of ths vigual field in which it is placed. A figure is
always perceived against a background of unthematized relations which
support it and which can in turn be eXplored with a redirected gazs.
The properties of the wvisual field cannot be understood

starting from the assumption that it is a compogite reality built up
from the action of objects on the retina. Merleau-Ponty writes:

Suppose we construct, by the use of optics and geometry, that

bit of the world which can at any moment throw itsS image on our

retina. Everything outside its perimeter, sSince it doesg not

reflect upon any sensitive area, no more affects our vigion

than does light falling on our closed eyes. We ought, then, to

perceive a Segment of the world precisely delimited, surrounded

by a =zone of blackneas, packed full of qualities with no

interval betwsen them, held together by definite relationghips

of size similar to those lying on the retina. The fact is

experience offers nothing like this, and we shall never, using
the world as our starting-point, understand vwhat a fre/d of

vision 1g. (PhP, )
The ‘boundaries’ of the visual field are not at all like the frame of
a painting and do not sharply delimit an inside packed with gualitieg
and an outgside which could only be an empty region of sheer non-being,
gince it would be defined as the absence of all gquality.? "The region

gurrounding the visual field is not easy to describs,® Merleau-Ponty
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says, “but what is certain is that it is neither black nor grey.”
(PhP, B

The view that gquality (or sensation) is a punctual slement in
consciousness is not testified to by the evidence of normal
perception. It arises only when quality 1ig abstracted from its

concrete relations within a total field or context that contributes to

it® de facto psrceptual meaning. If sSensations were punctusl units
somehow or other causally related to things in the cbjective world, it
would be difficult to understand why a given gquality, the redness of a
carpet for example, is modifisd by the presence or absence of other
colours co-existing in the same field. On the other hand,
Merleau—Ponty says, thig becomes comprehensible if we cease to
understand qualities as being elements in consSciousness and view them
instead as propertiss of the perceived object which are, as such,
determined by their configuration in a ocontext or background. He
writeg: "This red patch which | see on the carpet i8 red only in
virtue of a shadow which lies across it, its gqualitiy is apparsnt only
in relation to the play of light upon it, and hence as an element in a
spatial configuration....this red would literally not be the same if
it were not the ‘wooly red’ of a carpet.” (PhP, 4-5) Colour iz always
the colour ‘of’ something. Qualities are not in eon8ciousness but
rather adhere to things 8et in the field that consSciousSness opens
onto. The figure/background structure of perception ig obscured by the
attempt to build up the perceptual field out of sensations, qualities,
or othar Such atomic units that could supposedly be transported whols

from one field to another without any significant change taking place
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in the surrounding contexXt or without being themselves modified by
thig context.

If we wish to describe perception, the most primitive term that
we can identify ig the 'phenomenon’, and not ‘quality’ or 'sensation’.
*"The perceptual ‘something’," Merleau-Ponty writes, °®is always in the
middle of something else, it always forms part of a ‘field’.” (PhP, 4>
Merleau-Ponty is in agreement with Gestalt psychology that the most
simple sense~given is not a SensSation but rather a figure on a
background. He says that this is "the wvery definition of the
phenomenon....® (Ibid.) Moreover, the relation between the figure and
ground, or between the phenomenon and it econtext, i8 not a static
one. The figure or phenomencn i8S not a discrete entity that could be
transplanted from one background to another and remain identical in
the transition. [t receives its sense from its place in a context sSuch
that the ‘same’ figure will have a different meaning in different
contexts. 1% "Perceived objects change properties when they change
places," Merleau-Ponty says. (8B, 144)

Furthermore, it is not only the Spatial context of the
perceived objsct that is significant in determining its sense. The
entire intentional situation in which it figures plays a role as well.
*Sense exXperience," Merleau-Ponty writes, "invests the quality with
vital value, grasping it firgt in ite meaning for us, for that heavy
mass which is our body, whence it comses about that it always invelves
a refersnce to our body.¥ (PhP, 52) For a ‘body-subject’, the ‘same’
knife is given as one thing if placed alongside =a piece of bread,

another if held in the hand of an angry person, and Something else
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again if set alongside a screw. What is the 'same’ objectively
speaking (or for a bodiless subject not incorporated in a situation or
point of view), is not necessarily the ‘same’ speaking from the point
of view of the life-world or of the thing for ug. The senge of a
phenomenon i8 co-determined by its involvements with other things in
itg field or context and with reference back to the praxis of a
body-subject. In the text ws have been referring to, Merleau-Ponty
iimits his remarks to what he calls the ‘visual field’, but thig is
but one dimension of what he callse the ‘phenomenal field’, which is
the total context in which the sense of a2 phenomenon is given.
Objective thought typically abstracts the phenomenon from its
concraete involvements in a field. It abstracts from its concrete being
for a pereceiver and fiXes its meaning in relation to its supposed
‘referent’ in the cbjective world. Having stripped the phenomsnon of
everything that is merely ‘subjective’, it then  procseseds to
recongtruct the ‘phencmencon’ starting from what it ‘knows’ about its
‘referent’, in relation to which the phenomenon ig only an appsarance.
On thege assumptions, it i2 impoasible to understand such bagic things
as how two lines that 2are ‘objectively’ of equal length can appear
unequal in certain contexts, as in Miller-Lyer’s optical illusien. On
the other hand, when we free the phencmenon from its alleged causal
relation to a referent and consider it in relatien to its field or
context, this becomss comprehensible. Perceived as phenomena in a
field (and this is the only way they can be perceivedl, the perceptual
meaning of each line is functionally related to other relevant

elements in itg9 context.tti
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In light of thess remarksg, let us return to the Qquestion of
what we have called Merleau—Ponty’'s "style" or “strategy”. As concerns
hig manner of exposition, it is significant that he doeg not simply
agsert that objective thought is ‘“wrong’  and proceed from there to lay
out his own position as an abgolute evidence, for reasong we have
already discussed. Rather, he presents his own pogition dialectically.
He takes a ‘detour’” through objective thought. He brings the
‘phencmenon’ to light with referesnce to objective thought, with
respect to it8 difference from the ‘sensation’ for example. In effect,
he builds a bridde that enables one to pass from one point of view to
the other.

It i8 important to emphagize this point in order to correct the
miSconception that phenomenology concealsg it& own point of view, or
otherwise places itself beyond reproach, by appealing to Some pristine
evidence and claiming unmediated access to it. Phenomenology does
indeed appeal to evidence, but, [ have tried to clarify in this
reading of Merleau-Ponty, this appeal does  not exempt the
phenomenclogist from arguing for his claims and from eXamining what
octhers have said. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty teaches that such exXamination
ig an essential moment in phenorenology’'s disclosure of experience.
One arrives at the phenomenclogical point of view only by means of a

detour through powerful prejudices at work in our tradition.
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3. Perception: The Dualism of Sensibility and Intellect

Herleau-Ponty is by no means dogmatic in his account of

perception in the Phenomenclogy. "Nothing is more difficult than to
know precisely what we see,” he writes. (PhP, 58) Although it is
indesd difficult to know what we see, and though no positive account
could ever be definitive or exhaustive, perception i8 not 85 evagive a
target that one cannot criticizZe some acecountg ag being off the mark.
Merleau-Ponty iS cautious in his remarks about what we do see, but he
ig emphatic in Saying that we do not see what cbjective thought claims
that we gee. A8 we have geen, Merleau-Ponty believes that classical
analyses of perception falsify perceptual experience. He argues
against certain ways of conceptualizing the ‘perceptual given'. He
believes that it ige difficult +to say just what ig2 given, but hse
nonetheless believes that there is a 'given’ with which any account of
perception is obliged to accord if it i5 to be truthful.

It ig illuminating to clarify Herlsau-Ponty’'s own  account of
the perceptual given with polemical reference to the view that
perception is interpretation.i?2 He rejects this view, which he
asgociates with intaliactualism, but he does believe that it furnishes
a valuable critique of empiricism. Against smpiricism, intellectualism
took & Step in the right direction by establishing that there is
alwaye more to what is perceived than meets the eye. "Once perception
is undergtood as interpretation,® he says, “sensation, which has
provided a starting point, i8 finally superseded, for 21l perceptual

conSciousness i€ already beyond it.® (PhP, 37) Perception cannot be
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the passive registering of Sensations because we perceive mnore (or
iess) than is 'given’ to us with our 8enses, as evidenced by ths
experience of illusions.

¥hile intellectualism did indeed °®pave the wzy to true
self-discovery®, it nevertheless remained bound by empiricist
presuppositions. "The conception of judgement as a psychic force or a
logical mediator, and the theory of perception as
“interpretation’——the intellectualiem of the psychologists, is indeed
simply 2 ocountsrpart of empiricism....” {(PhPF, 3B8-7) Intellectuslism
understood the ‘more’ that belongs to the perceived object, the excess
or surplus beyond what is ‘given’ in the empiricist Sense, as being a
kind of supplement added by judgement or some Such intellectual
activity. Merlsau-Ponty paraphrases a famous passage from Descartes as
follows: "The men I see from a window are hidden by their hats and
coats, and their image cannot be imprinted on my retina. [ therefore
do not see them, I judge them to be there.® (PhP, 32) The thesis that
perception is interpretation thus left untouched the idea of a basic
level at which the perceived is given Dprior to and independent of the
supplemental judgement. The senses contribute the given, and the
intellect furnighes the meaning.?i® *Perception  becomes an
‘interpreiation’ of the signs that our Senses provide in accordance
with the , bodily stimuli, a ‘“hypothesis’' +that the nrind evolves to

;
‘explain itg impressions to itself’.® (PhF, 33)

intellectualism was not radical enough in ii8 critigue of

empiricism and wag ii2elf committed to an unienable duzlism, the first

term of which (the sense—given, anatomically defined) it unwittingly
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inherited from empiricism. In doing ®o, it undermined its own radieal
potential and  became  ambiguous or even incongistent. How,
Merleau-Ponty asks, could perception "be a process of reasoning Since
there are no sensations to provide it with premises, or an
interpretation, because there i8 nothing prior to it to interprst?®
(PhP, 37) Againgt empiricism, intellectualism maintains that there is
more to whdt ig perceived than ig given by the senses, but it
reingtates the empiricist given at another level as that upon which
interpretation operates to yield what we think or judge that we ses,
namely, the phenomenon. The ‘given’ that judgement or interpretation
allegedly supplements cannot be perceived, gince, according to the
hypothesis, what is perceived is already interpreted.

Intellsctualism thus mixes together the attempts to describe
and to explain what we perceive. Entities such as ‘the sense-given’
and ths supplemental' judgement’ are abstract in relation to the
conorate perceptual phenomenon, in  which the abstracted terms,
gengibility and intelligibility, are ‘given’ as insaparably

intertwined. In theorizing in this way, Merleau—-Ponty writes, "we
congtruct perception instead of revealing it8 distinctive working; we
miss once more the basic operation which infuses meaning into the
sensible, and which is taken for granted by any logical mediation or
any psychological causality.® (PhP, 342

In saying that meaning is infused into the s8ensible,
Merleau-Ponty attempts to articulate a position beyond the dualistic

alternatives of sensibility and intellect, the given and the judged.

The sengible is from the very beginning and in its very corporality
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configured as meaningful. What is perceptually given is always set in
a context that informs it8 gde fscto meaning. Unless the circumstances
are indesd extraordinary, [ do not 'judge’, on the bagis of “hats’ and
‘voats’, that [ see men parading below my window. Thig wnuch is
comprehended in my glance as | look down at the street. Indeed, it
would require an effort . of surrealistic abstraction for me to see
‘hats’ and ‘coats’, and not men.!® Such meaning as perceived phenomena
do have is not exXternally related to some mute given in the cbjective
world, The meaning of what is given is embodied in its8 very presence
to perceptual consciousness.

Merleau—Ponty employs the concept of physiognomy in order to
slucidate this gsense in which meaning is infuged into the sensible.
The etymolegy of the word physiognomy, from the Greek phusis and
gnomon, is insStructive in this regard. [t synthesizeg ‘nature’ and
‘judgement’, sensibility and intellect. Literally, it means the art of
judging character from featurées of the face or the form of the body.
To speak of ' judgement’ here is misleading, however, in that it
implies a mediating activity. In fact, when we ‘read’ the face of
another, meaning and corporality are fused together. The meaning of
the smile i& incarnate in the configuration of the face. We do not
have to 'deduce’ it from allegedly neutral premises. BSo too, normal
perception is phygipgnomic in the Sense that the meaning of things is
ingcribed in the 'face’' they pressnt to perceptual consciousness,

Merleau-Punty often makes reference to Schneider, a patient of
the peychologist Kurt Goldstein, who Serves 22 a kind of fsil by means

of which normal perception is highlighted. The world ®"no longer has
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any physiognony for him,* Merleau-Ponty says. (PhF, 132) Except in
very gpecific and concrete Situationg, Bchneider does not experience
the things around him a8 being mneaningful. There i8 no immediate
apprehension of the significance of an object placed before him, a
knife let us say, although he can, through tedious mediation, ‘deduce’
it8 meaning. Sengibility and intellection are indeed separate for him
and perception is "a veritable act of interpretation.®

{(PhP, 131)

In virtue of his abnormality, Schneider indirectly reveals what
it is for the perceived world to have a physiognomy and also serves to
exemplify the view that Merleau-Ponty i8 oriticizing. What is
perceptually given for him, we can surmise, ig much like the ‘given’
that intellectualism claims interpretation operates upon in order to
yield perception. Schneider nseds to ‘translate’ from the gign to its
signification. A geSture that would be immediately understood by a
normal subject is for him a dumb movement of the body through
objective Space. He needs to translate from this ‘given’ to its
meaning, as if consulting a manual or code book to link the sign with
the appropriate signification.

in normal perception, by contrast, the thing and its meaning,
the sensible and the intelligible, sign and signification, are not
externallj related to each other or brought together through a2 procsss
of reasoning or interpretation. A knife on the table is immediately
given as 'something to butter bread with'. These value predicates
adhere to things in their perceptual givenness and are not deduced.

The body of another is not perceived ags being in itself mute, only
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subsequently to have sgexual significance superimposed upon it.
Merleau-Ponty writes: "In the case of the normal Subject, a body is
not perseived merely as an object; this objective perception has
within it a more intimate perception: the vigsible body is subtended by
a s8exual schema, which i8 strictly individual, emphagizing the
errogenous areas, outlining 2 sexual physiognomy....* (PhP, 158) In
normal perception, the body is ‘given’ as being meaningful from the
beginning. It has a physiognomy.

In its =eal to discover the c¢onditions that maks perception
possible, intellsctualism passSed over the unity and originality of the
perceptual phenomenon and misSed or at least equivocated about what is
actually perceptually given. Attention to perception teaches that the
dualism of subject and object, or of the given and the judged within
which claggical theories of perception are framed, i$ a falge starter.
¥hat is ‘given’ in perception ig neither a neutral and mute state of
affairs nor transparent and fully articulated meanings or mental
events. Both of these are abstractions. "In aciual perception taken at
its origin, before any word is wuttered, the sign l[signe sensibliel
offered to gsenge and the signification [gignification] are not even
theoretically separable. An objsct is8 an organism of colours, smells,
gounds and tactile appearances which symbolize, modify and accord with
each other...." (PhP, 38) What is immediate for us in perception is
neither sign nor signification as these are defined by duslism, but
the phencmencn itself, which is the concrete unity of both.

Merleau-Ponty's account of the perception of other people

should be understocod in this light. Provided that the perceptual
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phenomenon ig understood asg itsalf embodying meaning, the s28ential
point of Merleau-Ponty’'s analysis of the gesture could be summed up by
saying that the meaning of a gesture is perceptually given. He argues
againgt the dualist view that bifurcates the gesture into two distinct
elements; empirical sign and ideal meaning, sense-given and judgement.
This separation creates the nesd to poSit Some activity or other
{interpretation or introgspection, for example) that joing the two
elemants.
The premises of this dualism at the core of 80 much modern

thought are summarized in the following quotation:

Classical psychology unquestioningly accepted the distinction

betwesn inner observation, or introspection, and outer

obgervation. "Psychic facts®*—anger or fear, for exXample——could

be directly known only from the inside and by the person
eXperiencing them. It was thought to be self-evident that 1 can

grasp only the corporal gi/gng of anger or fear from the outside

and that I have to resort to the anger or fear [ know in myself

through introspection in ordesr to interpret these signs. (SN,

52)
On this view, the gesture is in itself meaningless. The mute coroporal
sign becomes intelligible only by being supplemented by a
non—empirical meaning imposed upon it from the interior of an
interpreting gubject.

Merleau-Ponty belisves that the psychic i8 improperly conceived
as being an ‘inner’ by contrast with corporal signs given on the
‘outgide’. The distinction between the inside and the outside, and its
filial distinction betwsen introspection and outer observation, only
serves to confuse the matter. "Introspection” does not yield the

emotional ‘state’, for sexample, in a pristine meaning devoid of

corporality. An emction does not have a purely ‘psychiec’ eXistence.
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Apart from its s8igns it i8 virtually nothing. For thig reason, "in
reality, introgpection gives me almost nothing. If I try to study love
or hate purely from inner observation, I will find very little to
describe: a few pangs, a few heart-throbs——in short, trite agitations
which do not reveal the essence of love or hate.” (8N, 52>

Bimilarly "outer gbsServation® does not vyield a purely corperal
sign devoid of meaningd. A person’'s emotional life does not consist of
interior 'States’ acces8ible to another only mediately by anaiogy. In
my dealings with others [ am not in the first place given naked
corporal gigng the meaning of which I would have to infer. I gee the
emotion in the gesture that is played out in +the world. The emotions
are not private interior S8tates hidden behind corperal signa, which
then would only indicate them in an external way by a kind of analogy.
The gesture and its meaning are not given as two separate itemsS but
rather as a unity. He writes: "] do not See anger or a threatening
attitude behind the gesture, I read anger in it. The gesture does not
make me think of anger, it is angsr itself.” (PhP, 184) The gesture
communicates its own meaning. 1t2 meaning adheres to it.

Sign and signification are held together in the gesture. "One
can See what there i in common between the gesSture and its8 meaning,
for example, in the case of emotional exXpression and the smotions
themselves: the smile, the relaxed face, gaiety of gesture really have
in them the rhythm of action, the mode of being in the world which are
joy itself.” (PhP, 186) In a similar vein, one ought not to say that

Beethoven’s “Hymn to Joy" i8 a sign of joy but rather that it embodi=s

joy.
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Against the view that perception——of things or of other
people——passively registers sense—data that are in themselves
meaningless, Merleau-Ponty argues that what is given i8 from the
beginning infused with meaning and is ailready saturated with ‘value
predicates’ that dualism attributes exclusively to the supplemental
judgement. The perceptual given, in the language of phenomsnology, is
‘constituted’ .15 At the same time, however, he rejescts any attempt to
characierize thig constitution as being a mediate activity such as
judgement or interpretation. To say that what is8 given is already
constituted means that the phenomenon is always set in a field or
context. The phenomenon is configured in a parts/whole relation such
that its meaning i8 sSpontaneocusly determined by other things happening
in its field. [ts meaning stands out against a background.

What is true at the level of perception ig also true at the
level of reflection. To understand the meaning of the return it is
important to be alert to the dialectic that obtains between point of
view and the given. To return to the phenomena iS not a matter of
achieving unmediated contact with experience, as if exXperience wers
something simply ‘given’ and all that i8 required ig that we open our
eyes to see what is manifestly there. It is not a matter of some
absolutie seeing free of point of view. Such an archimedean glance is
what objective thought agpires to. For Merleau-Ponty, by contrast,
anything that can be ‘given’'——in perception or in reflection——can eonly
be ‘given’ from a point of view. This meang that the ‘phenomenon’,
which after all functiong in phenomenological disoourse a8 a kind of

evidence, ig8 itself given as such from a point of view. For
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Merleau—-Ponty, this point of view, and the 'given’' that it openg onto,
can only be Secured by carefully working through certain dominant
prejudices {(other points of wview). The important point to reaiizs,
admittedly a difficult one, is8 that the idea of a given and of a point
of view are not incompatible. Eugens Gendlin has put the matter
nicely: "A this, a given may be given for me only aftier [ have

received a rather complex set of instructions for finding it."1%



CHAPTER 3

THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL POINT OF VIEW

I felt very much as if Someone, trving to explain the causeg of
each thing I do, should say first that the reason why 1 sit
here now is that my body consists of bones and sinews, and when
the bones are uplifted in their sockets the sinews slackening
and tightening make me able to bend my limbs now, and for this
cause | have bhent together and sit here; and if next he Should
give other such causses of my converging with vyou, alleging as
causes voices and airs and a thousand things like that, and
neglecting to give the real causes. These are that since Athens
thought it was better to condemn me, for thig very rseason I
have thought it better to 8it here and sSubmit to any Sentence
they may give. For by the Dog! these bones and sinews would
have been Somewhere near Boeotia long ago, carried there by an
opinion of what is best, if [ had not believed it better to
submit to any sentence which my city gives than to take to my

heels and run.
Socrates

1. The Elusive Body

For HMerleau-Ponty, +the phenomenclogical point of view is
recommended because it discloses fislds of meaning that ars overlooked
and even concealed from the point of view of objective thought. The
human body, behavior, and the world as disclosed from the
phenomenological point of view appear as meaningful. Man is abls to
recognize himself in the world such as it appears from this point of
view. Phenomenology addresses man’s desire for self-understanding.

Merlieau-Ponty describes the phenomenal field, the being of the

world guch as it ig given in experience, in polemica with or in

95
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opposition to the objective world and to such constructs as
‘gensatien’ and ‘represSentation’. DBecause the prejudice of the
objective world effectively conceals eXpsrience, conceals the world
gsuch as it i8 given in experience, a kind of Gestalt shift is
necesgary in order to bring it into view. *If we are led toc rediscover
experience bshind it," Merlesu-Ponty writes, "this shift of ground
will be attributable 0n1§ to the difficulties which objective thought
itgelf raises.” {(PhP, 72} His analysis of the body plays a central
role in bringing about thig "shift of ground”. The kody 'evades’ any
attempt to grasp it grounded on the presupposition of the objective
world and thereby shows up the inadequacies of this presupposition.
Simply put, the body and its world have a pmeaning that cannot be
understood starting from the presuppositions of objective thought. The
body igs alsc at the centre of Merlsau-Ponty’'s disclosure of the
phenomenal field, because “by withdrawing from the objective
world,...lit carries] with it the intentional threads linking it to
its surrounding....” (PhP, 72)

Experience is overlooked and cannot be described from the
standpoint of an analysis that ingerts the body in the objective world
and attempts to construct the phenomenal field or the subject’'s world
from the action of the objective world upon the body. Attempts to do
so tend to oversimplify (or perhaps unduly complicate) perceptual
experience by translating it into small and manageable units that can
be punctually related to the body. The concept of sensation, for

example, is tazilor-made to facilitate such a translation. The body is
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funnelled inte ‘a place of excitation’ and experience, the worid
digcloged in sxXperience, i8 telescoped into the category ‘sensation’.

The critical question concerns how well concepts such as ‘place
of exeitation’ translate the body and concepts such as 'sensation’ or
‘repregentation’ translate ‘phenomena’ and the 'phenomenal field’. As
we have seen, Meriesau—-FPonty, against thoSe who conceptualize the
perceptual phenomenon in-terms of such punctual wunits as Sensations,
believes that "a figure on a background is the simplest Senge-given
available to wus....®" (PhP, 45 Anything in the field of perception
gives only an aspect of itgelf, and gives that aspect only
contextually bound up with other +thing2 horizonally pregent alongsidse
it such that the figure is modified by its background. This total
relationship of figure and ground i5 the most basic datum of
experience. Furthermore, a figure refers back to the position of a
perceiver. To have a perspective, to have before onself a figure on a
ground, is to see from somewhere or from Some position. To see from
somewhers is to be =2 body. But is the human body ‘somewhere’ in the
same sensSe that a rock or 2 house is somewhere? Can the human body,
the pesition from which we are oriented in a phenomenal field, be
understood on the same level as rocks and houses? What getg left out
of account or evades an analysis that places the boedy in the objective
world and explaing experience in terms of the action of the objective
world upon the body?

In the ‘objective world’, theres are no perspectives. The desk
at which I git writing this is there all at once with its sides, its

back, front, top, and bottom. Indeed, in the cbjective world there is
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no ‘top’ and ‘bottom’, Since these terms are relative to the
perspective of a perceiver {for whom z thing can be given only through
parspgctivea). The desk is itgelf inside & house, and the house is
also there all a2t once in the abjective world, with itgs facade, its
backdoor, roof, basement, kitchen, cupbpards in the kitchen, and so
on. In the phenomenal field, however, that i8, in our experience, the
house can only be giveﬁ from 2 point of view. At the moment, ny
perception opens ontc the wall against which my desk runs. The wall,
in turn, ig set in a horizon trailing off imperceptibly toward a
ceiling, a floor, other rooms, the outside of the house, and go on. 1
can make any of these other paris of the house figures by moving my
body, but there is no point of view in which I could position my body,
not even in an airplane, from which +the hougse would be given all at
once; that is, without perspective. The identity or unity of the house
is not for this reason something about which I am in doubt. It is
experienced through the convergence of successive perspectives or
pointg of view within a relatively stable horizon.

And what now of these pergpectives through which the house is
given, and of the world on the horizon of this house? Are they too in
the house? Are they too in the ‘objective world’? Here objective
thought will say that it i€ nescessary to make a2 digtinction. The
perspectives upen the house are neither in the house nor in the
objective world. They are not the kind of things that can be anywhere
at all. They have no spatial substantiality. They are only
‘representations’ standing in for things that in themselves do have

such substantiality. My body is such a thing and indeed, like the
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desk, it ig in the house and in the objective world. The perspectives
or repregentations, although not ‘in’ my body, are in Some Sensge
relatgd to it. Somehow they are produced or result from an interaction
between my body and other things in the cbjective world-—things which
I can never perceive as such, Since to percaive is always to perceiva
from a perspective, and thus not to have the thing itgelf but a
representation of it.

For objective thought, the world and the things in the world
are thus doubled. Twe series run parallel to each other ssemingly
never to meet! the real thing and the representation; extended
substance and thinking subStance. And yet they do in Some =2snsge
intergect in the human body. The body isS at onece both an extended
gubstance, and somehow or other (through a ‘magic’ the science of
which neureophysioclogy will sSomeday reveal) a machine that translates
extended substance into thinking substance, real things into
representations. [f, however, we try to insert the body, precisely as
a point of intersection, in one or the other of these two dimensiong,
we end up, not with a unity of the +two, but rather, with a new set of
doubles: the body ag extended substance and the body as represented.
Viewed in this way, the body has a double life. On the one hand, it is
a material body like any other external object in the world and is
thus expected to behave according to the same laws as other things. On
the other hand, as experienced, it i8 a representation that exists for
or in thought. As sSuch it is in some &8 ¥yet undetermined, but
ultimately determinable relation with the material body. In this

bifurcation of the body into the body ‘in itself’ and the body 'for
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consciougness’ or as represented, we hear echoed the fundamental
dualism bequeathed to mocdern thought by Descartes.

Merleau-Ponty argues that the body can be sSqueezmed into either
of these +two dimensions only at the price of becoming, in the
analysis, so distant and different from our everyday experisnce of our
body as to be Scarcely recognizable. After such an insertion, there is
a great deal that is -laft out, and it is this overflow, this
recalcitrant.body resigtant to objectification, that Merleau-Ponty
takes as the theme of his analysis.

The body exhibits gome  remarkable characteristics that
clagsical psychology had taken note of but did not thematize. It was
noticed, for example, that my body, unlike other sorts of objects, is
alwayg with me. 1 can move a table or a lamp away from me, out of my
field of pesrception, but my body is always with me as a permanent
‘here’. I can never escape this sirange permanence of my beody, which
is quite different from the psrmanence of things. Related to this
peint, my body is not objectifiable ags are external aobjects. [ cannot
obgserve it from a position external to it. "l observe external objects
with my body, I handle them, examine them, walk round them, but my
body itself is a thing which [ do not obgerve:!: in order to be able to
do so, [ should have need of a gecond body which itself would be
unaobservable.® (PhP, 811

Clagsical psychology had also noticed the remarkabls fact that
ny body can give me ‘double sensations’, as when | press my two hands
together and attempt to catch the one in the act of touching the

other. Az the body tries to thus catch itself touching, it "initiates
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‘a kind of reflection’ which is sufficient to distinguish it from
objects, of which | can indeed say that they ‘touch’ my body, but only
when it ig inert, and therefore without ever catching it unawareg in
its exploratory function." {(PhP, 83) Related to this capacity for
double sensations, my body is also an affective object. Unlike the
nail upon which [ step, my foot is not the ‘cause’ of my pain. It is
more precisely the ‘'place’ of my pain. The foot where the pain is felt
and the nail that igs the cause of the pain are not on the same plane
of being or not in the S8ame wuniverse of discourse. Finally, classical
pgychology had noticed, in connection with the issue of ‘kinaesthetic
sensations’, that [ move my body without the help of any intermediary,
whereas | move external objects only through +that intermediary which
is my body.

Had classical psychology sSought to integrate these insights
about the peculiarities of the body, its objectivistic assumptions
would have been radically brought into question. Under the sway of
modern gscience, however, they did not do so:

they chose the position of impersonal! thought to which science
has been committed as long as it believed in the possibility of
8eparating, in observation, on the one hand what belongs to the
gituation of the observer and on the other the properties of
the absolute object. For the living subject his own body might
well be different from all external objects; the fact remains
that for the ungituated thought of the psychologist the
experience of the living subject became itsself an object and,
far from reguiring a fresh definition of being, tock its placs
in universal being. (PhP, 894)
Clasgsical psychology tried to undergtand the body from an ‘objective’

point of view, to conceptualize it from the ‘ocuiside’ as the physicist

allegedly does with hig proper cobject.! The experience of the bedy,
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the lived body, being derivative, could then be superadded +to the
objective body as 2 mere effect consequent upon the interaction
between the objective body and the objective world. From this
standpoint, the "experience of the living subject” itgelf came te-be
cbjectified. It was transformed inte a ‘representation’ ultimately
destined to be brought under the same laws a8 everything else in
nature. "It was postulaéad that our experience, already besieged by
physics and biology, was destined to be completely abgorbed into
objective knowledge, with the consummation of the systiem of the
sciences.® (PhP, 94)

There was nevertheless something about the psychologist’s
relation with his object of study +that resisted translation into this
dualistie scheme taken over from the natural gciences. He had a
peculiar relation with his object significantly different from the one
that the natural Scientist had with his cbjsct. "For whereas neither
the physicist nor the chemist are the objects of their own
investigation,”® Merleau-Ponty writes, "the psychologist was Armselr,
in the nature of the case, the fact which exercised him.* (PhP, 95J
Ironically, hig "representation of the body, this magical experience,
which he azpproached in a detached frame of mind, was himself; he lived
it while he thought about it." (Ibid., 385-82

The peculiar relationship between the psychologist and his
object can thug give rise to a kind of sgchizophrenia, since it is
posgible for his bodily existence to be in contradiction with hig
theoretical gtatements about it. “The  psychologist’'s being®,

Merleau—Ponty says, “knew more about itself than he did.” (PhP, 8B8) As
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long ag the psychologist objectifies hig bady, his objectivisgtic
gelf-understanding will ba out of gear with his lived experience, as
the madman who thinks he is Napocleon i8 out of gear with himself.
There ig a falg:fying distance between his body as hs lives it and his
body as he wunderstands it. He is effectively blinded to his own
existence.®

Merleau-Ponty att;mpts to secure a point of view from which the
lived body and the body understood, existence and self-description,
can be brought into accord. In order to attain such 2 point of view,
one must avoid the temptation to theorize and objectify the body as an
extended thing on the other gside of consSciousness, 8o to speak. One
must carefully attend to one’s experience of that strange and evasive
body which is one’'s own. "Experience of one’s own body rung counter to
the refliective procedure which detaches subject and object from each
other, and which giveg us only the thought about the body, or the body
ag an idea, and not the experience of the body or the body in

reality.” (PhP, 188-8)

2. Behavior

The inadequacy of the cbjectivistic understanding of the body
and one’s relation to one’'s own body bescomss sspecially apparent when
the body is considered not only a8 the locus of perception, but as the
agent of behavior as well. Objective thought views behavior as the
action of the objective world upon the objective body. Merleau-Ponty

maintains, however, that bshavior fis capable of being apprehsnded
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only by another kind of thought, that which grasps its object ag it
comes into being and ag it appears to the person sxXperiencing it, with
the aimosphere of meaning then surrounding it...." (PhP, 1202 In order
te understand behavior, it i8 necessary to take into account the
meaning that the behavioral situation hag8 for the acting subject——tihe
behavioral situation as s¥perisntially given.

In The Structure of Behavior this is what Merleau—-Fonty means

by advocating "starting from phenomenal givens® or “returning to the
givens of naive consciousness”. (SB, 44, 218} This early text exhibits
the polemic with traditional prejudices that | have characterised as
being an integral part of the return. O0Objective thought is said to be
‘abstract’ in relation to the "givens of naive consciousSness", to the
‘lived body', for example, to which Merleau-Ponty urges us to return.
In a kind of reductio ad absurdum, Merleau-Ponty argues that behavior
is rendered virtually meaningless, loses its immanent intelligibility,
starting from objectivistic agssumptions. What objective thought calls
"behavicr®” is but a pale caricature of behavior as understood
fatarting from phenomenal givensg."® Directing hig eriticism
gpecifically againgt behaviorism, which exemplifies objective thought
par eXcellence, he urges a return to a more primary phenomenon than is
comprehended under the category of behavior narrowly defined in
behaviorism's impoverished terms.

On the behaviorist hypothesig, a linear causality runs from the
world to the body, both terms understood as defined by the sciesnces af
physics, chemistry, physiology, and sc on. Behavior is the effect of a

third person process. At the initial point of the causal chain thers
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is a ‘"stimulus’ which excites one of the body’'s ‘receptors’. The
receptors are in circuit with 'exteroceptive’ parts of the body that
perform the behavior. When the entire circuit is as it were prescribed
or programmed by nature, the resultant behavier is called a ‘natural
reflex’. When the circuit is established by the +transfer of the
reflexogenic power of an unconditioned stimulugs to another that is
initially neutral, it is-called ‘conditioned’ or ‘learned’ behavior'.

On the classical model of the reflex arc, the stimulus is
defined exclusively in terms8 of it8 anatomical gignificance.® [t is
not what the subject sess or thinks he 8ees that i8 important.
Behaviorism bypasses this entire dimension, which it views asg being
merely epiphenomenal. It is only the mark that the stimulus makes upon
the relevant receptors that it takes to be gignificant. It should
therefore be possible to decompose the stimulus into constituent parts
that modify the receptors. The "place of eXxecitation should decide the
reaction; the stimulugs should act by those of its properties which ecan
modify the anatomical elements taken one by one...." (8B, 10) By
stimulating the relevant anatomical part directly, for example, one
should obtain the same results ag are obtained by the effect of the
actual stimulus on the receptors.

Thisg ig not confirmed by empirical ressarch, however. Studies
on frogs and baby mammals, for example, show that “reactions
comparable to those which the excitation of the receptors evokss are
never obtained by the excitation of the nerve trunks." (8B, 10) The
direct stimulation, which simulates the effective action of the

stimulus, does not ‘count’ for the organism as being the same as the
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actual stimulus. This argues against any reduction of the actual
stimulus, a Tly, for example, to its effect upon the nervous system.
The actual stimulus ‘acts upon’ the organism not in terms of its
separate properties physiologically defined but in terms of its global
‘form’, which here means its being 'for the organism’." The relation
betweenlthe stimulug and the organism it not that of two things,
subject and object, each of which hag its identity external +to or
independent of the other. "The adeguate stimulus cannot be defined in
itgelf and independently of the organism,® Merleau-Ponty says. (8B,
31} Its identity as a Stimulus is indissociable from it® pesing for the
organism, The “form of the excitant is created by the organism
itself...." (8B, 13>

Habit transfer is especially revealing in this connection.
Habkit transfer occurs when behaviors learned in one setting ares
transfered or adapted to other settings that are materially but not
essentially different, or, in relation to the Samé setting, wheﬁ
behavior ig transfered or adapied to bodily organs other than the ones
with which the beshavior was originaliy acfiuired. The phenomenon of
habit transfer proves +to be an anomaly for the behaviora!l thsory of
conditioning, which analyzes behavior by breaking the stimulus down
inte its materizl parts and localizes the response in pre—established
pathways itraced through the nervous system. Habit transfer shows that
‘reactions’ depend on the *fvital significance rather than on the
material properties of the stimuli.® (8B, 181>

in one of Koehler's well~known experimentis, for example, =

domeStic chicken ig conditioned, in the presence of two equal piles of
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grain, to chcose the one that is signallied by a light gray instead of
the other, which is sgignalied by a medium gray. In s oritical
experiment, the medium gray is replaced by a new gray which is even
lighter than the remaining one. Under the assumption that the stimulus
acts in terms of itS absolute, maierial properties-—that is, in terms
of its properties objectively defined without reference to its being
for the organism——one would exXpsct the chicken to select the priginal
light gray which {8 already reflexogenic. This is not what happens,
however. In a gignificant number of trizls, the chicken Selects the
new light gray.

Merleau-Ponty takes this a8 evidence that it is not Sc much the
absolute properties of the stimuli that are behaviorally signficant as
it is the relation between stimuli; +the vital significance that the
stimuli have For the organism, He concludes that “the reflexogenic
power is not bound up with a certain nuance of gray but ‘to the
lighter® of the two.” &SB, 1082 This relation remains consStant even
when the terms of the relation {the colours used), are changed or
gubstituted. The substitution of one coclour for another changes the
value of the remaining colour. Similarly, if the original colours are
both changed by darkening each proportionately, their relative value
remaing the same. Ths stimulus acts in terms of iis form, or iis
relative configuration within a2 form.

A %behavior learned in relation to one 8ituation can be
transferred to another which i8 materially but not essentially
different because in the firgt place the ‘stimulus’ has a certain

generality. The situation 1o which & behavior i8 transferred nay be
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different than the initial situation from an objective standpoint and
yet be significantly the same for the organism. In the organism’'s
vital world, it may count for the same thing. Similarly two stimuli
‘objectively’ the same may bs significantly different for the
organism. The foredoing remarks indicate the need to distinguish, in
the analysia of behavior, between the objective world and ths proper
milieu of the organiSm;- between its 'geographical’ and ‘behavioral
environment '. "Already the mere presence of a living being transforms
the physical worid, bringing to view here ‘food’, there a ‘hiding
place’, and giving to ‘stimuli’ a Sense which they have not hitherto
possessed.” (PhP, 188} Each organise has its own sSpecies-specific way
of elaborating the stimuli of its geographical environment and carving
out for itself a milisu. MNot everything that exists in the milieu of
the salmon exists in the milieu of the trout, as lure—makers and
fishermen know very well.

Merleau-Ponty findg it remarkable that chimpanzees already
capable of using a rod as an ingStrument to acheive a goal cannot, or
only after a long phase of inactivity can, use a tree branch to the
same end. The irse branch ‘vbjectively’ 8peaking has the Same value as
the rod, the same length, width and 8o on, but in the milieu of the
chimpanzee it counts as being sSignificantly different from the rod. If
the stimulus is defined objectively, however, it is incomprehensible
that the rod and the tres branch are treated differently.
Merleau-Ponty sSays that the “constant error of empiricist and
inteliectualist psychologists is to reason a3 if a tree branch, since

ag a physical reality, it hag in itself the properties of length,
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breadth, and rigidity which will make it wusable as a rod, also
possesses these characteristics a8 a stinulus....® (8B, 114) They
asSume that since the rod and the ©branch are the same rFfor them, the
game in thse ‘objective worid’, +the two must alse be the same for the
chimpanzee. What they fail to consider, Merleau-Ponty says, is "that
the field of animal activity iS not mpade wp of physico-geometric
relations, as our world ;S.“ {3B, 114) Chimpanzees (and, for the most
part, even sScientists) do not live in an objective world in which rods
and tree branches are the same. If the difference in the behavioral
significance of the tree branch and the rod is to be understood, it
must be granted that the ®physico-geometric relations® in terms of
which the rod and the branch are egquivalent do not figure in the
milieu of the chimpanzee.

On Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation, the chimpanzee hag
difficulty treating the tree branch as an instrument because in the
first place it aiready countg in his world as a tree branch. In thse
world of the sgcientist, a trees branch and a rod may indeed be
identical, but in the world of the chimpanzee they have a different
significance. If the chimpanzee is to perceive the tree branch as a
potential instrument or means to a goal, a kind of Gestalt shift will
be necessary So that it ceaseg teo have its initial vital significance
‘tree branch’. In order to grasp the tree branch in the same way as it
grasps the rod, “other more natural structures have to be broken
up...." (8B, 113

In another exXperiment, a chimpanzee already ecapable of

manipulating cases in order to reach a2 goal does not uge one if
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another monkey has been gitting on top of it. Merieau-FPonty interprets
this to mean that "the box—as—geat and the box—-as—inStrument are two
distinct and alternative objects in the behavior of the chimpanzee and
not two aspects of an identical thing." (8B, 116) The box is given as
being either one or the other, seat or instrument for climbing,
depending an the Structuration of the field in which it is figured.

The crux of Merle;u—Ponty's criticism of behaviorism is that it
bypasses this whole dimension of ‘being for the organism’ and reduces
everything to predicates quantifiable in terms of the objective world.
1t views the organism as being inserted in an objective world in which
stimuli act according to their absolute properties. It i8S not the
stimuli thus defined with which the organism has to do, however. The
effective stimuli are not in the objective world. The rod and the tree
branch are significantiy different in the milieu of the chimpanzee. To
refer back to Koehler’'s experiments with chickens, the two grays
considered absolutely "are part of nature, but not the ‘pair’ of
colors canstituted by the organism and which it ‘recognizes’™ in
another ensemble in which the colors are different.® (SB, 128 The
relation between the two colours is a relation for the organism, a
vital significance having reference to its specific way of configuring
the environment.

The notion of the stimulus is thus ambiguous. ‘Stimulus’ can
mean either the alleged thing in itself in the objective world or the
thing as configured in the milieu of the organism. Behaviorism,
Merleau-Ponty charges, does not clearly differentiate thesSe meanings.

He continues: "0On analysis, the equivocal notion of gtimulus separates



in two: it includes and confuses the physical event ag it ig in
itself, on the ons hand, and the ¢€iiuation as it i8 ‘for the
organism’, on the other, with only the latter being decisive in the
reactions of the animal.® (SB, 128

Merleau-Ponty’'s analysis is similar with respect to the
behaviorist notion of the response. “Even if there existed specific
stimuli, receptors and nérve pathways®, he writes, "they would not of
themselves be able to explain the adaptation of the reflex to the
stimulus, =ince the movement to bes eXecuted depends wupon the initial
pogition of the members, which ig variable." (8B, 282 Even in a reflex
as basic a8 a scratch, the muscular contractions involved in moving
the hand to a stimulated point vary a great deal depending on the
initial position of the hand. It is beyond credibility that there
would be as many pre—sstablished circuits at the etimulated point as
thers are possible initial positions of the hand.

Here again Merlsau-Ponty makes reference to habit transfer.
Habit transfer shows that conditioning (learningl is not simply a
matter of creating reflexes localized in certain muscles and nerve
pathways, since *there is something  general in our reflex
responses...." (8B, 30> Habits acquired by one group of muscles can be
transferred immediately to another. A cat conditionsd to obtain its
food by pulling on a sString with it8 paw will in Subsequent trials
pull it with its teeth. (8B, 96) Thig is something more than a2 random
process of trial and error, Ssince uSeless movements or partial errors
that have been mixed with the first favourable attempts disappear from

subsequent respongeg until the behavior is reduced to its essentials,
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in human behaviar ocountleSs efamples pointing in the same
direction could be adduced. A person’s handwriting on 2 blackboard
resembles his writing on paper, even though “the nuscles concerned in
sach case are not the same.” (5B, 30} Someones who has learned to play
a melody on an organ may be able to transpose it onto a piano or even
a guitar, even though each instrument is materially gquite different.
Similarly, "an sXperienced organist is capable of playing an organ
which he does not know, which has more or fewer manuals, and stops
differently arranged, compzsred with these on the instrument he i2 used
to playing.® (PhP, 145) With only a few hours preparation, he is ready
tc play on the new instrument. “Such a short preparation,®
Merleau-Ponty argues, “rules out the Supposition that new conditioned
;eflexes have been substituted for the existing Sets....* (PhP, 145>
Neither does it happen, however, that the organist calculates the
objective position of the stops and pedals in relation to his body and
itS pre-rehearsed movements., His efforts to gear himself +to the new
organ do not take place in objective space at all. Rather he feels his
way around the new organ, transpoSes his already acquired knowledge
onto the new instrument, puts himself into it. The different organs,
ags poles of his intention to play, are not simply objects standing out
ageinst his body. They have a2 common form or a shared meaning.

Such phenomena are incomprehensible if  the ras#onsa is
understood as the effect of a stimulus sSetting in motion
pre—establighed causal! chains in the organism. The response is not
primordially an event that occurs in the objective world.

Merleau-Ponty writes: "Like that of stimulus, the notion of response
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Separates into ‘geographical behavior’-—-the =sum of the mnovements
actually executed by the animal in their objective relation with the
physical world; and behavior properly so called-—these sams movements
considered in their internal articulation and ag 2 kinstic melody
gifted with meaning.® (8B, 130) This entire dimension of ®meaning",
the meaning that belongs to “behavior properly so called”, gets
over locked or otherwise -SuppreSSed when behavior ig explained asg an
effect of third person processes ocourring in the objective world.
Because it prescinds from meaning®, and because meaning ig an
irreducible property of “behavior properly 8o called,” behaviorism is
weak in descriptive and eXplanatory power. [f lsarning, for example,
igs reduced to a +trial-and-error process in which new Sets of
mechanical movements become traced out in the nervous system, it
becomes impassible to account for the ability, which is the essence of
learning, to generalize beyond already acgquired powers in new
situations. A cat that has learned to draw a string near with its
teeth ingtead of with its paw has not simply developed a new set of
accomp!l ished movements. FEather it has learned a type or ‘form of
behavior’ that will in +turn be useful to it in new situations.
Merleau-Ponty continues: "In an organism, experience is not the
recording and fixation of certain actually accomplished movements: it
builds up aptitudes, that is, the gdeneral power of responding to
situations of a certain type by means of varied reactiong which have
nothing in common but the meaning. Reactions are not therefore a
sequence of events; they carry within themselves an immanent

intelligibility." ¢(Ibid.) Reactions having different physicological
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subStrates can be substituted and said to be in an important sense the
‘game’ because they have the same  meaning or *immanent
intelligibility”., Objectively speaking, two dquite different movements
are performed depending on whether the cat pulls the string with itg
teeth or with its paws. Phenomenally speaking however, these two gQuite
different movements have the Same meaning or immanent intelligibility.
Each has the goal of ‘dr;wing food cloger'.

The reaction and the Situation that Summons it, the goal, for
example, belong to an encompassing form that cannot be reduced to
component parts in the objective world. The reaction ocannot be
understood independently of the sgignificance that the bshavioral
gituation hag for the organism. Merleau-Ponty says that “one finds,
immanent to the phenomenal organism, ocertain nuclei of signification,
certain animal essences—--the act of walking toward a goal, of taking,
of eating bait, of jumping over or around an obstacle——unities which
reflexoleogy...does not succesd in engendering from elementary
reactions....” (8B, 157> Behaviorism eschewse  Such descriptive
categories, however, which it views a8 being witalistic. It tries to
bypass anything that cannot be gquantified in its objectivistic terms.
It dees 8o, however, at the cost of blinding itself to a whole
dimension of meaning and thereby denying itself explanatory power.
Such bagic categories cannot be avoided if behavior is to ba describad
in such a way as to render itS immanent intelligibility.

Learning is tied neither to the literal features of the setting
nor to the literal place in the body where ‘conditioning’ first

oocourd. Learning involves the +transcendence of the literal in the
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direction af a certain gensrality of situation and behavior.
Merleau-Ponty writes: “to learn never consists in being made capabie
of repeating the same gesture, but of providing an adapted response to
the gituation by different means. Nor is8 the response acquired with
regard to an individual Situation. It is rather a question of a new
aptitude for resolving a series of probiem of the same form.® (SB, 886)
What this means is tha£ the animal’s response to the sStimulus is
mediated by scmething like a grasp of the general relevance of the
situation. It is necegsary to recognize, in addition to the strictly
material features of the behavioral 8ituation, something like 2 vital
significance that can be the same for materially different situations
and different for two or more Situations that are materially the same.

On the basis of such considerations concerning the generality
of the stimulus and the adaptability of the organism, Msrleau-Ponty
concludes that the reflex arc and the complementary model of linear
saugsality are not adequate to eapture the dynamics of animal behavior.
The relatignship between the animal and its milieu cannot be reduced
to & cne-way linear causality. Thé relations, Merlsau-Ponty maintains,
are dialectical and not mechanical, mechanical! relations being ones
“in which the cause and the effect are decomposable into real elements
which have a one-~toc—one correspondence.” (8B, 181-2) In normal animal
activity it is8 not pogsible to isolate separate places of excitation,
since each receptor works in coordination with the whole nervous
system. It is not possible to isolate out individual stimuli, each
stimulus receiving its value in relation to other stimuli in the

milieu of the animal. It is not possible to isolate the physiological
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substrate ‘causally’ respongible for the reaction, materially
different reactions having the same meaning. The two terms of the
atimulus/responge relation are not mutually exterior to each other. It
ig wrong to say that the objective world acts upon the animal hecause
the relevant stimuli are from the very beginning selected out and
imbued with vital significance in virtue of the internal make—up of
the animal. ®"The organisﬁ cannot properly be compared to a keyboard on
which the external stimuli would play and in which their proper form
would be delineated for the simple reason that the organism
contributes to the constitution of that form." (SB, 13)

If it is necessary to distinguish the milieu of the animal from
the geographical environment or objective world in order to comprehend
animal behavior, it i8 even more important to do so in order to
comprehend human behavior.® Human behavior loses meaning, iS rendersd
meaningless, when understood eXclusively as the regult of a mechanical

causality beiween the objective body and the ohjective world. If it is
to be understood, one must take into account the meaning or vital
gignificance that the behavioral situation has for an acting subject.
Behavior makes ‘sense’, appearsg in its immanent intelligibility, only
if the behavioral situation is understood in its given Ppractical,
existential, and dramatic significance. To thig end, such deseriptive,
life-world categories  as ‘loving’, ‘hating”, ‘threatening’,
‘punishing’, ‘aveoiding', ‘taking revenge’, and So on must be
recognized as being irreducibly constitutive of our fundamental manner

of inhabiting the world. The “phenomenal givens" to which
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Merlsau-Ponty urges us to return are meznings such as these, and not
raw sense data.

This is the existential significance of Merleau-Ponty's
distinction between the phenomenal and objective body and between the
phenomenal field and the objective world. The phenomenal field, the
‘milieu’ of the human being, is the horizon in which our actions are
constituted not simply as mechanical effects but as "kinetic melodies
gifted with meanings”. The behavioral world of the human being, the
phenomenal field, is a ‘theatre of action’ in which phenomena are
immediately gifted with meaning and value relative to the
intentionality of the acting subject. It is this world of meaning,
ignored or suppressed by cbjsctive thought, that Merleau-Ponty tries
to bring to light with the notion of an ‘intentional arc’; a notion
polemicalliy framed as a corrective to the descriptively impoverished

views of behaviorism in particular and objective thought in general.

3. The Intentional Arc and the Phenomenal Field

The notion of the phenomenal field plays the same role in
Merieau—Ponty’'s discussion of man as does the milieu in his discusSsion
of animals. Like the milisu, the phenomenal field is Set in opposition
to the objective world and by contrest indicetes the being of :hae
world for us. “Our most natural life as men intends an ontological
milieu which is different from that of being in itself, and which
conseguently cannot be derived from it in the constitutive order.” (G,

163> In our sarlier discussion of perception, we described the
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phenomenal field with reference to the contextuality of the perceptual
phenomenon. The perceptual meaning of a given phenomenon is
co—determined by its reciprocal interplay with other phenomena in a
shared context. The phenomenal field then is the total Gestzait in
which a given phenomenon is configured.

Having now considered the body not simply as a position of
observation but as a locus of behavior as well, this earlier
description of the phenomenal field needs to be to be expanded in
order teo incorporate this practical reference to the acting body. The
spatiality of the body, the body’s style of inhabiting space, is not
simply a gpatiaiity of geographical position but rather a “spatiality
of situation". (PhP, 100) The body is ‘engaged’ in itS space and with
the things that surround it. It i2 an ‘I ecan’ in relation 1o
possibilities offered by things set in a phenomenal field, and this
fiald appears in light of its possibilities. The phenomenal field, the
world of the body—subject, is thus more properly thought of as ‘a
theatre of action’ than as a ‘spectacle’ spread out before a sovereign
gaze.® The meaning of a phenomenon is constituted not only with
reference to other phenomena but also with reference to the interests,
projects, and posgibilities of a body-subject. When the body is at
work, for example, a hammer is given as ‘something with which to drive
home a nail’. In a threatening Situation, the same hammer may be given
as ‘comething with which to ward off an attacker’.

Thig circuit or ‘intentional are’ between the body and its

world best comes into view in Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of the

‘categorical’ or ‘abstract attitude’ and the ‘concrete attitude’.? The
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psychologist Kurt Goldstein, dissatisfied with attempts to localize
behavior in specific regions of the brain, originally introduced these
teras in order to make comprehensible certain behavioral abnormalities
exhibited by hig brain—-damaged patients. The abstract or categorical
attitude refers to our capacity to ‘abstract’ the egssential featurss
of a situation and to mediate our behavior with general categories.
The concrete attitude, £y gontrast, is characterized by adhesivensss
to the concrete featuregs of a situation.

Thig distinction is further refined to differentiate ‘asbtract’
and ‘concrete movement . Abstract movement is movement initiated upocn

gommand and without immediate referenca to an actual or concrete

gituation; a Sinulated or make~-believe situation, for example.
Concrete movement i movement occurring =2pontanecusly in an actual or
real fituation. The analysig of abstract movement in brain-damaged
patients serves Merleau—Ponty ag a kind of foil by which he brings to
light the normal subject’s relation with his body and his world.® It
“throws into relief thig posgsession of space, this gpatial existencs
which is the primary condition of all living perception.” (PhP, 108}
Examining certain behavioral abnormalities with respect to movement
servas both to show up the essentials of normal behavior and itg field
and to underscore the povertiy of objective thought with respect to its

blindness to meaning.

One of the behavioral problems associazted with patients who are
deficient in the abstract attitude is described as follows: "If the
patient is ordered to shut hig eyes and then perform an abstract

movement, a set of preparatory operationg ig called for in order to
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enable him to 'find’ the operative limb, the dirsction or pace of the
movement, and finally the plane in which it is to be executed.® (PhP,
108) The patient’'s body i8S not at his immediate disposal. He has to
calculate at every step, as if he were figuring out how to perform the
movements, measSuring the Space to be traversed, and so on. His body is
like an alien thing that needs tc be consciously and deliberately
manipulated in order to bring about the desSired result. The normal
sub ject, by contrast, does all of this spontazneously and without any
effort. He does not have to put himsslf ‘'in gear’ in order to perform
abstract movement.

Another typical patient, asked to point to a designated point
on his body, is unable to do so at will, and “manages the ahstract
movements only if he ig allowed to watch the limb reguired to perform
them, or to go through preparatory movements involving the whole
body.® (PhP, 103> What is interesting, and what argues against any
attempt to explain this abnormality in Strictly physiological terms,
is that the patient can perform the sSame movement with no diffigulty
when he is in a concrete setting. The same subject who cannot upon
command point to his nogse, effortlessly moves his hand to that very
spot to Swat a troublesome mosguito or to hold hig nose protectively.
Physiologically considered, the movements are virtually identical.
Merleau-Ponty raises the question: *If I know where my nose is when it
i8 a question of holding it, how can I not know where it is when it is
a matter of pointing to it?" {(PhP, 1042

Traditicnal pavchology ha® nothing teo s8ay in resSponss to this

guestion because it views consciousnesg of place as a positional
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congciousSness, ag representational, and objsctifies the bedy. The
place touched or pointed to is assigned a determinate place in the
objsctive world., In order +to gst there the hand, guided by a
representation of the body as if by a map, has to move through
objective space. On these presuppositions analysis is doomed from the
beginning because, Merleau-Ponty says, "It iS never our objective body
that we move, but cur phenomenal body....* (PhP, 1062 The patient dces
not have to search in objective gpace for the place of the sting upon
his objective body bacause it is not there that the sting occurs:

He finds it straight away, because for him there ig no question

of locating it in reiation to axes of co—ordinates in objective

gpaca, but of reaching with hig phenomenal! hand a certain

painful spot on his phenomenal body, and because between the

hand as a scratching potentiality and the place stung as a spot

to be scratched a directly experienced relationship is

presented in the natural system of one’'s own body. The whole

operation takes place in the domain of ths phencmenal; it does

not run through the objective world.... (PhP, 105-B)
In concrete situationg the patient’'s body i8 diven to him not as an
object detached from his conSciousness but rather ag integrated or in
circuit with his intentional life.

From the objective point of view it i€ incomprehensible that a
sub ject could be able to perform a movement in concrete Situations but
be unable to do 30 in abstract ones because, objectively sSpsaking, the
two movements, Scratching {or swatting) and pointing, are virtually
identical. Under the sway of objective thought, traditional psychology
could not appreciate that “bodily space may be given tc me in an
intention to take hold without being given in an intention to know."

(PhP, 104) There is an important distinection toc be made betwsen "my

arm Seen asS Sustaining familiar acts, =y body as giving rise to
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determinate action having 2 field or scope known to me in advance, my
surroundings ag a collection of pogsible points upon which this body
may operate,...and my arm as a mechanism of nuscles and hones, as a
contrivance for bending and Stretching, as an articulated object, the
world as a pure spectacle into which [ am not absorbed, but which I
contemplate and point out.® <(PhP, 105> An analysis that recognizes
only the latter, that inserts the acting subject into the the world of
the scientist, will not be able to distinguish, in the ‘same’ movement
objectively defined, two different types cof act, each with a different
intentional context.

The patient who has difficulty with abgstract movements has not
lost a stock of movements, Since he ean perform them in concrete
settings. Rather he has lost the capacity for a certain type of act.
There is an intentional difference between abstract and concrete
movement, betwesn Scratching and pointing, grasgsping and knowing. This
difference is obliterated as long as movement is thought of as a2 third
person processS occurring between the objective body and the objective
world. As a corrective to the notion of a ‘reflex arc’ linking these
two terms thus understood, Merleau—-Ponty proposes the notion of an
‘intentional arc’ that runs between the body-gubject and his world.

“*The life of consciousness,” he writes, *-—cognitive lifse, the life of
desire or perceptual life—-—is subtended by an ‘intentional arc’ which
projects round about wus our past, future, our human sSetting, our

physical, ideological and moral situaticn, or rather which results in

our basing Situated in all thes2e respecsts.” (FhP, 1381
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The bedy and its behavioral situation are attuned in a gystem
of reciprocal relationships such that even patients unable to perform
abstract movement can display a remarkable dexXterity in concrete
situations. When the patient is in his workshop, for example, and hasg
a concrete task to perform, he loses himself in his work and his body
takes over, a8 it were. The patient, "when put in front of scissors,
neadle and familiar tasks, does not neaed to loock for his hands or his
fingers, because they are not objects to be discovered in objective
space: bones, muscles and nerves, but potentialities already mobilized
by the perception of s8cisSsors or needle, the central end of those
‘intentional threads’ which link him to the objects given."% (PhP,
1062 The situation solicitg his movements and it i8 to the situation
ag meaningfully configured, and not to indifferent markers in
objective space, that his movements are directed. Hig body i8 not in
objective space but rather in a ‘theatre of action’. It ig an ‘I can’
attuned to the demands of the Situation.

Likewige, the familiar things with which the patient busies
himself are immediately perceived as meaningful in terms of the
possibilities they offer to his body: "it is the piece of leather 'to
be cut up’; it is the lining ‘to be gaewn’'.® (PhP, 108> Things are
given as configured in a web of intentionality. Their ‘properties’ are
correlated with his project. “The bench, scissors, pieceg of leather
of fer themselves +to the subject as poles of aection; through their
combined values they delimit a certain situation, an open Situation

moreover, which calls for a certain mode of work." (Ibid.) The patient
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undergtands his body and the phenomena with which he has to do without
having to objectify either.

For Merieau-Ponty the conecrete attitude, of which even
brain-damaged patients8 are capable, expresses what is essential about
our fundamental manner of inhabiting the world. It shows up the
world’'s essential character as a practical, value—irbued world and it
shows up the thingg of +the world as being intentional poles of our
activitiaes. Here Merleau-Ponty’'s indebtedness to Husserl's return to
the life-world is apparent, but go alse, and perhaps even more
directly, is his indebtedness to Heidegger's analyses  of

‘being-in—the~world’ in Being and Time.1? The conerete attitude, in

Merleau-Ponty’'s analysgis, sxemplifies the kind of being that things
have when they are, in Heidegger’'s terms, "ready-to—hand®.i! For
Heidegger, "readiness—to—hand® expresses the most primordial manner in
which things are given to "Dasein”. It expresses the kind of being
that things have in “average everydayness®. ¥hat is "ready-to—hand® is
given ag the correlate of the aims and projects of "Dasein®. In
Merleau-Ponty’'s terms, what i§ given is configured or woven in the
webbing of an intentional arec joining subject and object.

Heidegger opposes “readiness—to-hand® to “presence-at—hand".
The “pressnt-at-hand® is the thing such as it exists befors a subject
supposedly adds his contribution to it. It is the aobject in its being
independent of and indifferent to whatever significance it might have
for a given subject. *"Presgence—at—hand® is also an apt way to describe
the being of things such as thay appesr to brain—damaged patisnts like

Schneider in abstract situations or virtual situations. [f Schneider



128

ig asked to identify a fountain pen, for example, “the phases of
recognition are as follows. ‘It is black, blue, and shiny,’ he gays.
‘There is a white patch on it, and it igs rather long; it has the
shape of a stick. It may be some sert of instrument. It shines and
reflects light., It could zlso be a coloursed glass.’'® (PhP, i3L
Judging from his descriptiens, in such abstract situations asg this one
where he is asked to identify something with no reference to context,
things have no immediate meaning for him. He does finally succeed in
identifying the pen, but only after a tedioug process of mediation in
which he actually ‘deduces’ its meaning. Here subject and object seem
to be really distinoct.

It ig also thus that objective thought conceptualizes the
thing. For cbjective thought, we live in a2 world that ig8 in the first
inStance a mere nature upon which we project personal and cultural
gsignifications. Things are at first and most primitively ‘nakedly’
"present-at—hand". By 'interpretation’, ‘'reasoning’, ‘brain activity’,
or whatever, subjects ‘clothe” objects (at first "present—at—hand®)
with ‘"subjective’ vaiue predicates. The *ready-to-hand® thus emerges
as =z kind of epiphenomenal effect. For both Merleau-Ponty and
Heidegger, this order of derivation needs to be reversed. 1t is the
*present—at—hand” that is derived and indeed contrived. It is not that
we reach a world “ready-to-hand” by clothing a naked nature at first
merely "present—at—hand®. Rather the “present-at—hand" is contrived
precisely by sgtripping what is *ready-to~hand® of the meaning it
already has.fZ What is most primordially given is given as8 woven in a

network of intentional significations. It is true that this is not so
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for brain—damaged patients like Schneider in abstract 2ituations, but
Schrneider, it must be remembered, ig abnormal. Higs abnormality is a
deficiency, and it i8 the norm against which it appears as a
deficiency that must be taken as the e=sSential datum for analysis.

The norm is that one’'s relation to one’'s body does not have to
be mediated by a schematic representation of the body with
consciougness playing the role of engineer. The body does not So much
respond to ‘objective sStimuli’ as to meanings, and behavior occurs not
in the objective world but in & phenomenal field constituted in
relation to our projects. The ‘things’ to which we respond are
immediatsly perceived or given not ag mute angd indifferent but as
bearers of meanings having a reference back to our projects and to our
bodily or lived space. This is what Merleau—Ponty means when he says
that things and the worid have a ‘physiognomy’,

The stop sign at which [ bring my car to a halt is not merely a
coloured piece of metal that excites my retina in such a way as to set
in motion a causal chain in my body, ultimately resulting in the
halting of my wvehicle.1¥ [ originally perceive +the stop sign as
invested with a certain significance which it receives in virtus of
being a sign with such and 8uch a wvalue in a context or code.
Furthermore, its wvalue may be different depending on the total
configuration of the situation in which it counts., If it is late at
night, and if my range of vision i8S broad enough Such that ! can ses
that no vehicles (and especially police vehicles) are coming from the
other direction, my r=sSponSe ma¥ not be the coded 8top raspones.

Similarly, the sign will have a different value for me if I am in 2



127

hurry, if I am walking, or riding a bicyle ing8tead of driving a car,
and sc on.

The ‘stimulus’ is not some neutral thing-in-itself. It ‘counts’
for the subject, ‘figures’ in his behavioral field, as the intentional
pole of his projects. The link between body and consciousness, and
bepween the body and its world, has been obscured and indeed sgeversd
by identifying consciousSness with an 'l think’ in command of a body.
“Consciousness is in the first instance nct a matter of 'l think that’
but of ‘1 can’,” Merleau-Ponty says. (PhP, 137 Body, world, and
consciousness are intertiwined in an 'l can’'. The ‘properties’ of the
object and the “intentionality’ of the subject cannot be separated in
the description of behavior. This ig what Merleau—Ponty means by
speaking of the 'intentional arc’ of behavior.

Merleau-Ponty borrows the idea of the ‘I can’ from Husserl,
who used it to underscore the embodiment of the subject and the
dynamics of the intentional relation between consciousness and its
object. There ig in svery perception a tacit knowledge of
posgibilities: I can walk there in a day’, 'I can reach the book with
a stretch of my arm’, 'l can see the facade of the building if | walk
around to the front’. Things present their faces not to an indifferent
mirror that Simply represents their pregence, but to a body or a
body—-project that from the beginning perceives and understands them in
light of its own capabilities and possibilities.

In these terms, the problem suffered by a patient who has
difficulty performing abstract movement iS that when there i3 no

actual or concrete situation Summoning him to action, he does not, as
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does the normal subject, have his body available to hir as a
spontansous power of action. Virtual Situations do not have
physiognomies for him. They do not speak to hig body. In abstract or
virtual situations his intentional arc "goes limp®, Mesrleau-Ponty
says. (PhP, 138) For such a patient the 'l can’ i3 limited to actual
or concrete Situations. He cannot project his bodily possibilitises
into virtual situations in which the things are not there in the flesh
to make their demands upon him.

Indeed, when such patients do attempt to perform in abstract or
virtual situations, they simulate the total sgituation in which the
bshavior would figure as a part. If Schneider igs asked to salute, he
puts his whole body into the act. He 28sumes the serious and reverent
e¥prasgion af the military man, straightens out his body, and so on,
as if he wers actually in a military Situation. He adopts =all the
external marks of respect that accompany the Salute in actual
situations. If at any point he ig interrupied in hig effort to saluts,
he must go back to the beginning and put himself in gear all over
again., (PhP, 103) Faced with abstract or virtual situations Schneidar
behaves as if he did in fact live in objective space and as if his
body were indeed an cbject alongside others. He needs to calculats his
body’s spatiality in relation to the demands of the situation. To
observe him, one would think that objective thought were true in its
account of space and the body.!" The normal subject, by contrast, is
able to reduce the command to its bare wminimum and carry out the

salute without all these asscciated gestures.
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Goldsatein had encountered patients who exXperienced difficulty
imitating upon command the doctor’s movement. The remarkable thing wasg
that these same patients were able to imitate the doctor’s movements
correctly, touching their right sar with their left hand, for exampls,
"so long as they stand beside the doctor and follow his movements
through a mirror, but not if they face him." (PhP, 141) To imitate the
movement of someone standing face to face it iS not necegsary for the
normal subject to translate the co-ordinates of the other's body onto
his own. The body effects this spontaneously. The patients discussged,
however, do have need of such tranglation. In abgstract situations, the
body igs not available to them ags a fluid or adaptable aystem of
co-ordinates. Merleau—Ponty says "the right and left hand, the eye and
gar are still presented to them as absolute locations, and not
inserted into any sysStem of correlations which links them up with the
corresponding parts of the doctor’s body, and which makes them usable
for imitation...." (PhP, 141 The normal subject, on the other hand,
*has his body not only ag a system of present positions, but besides,
and thereby, as an open system of an infinite number of equivalent
pogitions directed to other ends.® (PhP, 141)

Merisau-Ponty uses the term ‘body imags’ to dencte this systen
of equivalents, itself invariant, ®"whereby the different motor tasks
are ingtantaneously transferable.” (PhP, 141} The idea of the body
image hag been used to make comprehensible the tacit knowledge we have
of our body’s position at any diven moment. Without having to
calculate, the normal subject ig8 able to ‘find’' any part of his body.

Even if it is dark, or if I am in a place in which I fees! comnpletsly
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gpatially discoriented, | 'know’ where every part of my body is. This
knowledge is distributed across the range of Senses, which communicate
with each other without the need for intellectual mediation! my eyes
immediately turn to the place on my arm where a stinging Sensation is
felt. Furthermore, ! can spontaneously locate the parts of ny body
with reference to external markers. Clumsiness notwithstanding, if I
am passing through a narrow sSpace the relevant parts of my body gear
themselves to the contours of the opening. HNormally, 1 do not have to
determine the objective dimensions of thse opening and map onto them
the actual and possible positionings of my body.

Indeed the body image can with a certain amount of habituation
incorporate appendages or inStruments which are not part of the
biological body. The anatomist’'s probe becomes an extension of his
hand or fingernails. The young girl’s high heels, at first scmewhat
awkward, become extensions of her fest. This process of eXtension or
incorporation is especially evident in the gase of somsone with a
physical handicap who learns to adapt with a prosthesis. “The blind
man’'s stick," Merleau-Ponty writeg, "has ceased to be an object for
him, and is no longer perceived for itself; its point has become an
area of sensitivity, extending the scope and active radiug of touch,
and providing a parallel to sight.® (PhP, 143) The stick thus becomes
incorporated into the blind man’'s body image and in "the exploration
of things, the length of the =stick doss not enter exXpressly as a

niddle term...." (PhP, 143% It counts in his phenomenal fisld as a

virtual sye or a virtual hand.
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In virtue of having a body image, the things with which we have
to do in our sSurroundings are not in the firgt instance things with
‘objective’ volumes and dimensions. The space in which the body moves
is not objective space. "The points in space do not stand out as
objective pogSitions in relation to the cbjective position occupied by
our body; they mark, in our vicinity, the varying range of our aims
and our gestures." (PhP, 143> The propertiss of +things are bound
together with the intentionality of the subject. They are disclosed in
relation to the subject’'s body image or to higs ‘I can’. The
experienced typist, for example, dues not need to consult a sSchematic
repregentation of the keyboard in order to find the key that will
translate the appropriate letter. He "knows where the letters are on
the typewriter as we know where one of our limba ig, through a
knowledge bred of familiarity which does not give us a position in
objective space.” (PhP, 144) The keyboard i5 at the disposal of the
typist’'s intention to type in the game way that mny hand ig at the
disposal of my intention to reach or to grasp.

The process of incorporation described above is bagsic to all
hahit acguigiticn. Somecne learning to play tennis, for example, first
experiences the racket as an object and not as an inStrument in
circuit with his intentions. The court is sSpread cut hefore him as
marked out in an objective space that as yet owes nothing to the
possibilities of his body. The net stands out indifferently as an
obstacle of such and =uch dimengSions, and so on. Intellectually
speaking, provided he has learned the rules, he knows what he has to

do. The task is to get hig body in gear. During this process of
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getting in gear he may indeed have reeourse to calculation, but as he
becomes habituated to the game, the cbjective distanceg between his
bedy, the net, and the boundaries of the ecourt, are replaced by
‘intentional threads’ connecting the spaces in a system of
equivalences.

Games have often served philosophers as metaphors for
undergtanding the human condition. [t i8 not Surprising, thersfors,
that Merleau—Ponty describes the phenomenal fisld with reference to a
game. He writes:

For ths player in action the football field i3 not an
*object®....It is pervaded with lines of force <(the “yard
lines®; those which demarcate the "penalty area”) and
articulated in sectors {for example, the "openings” between the
adversaries) which call for a certain mode of action and which
initiate and guide the action as if the player weres unaware of
it. The field itself is not given +to him, but present as the
immanent term of his practical intentions....Each mnaneuver
undertaken by the player modifies the character of the field
and egtablishes in it new lineg of force in which the action in

turn unfolds and is accomplished, again altering the phenomenal
field. (5B, 188-87

The phenomenal fisld, in the double sense here punningly intended of
‘football field’ and ‘world’ in general, is not an object spread out
before 2 contemplating consciousness. [t is in circuit with the
project of a body-subject and is behaviorally significant as such.

The pgychologist who +tries to understand behavior objectively
could be likened to somsone trving to understand a game of football
without any reference to the significance that the wvarious moves and
the playing field in general have for the players engaged in the game.
No doubt such a distanced observer would notice certain regularities.

s

Perhaps he could even frame general laws to the effect that when 'x
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happens, 'y’ follows, In all of this ‘knowledge’ that he acquired,
however, there would be nothing that would indicate that he ynderstood
the game. If one asked him, for example, what happened at the game, he
might be able to say a great deal, and what he said might saven be
interssting, but it would hardly be a proper answer to the question.

Phat is at igssue in Merleau-Ponty’'s palemic with behaviorism
(and objective thought in general2 is the meaningfulness of our
behavior and indsed of our lives. His major objection is that from the
objective point of view human hehavior does not appear in it8 immanent
meaning. The objective world in which behaviorism fituates man is a
world utterly deprived of meaning. The phenomenological point of view,
which undertakes to degscribe behavior with refersnce to the
significance that the bshavioral situation has for the acting subjset,
is esSsentially regstorative of meaning.

This is not to say that Merleau-Ponty believes that our lives
and our actions are reducible to whatever meaning we may be conscious
of. To say that we live in a world imbued with meaning does not mean
that we ars masters of this meaning, that meaning can be reduced to
the consciousnegs that we have of it. It ig highly significant that
Merleau-Ponty prefers to speak of the ‘body-subject’ rather than the
‘subject’'. The world is meaningful to us and addresses us not as
soveresign subjects but as bodily beings. A4As body-subjects we are
implicated in fleshy meaning beyond and different from sSuch meaning as
might be frontally Spread out before a sovereign subject.
Merisau-Ponty is as critical of the transparent conStituting

congciousSness posited by intellectuazlism a® he i8 of empiricism’'s
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reduction of conciousness to an effect of things acting upon the body.
To be sure, phenomenology ig concerned with consSciousness, and with
the meaning that things have for consciousness, but Merleau—Ponty
emphagsizes that such consSciouSness as is proper to a body-subject is
not transparent to itself.

Indeed, Merlsau~Ponty views phenomenology as being convergent
with psychoanalysis. He says that psychoanalysis hag helped to develop
the phenomenclogical method "by declaring, asg Freud puts it, that
avery human action ‘has a meaning’, and by making every effort to
understand ths event short of relating it to  mechanical
circumstances. "5 (PhP, 158) Freud was rightly suspiciocus about our
own self-interpretations of the meaning of our actions, but he
nevertheless believed that at some 1svel all human actions are
reaningful and have a significance reslative to the wishes, desires,
hopes, and fears that punctuate our lives. Although psychcanalysis
teaches that our readily available understanding of ourselves isg
deceptive and illusory, self-understanding nevertheless remains the
tel/os of pyschoanalysis. Our lives have a meaning beyond what is
transparently clear te us, but such meaning can be understocod.

Merleau~-Ponty’'s understanding of psychoanalysis has been best
articulated by Paul Ricoeur, who argues that the psychoanalytic
critique of consciousness is at least compatible with (if it does not
presuppcss) a teleology of oconsciousness. Ricoeur writes: "Everything
that can be Said about consciousnass after Freud seems to me to be
contained in the following formula: ConsSciousineds {8 not a2 given but &

tagk.®*1% That consciousness i8 a task means that from the outset man
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does not possess the truth about himself, that there is meaning yet tio
be understood. For Freud, such meaning as exceeds consciousness iS not
so alien that the body-subject ocannot recognize himself in his
‘unceonscicus’ being. In a sensSe, the goal of psychoanalysis is to make
the unconSciousness conscious. The subject, once made stranger to
himself, ig invited to recognize and appropriate himself in his
Strangeness.

It is instructive +to contrast psychoanalysis with behavigrism
in this regard. Both share a distrust of con2ciousness8, but this is a8
far ag the similarity goes. Psychoanalysis digpleaces a sovereign
consciousness from its privileged centre, but it holds to the belief
in the meaningfulness of our lives, even if sSuch meaning exceeds
whatever meaning may be readily available to us. Behaviorism, on the
other hand, abstracts from consciousness altogether, and has no place
for a teleclogy of consciousness, for 2z recovery or reappropriation of
meaning. What it opposes to sovereign cﬁnSciDuSneSS, unlike the
unconscioug that Freud opposes to it, is at a level So incommenSurate
with our life-worid understanding of curselves that we could never
recognize ourselves in it.

in the final analysis, the main thrust of Msrleau-Ponty's
critique of behaviourism {(and of objec@@yg;-thought.in general) is not
that i{ts descriptions ars si.mply.‘ ‘:f‘alse’ as measured againgt
‘experiences’ in the sense of an absoclute evidence. He rsalizes that

¥perience is8 not sSomething oclear and distinct, without hidden
dimEﬂSlD;S, and that it is a very ambiguous if not deceptive evidence.

Hig criticism of behaviorism is that, in prescinding from experience
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and consciousness altogether, its ‘descriptions’ are so remote from
our lives that we cannot recognize ourselves in them.1? Behaviorism

doss not enable us to make sense of what we are doing.



CHAPTER 4

THE PHENOMENCLOGY OF PHENOMENCLOGY

He who does not know how to put his will into things at least
puts a meaning into them: that ig, he believes there is a will

in them already (principle of ‘belisf’).
Friedrich Nietzsche

1. The Primacy of Reflection

The argument of the Phenomenclogy unfolds in two dialectically

related stages.! At the first leve! of reflection, Merleau-Ponty lays
out ths phenomenological point of view. He articulates ®thig new way
of locking at things® with polemical reference to objective thought.
It emerges in an effort of overcoming dominant prejudices and as a
return to the meaning of the world and of our being—in—-the-world such
as they are given pre-objectively in experience. From the light of
this point of view, Merleau-Ponty offers descriptions that, unlike the
‘explanatory mythology’' of objective thought, are said to remain
‘faithful’ to our experience. Thus he contragts the phenomenal body to
the objective beody, and in general contrastg the phenomenological
fiald, the world such as it is given in our experience, to the
objective world.

The phenomenological point of view being thus wunderstood and
gecured, the stage is set for a transition to a2 new and more radical
level of reflection. "These desScriptions,” Merlesau-Ponty writeg, "must

137
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becoms an opportunity for defining a variety of comprehension and
reflection altogether more radical than objective thought. To
phenomenology understiood as direct description needs to be added a
phenomenology of phenomenology.” (PhP, 3B85) If phenomenclogy, as
*direct description®, is in the first instance reflection upon
experience, Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy ig reflective to a second
degree in that he makes phenomenological reflection, or more precisely
the situation ‘reflection—upon-experience’, itself a2 theme. There is a
difference between reflection and experience, and ‘radical’ reflection
takes this difference as ite theme. What difference does reflection
make? What is the relation between reflection and the unreflected?

Merleau-Fonty presents phenomenology as being a return to
experience and to the world as experienced. What does it mean to
return io experience? What is the status of this point of return? The
destination of the return is characterized in a series of oppogitions:
it is the pre—-cbhbjective as opposed to the objective; the true
immediate in opposition to an immediate that is deduced, the
unreflected as opposed to the reflected. These are all negative
determinations, however, and the guestion remains as to the status of
the first term with respect to the reflections or descriptions that
bring it to light., How do we gain access to the ‘pre-objective’, the
‘true immediate’, or the ‘unreflected’?

There is an ambivalence in Merleau-Ponty’'s philosophy
concerning the status of the point of return and our reflective access
to it.%¥ The rsturn i2 characterized by =sntithetical smands. The

efforts of phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty says, “are concentrated upon
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re-achieving a direct and primitive contact with the world, and
endowing that contact with philosophical status.® <(PhP, vii) The
return incorporates *direct and primitive contact®, on the one hand,
and the mediation of reflection or philosophy, on the other. [t is
"the ambivalence of Seeking to return to the dimension of perceptual
experience while, simultaneously, being obliged tc maintain a distance
from this dimension as the very ocondition of the possibility of the
return,” ags John Sallis eloquently puts it? How can both of these
antithetical demands be satisified without one cancelling the other?

If one interprets the return one—gsidedly, emphasizing the idea
of *direct and primitive contact®, for example, it seems that the
return is a matter of turning away from reflection zitogether and
coingiding with exXperienca. Experience is opposed to reflection as
truth igs to falsehood. To reflsct is to be at a certain distance from
experience and not to be in contact with it. Experience as it appears
from the distance of reflection is not eXperience in it8 pristine
truth but rather experience ag it is entangled in the net of whatever
prejudices reflection throws out to catech it. In his polemic against
objective thought, Merleau-Ponty does indeed represent reflection as a
source of distortion. It is reflection that leads ohkjective thought
astray. It 1is reflection that creates the gulf between experience
objectified and experience lived that phenomenoclogy attempts to
bridge.

Logked at from thig s8ide, it might sgeem that Merleau-Ponty
believeg that if only we would cease to reflect, if only we would stop

analyzing, experisnca would shine forth in self-svidence and the
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falsity of objective thought would be manifest. Reflection, insofar as
it distances u8 from experience, could only be a source of falsehood
or digtortion. What is necessary is the absence of all mediation. To
return to experisnce means to cease reflecting and to coincide with
experience inStead. In order +to relearn what feeling, seeing and
hearing are, Merleau-Ponty says, we must "go back to the experiences
to which they refer in order to redefine them." (PhP, 10) The pristine
sxperiences, it sSeems, are there fully {formed, waiting for ug to
abandon our reflection and fuse with them. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty does
say that the task is "not to explain perception, but to coincide with
and undsrstand the perceptual process.® (PhP, 48) In the same vein, hs
also speaks of a "truly immediate experience' and of a “direct
experiesnce”. (PhP, 53, 54)

If we attend one-sidedly to such texts, it would appear that
Merleau-Ponty appeals to experisnce or the unreflected in a dogmatio
way as a kind of absolute on the other side of reflection. What he
calls ‘the insanity of reflection’, which relativizes all evidence, is
avoided by default for the reason that reflection is not brought into
play 2t all. There is no problem of distance or difference because
from the outset we are in identity with the abject to be disclosed. It
ig in this light that we should understand the criticism, which
Merleau-Ponty answered in his address +to the Société frangaise de
philosophie, that his philosophy amounts to 2 renunciation of
reflection.” Sinece reflection can falsify experience, it must be that
one remains cloSer to the truth if one declines to reflect at all in

favour of coinciding with sxperience in innocent identity.
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To conclude such, however, is to ignore the other side of the
ambivalence in Merleau-Ponty’s characterization of the return and to
miscontrue his thesis concerning the primacy of perception. One must
balance termse guch as “direct experience”, or “truly immediate
experience”, which suggest coincidence, with terms such as “"direct
reflection”. (PhP, B63) One must balance the demand 'to achieve
contact’ with the demand +to ‘endow this contact with philogophical
status’. On this other gide of the ambivalence there is a call for a
"new type of reflection” that, unlike the distorting reflection of
objectivist thought, will not falsify experience. (PhF, B&O)
Merieau-Ponty speaks of "a new way of looking at things®. (PhP, 23) He

says that the Phenomenology "attempts to define a method for getting

closer to present and living reality...." (PriP, 25} Here "living
reality", the destination to which we are to return, is presented not
as something to be coincided with but rather a3 Something to be
disclosed by means of a method. The mediation of a mnethod, namely
phenomenology, is an integral moment of its disclosurse.

¥hen we consider this fide of the ambivalence, the possibility
of coinciding with the tferminug ad guem of the return ig ruled out,
Experience is not something with which | am in coincidence at the
ocutset but rather something from which, in virtue of my commitment to
reflect and to endow my contact with philogsophical status, [ am
distanced. When I reflect I am not quite at one with myssalf or with my
experience. How does Marleau-Ponty reconcile the idea of a dirsct
access to experience and of a method that will help us to get closer

to it—-—of contact and distance, identity and difference?
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in places, Merlsau-Ponty expresses thig ambivalence i{n terms
that forece him into a contradiction. In a typical discussion of the

return in The Structure of Bshavior, for example, he says that

*verbalized perception Should be distinguished from lived perception.®
(5B, 185} Everything will appear in its proper light if "we return to
objects as they appear to wus when we live in them without speech and
without reflection and if we try to describe their mode of existence
faithfully....® (Ibid.) On the side of contact or coincidence, we are
invited to return to perception as it is lived before reflection comes
on the Scene and separates us from it. If this were the meaning of the
return, however, it would be redundant to urge us to make such a
return because presumably the common man (and even the philosopher in
hig unreflective moments) is already at this destination. Ag if to
correct himself, Merleau-Ponty adds +to this the demand of deseribing
what we experience, of endowing it with philosophical status. Indeed,
this ig what makes us philosophers. From this point of view, howsver,
coincidence is ruled out.

The difficulty with the way Merleau-Ponty frames this
ambivalence here is that, in the terms of tha above distinction
between "verbalized perception®™ and "lived perception", the former, by
implication, ig determined as being wunfaithful to the latter. The
return thus framed, itg project appears to be contradictory. To
"return to objects a8 they appear when we live them without speech and
without reflection® igs to be faithful to our experience of them, but
it i8 to be condemned +to Silence and to betray the demands of

philogsophy. To break this silence, however, to reflect, to verbalizs,



143

ig no longer to be faithful to experisnce. The antithetical demands
cancel sach other, 3gince to sSatisfy one is to fail to satisfy the
other.®

From reading such texts, one can gympathize with Emile Bréhier,
w#ho charged that *in order not to remain contradictory®,
Merleau-Ponty’'s *doctrine must remain unformulated, only lived.®
(PriP, 30> Brihier claims that such an unformulated doectrine could
hardly qualify as philoscophy. In responding to this charge,
Merleau-Ponty qualifies hi3 position and characterizes the ambivalence
of the return in a more felicitous way. He writes: "description is not
the return to immediate eXperience; one never returns to immediate
experience. It {8 only a Qquestion of whether we are trying to
understand it. [ believe that to attempt to express immediate
experience i$ not to betray reason but, on the contrary, to work
toward its aggrandizement.® (PhP, 302 Indeed, Bréhier would no doubt
agree that "to attempt to eXpresSs immediats expsrience 1iS not to
betray reason”, but in the terms in which Merlsau-Ponty 8ets up the
opposition beiween immediate experience and reflection (verbalized
perception), the guestion is whether or not +to express is to "betray®
immediate experience.

However we understand this ambivalence, the opposition between
reflection and the unreflected, “verbalized perception® and *lived
perception®, as falgehood to  truth i3 not, on a balanced
interpretation, the final resting place of Merleau-Ponty's thought. He
does not renounce reflection in favour of perception, experience, or

the unreflected. His ‘primacy of perception’ thesis i8 not a
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reactionary thesis directed against reflection as such. Indeed Raymond
Herbenick maintains that, far from renouncing reflection, there is
rather a privilege or even primacy accorded to it in Merleau-Ponty's
philosophy. In “Merleau-Ponty and the Primaecy of Reflection®, he
distinguishes between the ontological and the epiStemological or
methodological gignificance of Merleau-Ponty’s famous thesis
concerning ‘the primacy of perception’.€¢ He argues that, ontologically
speaking, there 1is indeed a primacy accorded +to perception. [+ is
primary in the order of being in that it serves as a foundation upon
which all other sgpiritual accomplighments (science, art, philosophy,
for examplel) are built up and to which they can always be traced back
ag to a point of origin. It i3 in perceptual experience that the
world, and our certainty of the world, is most primordially given. The
*world is always ‘already there’ before reflection begins® and
reflection, philescophy, must accommodate itself to it. (PhP, wvii)
Herbenick maintains that epistemologically or methodologically
speaking, howsver, Merleau—PFPanty subordinates perception to
reflection. For the philosopher, whose tagk it is to sndow our contact
with the world with philosophical status, perception cannot be a thing
in itgelf or an absclute on the othar side of reflection because it is
in an important ssnge revealed relative to it. The relation of primacy
betwesen reflection and the unreflected or perception is the "two—way
relationship that phenomenology has called Fundisrung,® which
Merleau-Ponty articulates as follows: “the founding term, or
originator——time, the unrefleetive,... Derception--ig primary in the

sense that the originated is presented as a determinate or explieit
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form of the originator, which prevents the latter from reabsorbing the
former, and yet the originator is not primary in the empiricist Sense
and the originated is not simply derived from it, Since it is through
it that the originator is made manifest.” (PhP, 384) Perception (the
originator) is primary in the sense that reflection (the originated)
is "a determinate form _of perception”, is parasitic upon something
that pre-exists it and from which it takes itg beginning. Reflection
is primary, however, in that it i8 only through reflection that
perception is made manifest. As reflection it digsqualifieg itself from
positing something absolutely other to reflection. The other of
reflection, the unreflected, is at the same time disclosed by it. To
whatever one says about the unréflected, perception, and go on, one is
obliged to admit the qualification: ‘as it appearg to me from the
standpoint of my present reflection’.

It is important to preserve thig ambivalence here, the genuine
dialectic between reflection and the unreflected, hbecause otherwise
phenomeno logy becomes a kind of dogmatism. [t becomes an instance of
what Wilfred Sellars calle “the myth of the given*.? Today
phenomenology is under attack from various quarters, from analytic
philosophy to deconstruction, and to a great extent this attack is
based on the misconception that phenomenology dogmatically appeals to
experisnce ag8 an absclute given on the other gide of all our
reflection and discourse. This is how Jacques Derrida interprets it.%
He believes that phenomenology effaces or otherwise conceals its own
mediation, it€ own use of language, for example, in masquerading as

some kind of privileged and direct access to the way things are before
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we talk about them. Derrida belisves that ‘experience’ (or
‘perception) funections in phenomenclogical discourse as a kind of
*tramscendental gignified”. Experiencs is a thing in itself on the
other side of whatever reflective terms we employ to bring it to light
and is itself unaffected by them. The phenomenologist appeals to
experience as a trump card or uses it a8 a kind of stick with which to
beat hig opponents over +the head. He appeals to experience, as a
religious fanatic appeals to the will of God, to justify his beliefs
and to 8Set himself above the respongibility of justifying himself
before other men.

Although Merleau-Ponty does indeed appeal to experience asg a
kind of court of appeal, this is not to escape the responsibility of
arguing for and persuading others of the truth of what he gays, nor to
conceal the fact that his own descripticns issue from a point of view.
It ig not a2 guegtion of finding a transcendental guarantor for his own
discourse or otherwise placing himself beyond reproach.
Merleau—-Ponty’'s critigque of such abssluteg in the discourse of
morality could be applied to discourse about experience. He writes:

Recourse to an  absolute  foundation——when it is not
useless—~destroys the very thing it is supposed to support. As
a matter of fact, if I believe that 1 can rejoin the abgsolute
principle of all thought and all evaluation on the basig of
evidence, then I have the right to withdraw my judgements from
them control of others on the condition that I have mwmy
consciousness for nyself; my judgements take on a sacred
character.... (SN, 85>
Insofar ag he is a philosopher, the phenomenologist, no lesg than ths

moralist, ig forbidden simply to refer others to the oracle of

experience to authorize the truth of his own descriptions, asg if the
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truth could be placed on one side, and the descriptions on the other.
The truth of what he says must be revealed or even originated through
the descriptiong, by means of them, and not posited on the other side.
Indeed, the point of the *phencmenclogy of phenomenology" is to draw
attention to the mediation of the phenomenologist’s own intervention
in the disclosurs of experience.

To satiafy the demands of philogsophy, it ig not enough to
summon eXperience to appear in its self-evidence with megic words and
incantations. The task is to say what we experience, and to say it in
such a way that one’'s discourse becomes not gimply ths occasion but
the meang or equipment for others to discover how things appear from
our vantage point. Merleau—Ponty does not simply point to experience
in silence. He deseribes it, argdues against certain other views abput
experience, and so on. In his eritigue of the notion of gensation, for
example, Merleau-Ponty does not, as might appear at first glance,
simply appeal to experience as a touchstone for truth. He does not
simply invoke the authority of expsrience as if everything would be
get straight thereby. He does indeed say that the notion of SenSation
i8 false to our experience, but this is not a conclusion we are asked
to accept simply by comparing eXperience on the one hand and the
notion of sensation on the other.

In fact, what he opposes to the description of experisnce on
the basis of the concept of sensation i8 not experience per sSe but
rather another description of experience. More precisely, thig other
desecription igs set in a different category than that bagsed on the

concept of gensation, which ig Said to be not a description at all but
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rather an exXplanation. He offers us a different way of looking at
gXperience, a new set of terms to guide our reflection, and invites us
to reflect upon our experience in this light. [t ie from the point of
view of this alternative desScription that the notion of sensation is
ghown to be inadequate. The attempt to perSuade takes place in what
Sellars calle "the logicgl space of reasons®.?

Consider how in fact Merleau-Ponty argues against behaviorism.
He carefully examines itg clainmg and identifies conceptual
difficulties. He shows that from the behaviorist peoint of view certain
important things, 8uch as learningd, cannot be accounted for
adequately. He does not simply assert that the hehaviorist’'s claims
ares "falge' because they do not conform to ‘experience’. Nor doss he
ganctify his own degcriptions on the grounds that they achieve a good
*fit’. He knows that his claimg, like the claims of the behaviorist,
issue from a point of view. Ultimately, it iS competing points of view
that are played off against sach other. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty is aware
that it is competing wvalues that are at stazke, and that his own
degeriptiong are given in the light of his commitment to valusg such

as freedom and dignity.

Merleau-Ponty ingists in the Phenomenology (and througheout his

writings) on the need to acknowledge the effects and originality of
reflsetion. In virtue of the fact that he reflects and speaks about
experience, the philosopher is obliged to take up the available
resources of his language, the language he ghares with other men, and
to endo® his contact with exXperience with philosophical status by

Situating it in "the logical Space of reasons®. There can be no
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guestion of simply pointing to experisnce as an authority that could
be usad tc refute a competing thesis. The phileosopher must answer
descriptions and argumentg with other descriptions and arguments. In
this gense, Merleau-Ponty is as critical of the 'myth of the given as
is Sellars and, more recently, Derrida. Experience is caught up in the
circle of reflection. The phenenomenoclegist does not simply point, he
gpaaks. What is the status of his speech? What difference does it

rake?

2. Fadical RBeflection

Given that to return to eXperience i8 not to decline +to
reflect, what role does reflection play in thig return? How does
Mer leau-Ponty’s own discourse, for example, come into play? W®What
relation do such descriptive termg as ‘figure’, ‘fieid’, and
‘phenomenon’, terms that reflection deploys to capture sxperience,
stand in relation to the experience to which they give expression?
Doeg reflection, as the word suggests, merely 'mirror’ something that
pre-—exigts it? Do the mediating terms with which reflection describes
experience somehow or other correspond to sSomething zalready there
hefore reflection intervenes? In what Sense could +they corregpond?
Although Merleau-Ponty does not dismiss reflection per se as being a
gource of error or distortion, he nevertheless believes that it can be
and often is. If reflection is =z falsification of experience as
concerns the mediation of the concept of sensation, for example, why

i8 thigs not also the cagse as concerns the concepts he himself uses?
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Some unguarded Statements notwithstanding, Merlesau-Ponty does
not criticize objective thought simply because it ‘verbalizes’
experience. If to wverbalize experience were to falsify it, then the

Phenomennlogy of Perception would be an impossible project and

Merleau-Ponty should not have spoken at all. The problem with
objective thought is not that it is a verbalization, as if the truth
of experience could only be coincided with in silence. The problem is
rather that it i oblivious to its own mediating role in the
disclogsure of experience and the determination of its objeet. It
believes that its own act of knowing, the language with which it talks
about the objective world, for example, effaces itgself to mirror what
is already there waiting to be diScovered. Conseguently, it does not
realize the creativity involved in its own intervention and that the
‘objective world’' is in a2 genss its own cresation.

In this respect, ~phenomenclogy would be no more radical than
objective thought if it did not acknowledge the fact that it is a
point of view, that it desecribes things such as they appear from a
given angle. It would be another dogma alongside others. Even though
he wag in conplete agrsement with Gestalt psychology as a desScriptive
psychology, Merleau-Ponty nevertheleas criticizes it for heing
philosopically naive.1? He says that ®*the psychologistz who practise
the descripition of phencmena are not normally aware of the
philosophical implications of the their method.®” (PhP, 47) Indeed
"when it tries to reflect on its own analysis,” Gestalt psychology
understands it8 own gignificance in premiSe2 borrowed from objective

thought. Gestalt psychology is a virtual breakthough to the
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phenomenological point of view, but it fails short of phenomenology’s
radical demsnd tc undsrgtand it8=lf 28 a Point of view. Thi2 {2 ¢hy
Merleau—Fonty Spezks of the need for a “phenonempiogy of
phenomenology”. To satisfy the demand for radicality that philosephy
makes upon us, it is not enough simply to describe the panorama from a
Eiven standpoint. One must attempt to bring this point of view into
fozus, to take one’s standpoint itself as a theme.

Throughout his writings, Merleau-Ponty praises Husserl for his
unwillingness to allow phenomenology to settle into a dogma and for
his unceasing interrogation of his own manner of philecsophizing. The
philosopher, he quotes Husser! te say, is "a perpetual beginner®. This
means, Merleau~Ponty adds, ®“that philosophy itself must not take
itself for granted, insofar &as it has managed to say somsthing true;
that it is an ever-renewed experiment in making its own beginning;
that it consists wholly in the description of this beginning, and
finally, that radical reflection amounts to a consciousness of its own
dependence on an unreflective life which ts its initial situation....?
(PhP, xiv) This gituation of ‘reflection upon an wunreflected’ is the
theme of Merieau—Ponty's "phenomenclegy of phenomenology®™ and of what
he ealls "radical reflection.®it

Radical reflection articulates and tries to reconcile two
distinguishing features of reflection. On the one hand, reflection is
gituated in an encompassing reality (axistencs, being-in-the-world,
the phenomenal! fisld, the life-world) from which it takes its
beg;nning and which it could never coincide with nor absorb inte a

gystem of transparent relationships. This is the sxistential strzin in
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Mer leau—Ponty's philosophy, the emphasis upon the brute facticity or
radical contingency of eXistence. On the other hand, however,
reflection does not simply mirror or coincide with something that
pre—exists it. It transforms thig brute facticity by endo¥ing it with
philosophical status. In this sense, reflection is a creative act,

Radical reflection is reflection that is aware of itself as a
creation of sorts, but is also aware of itseif as being dependent on
something other. Merleau-Ponty writes:

Reflection cannot be thorough-going, or bring a complete

eludication of its object, if it does not arrive at awareness
of itseif as well ag of its results. We must not only adopt a
reflective attitude,...but furthermore reflect on this

reflestion, understand the natural situation which it is
conscioug of sugceeding and which i3 therefore part of its
definition; not merely practise philosophy, but realize the
transformation which it brings with it in the spectacle of the
world and in our existence. (PhP, B2>
Radical reflection is reflection aware of its own indebtedness to
something that has preceded it——Something it knowg it neither
coincides with nor exhausts because it knows itgelf to be a
transformation with respect to this something.

If radical reflection is reflection that "arrives at awareness
of itself®, objective thought, on the other hand, ig unaware of itsslf
ag reflection. It overlooks itself as event in favour of its results.
[t ignores its own creativity, the *transformation which it brings

* beacause

with it in the spectacle of the world and in our existence,
it thinks that it simply mirrors its object and that its reflected
image is identical with and exhausts the object from which it takes

its beginning. [t dosE not guesStion it8 own gene3is bacause it Sess

itgelf as neothing more than a reflecting surface that doubles, more or
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less faithfully, whatever shineg its light wupon it. [t does not see
the need to "arrive at awareness of iiself” because it doe® not think
it stands anywhere or that it has any content of its own. [t believes
itself to be entirely self-effacing.

In thig regard 2omeone wheo reflscts objsctively i3 in illusion.
He thinks that his reflection as event effaces itself in mirroring a
pre—existing object, but the object his reflection sets before itself,
the sensation, for example, i8 really its own construction. Ths
B8enSation, as it functionZg as an explanatory term in 2 theoretical
system, is not something simply discovered but somsthing created. Or
again, the philosopher sets before himself an objective world which he
thinks of as existing in itself and owing nothing +to the reflection
that knows it a3 such. He thinks hig reflection 2imply mirrors what is
really there. This ohjective world, however, ig not a thing—in-itself
but objective thought’'s own orphaned creation. It is the world as it
appears in light of certain prejudices and assumptions and thus from a
certain point of view. Objective thought, however, iS unaware of this
because it is blind to its own prejudices and represses it8 own point
of view.

Objective thought believes that +the objective world is
gself-sustaining and all-encompassing, but in faect it Surreptitiously
borrows meaning from and is seocondary in relation to another kind of
worldliness that objective thought effectively conceals. The objective
world, the reified image of 1itS pown understanding, i8 not the Same
world that in its mystery and opacity elicited one’8 guestioning in

the first place and launched reflection on its trajectory. In
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Husserl's terms, objective thought constructs the objective world
through the idealization of the life-world, but deceives itsself into
thinking that its construct is in fact a thing-in-itself. [t conceals
its aown artfulness. It cuts the objective world off from its source
and reifies ite own activity in the figure of a fully formed reality
that it thinks it is mergly mirroring. It is an interpretation dressed
up in the disguise of simply reporting what is really there, a point
of view prstending to coms from nowhere, 2 man claiming to be a god.

Radical reflection keeps vigil against the danger of philosophy
‘superficializing’ its results, as Husserl would say, and repressing
its own mediation. AS a corrective to the tendency of reflection to
reduce experience to its own projected ocategories, Merleau-Ponty
emphasizes the ‘transcendence’ of the unreflected, of what precedes
reflection, of what reflection opens onto. “Philosophy i€ not a
particular body of knowledge,* Merleau-Ponty says, *it 1is the
vigilance which doeg not let us forget the Source of all knowledge.”
(8, 110} Merleau—Ponty reminds the philogsopher that philosophy is an
attempt to understand Something already underway before his philosSophy
comes on the scene, Scmething in which it i$ rooted and from which it
derives meaning. Since there is a temptation for philosophy to lose
gight of itself as an accomplished result, he reminds the philosopher
that his philosophy ig a oreation.

Radical reflection distinguighes itself from objective thought
in that it turng back upon the unreflective situation from which it
takes its beginning and accepis responsibility for it8 own aectivity in

the constitution of the object it setg before it. It does not try to
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repress its own point of view and the transformation its own activity
brings about in the indeterminate fund of experience from which it
sets out., Radical reflection knows that it is an interprstation. [t
knows that it issues from a fund of unreflected experience that it can
never exhaust or coincide with and that in thus emerging it brings
about a transformation D? what has preceded and given rise to it.

The proklem posed in Merleau-Ponty’'s discussion of radical
reflection, as John Saliis puts it, i8 as follows: "How is reflesction
to establish the originality of that whose very originality consists
in it8 escaping the grasp of reflection, in its being opague to
reflection?"%2 0On the one  hand, against objective  thought
narcissistically spellbound by its own reified image dressed in the
guige of ‘objective truth’, we are urged to return to and make contact
with the unreflected as the ground from which to nourish our
reflection. On the other hand, we are warned not +to reify this
unreflected and to acknowledge that it appears relative to the
reflection that tries to grasp it. Merleau-Ponty writes: °®It is true
that we discover the unreflected. But the unreflected we do back to is
not that which ig prior to philosophy or prior to reflesction. It is
the unreflected which is understood and congquered by reflection.”
{PriP, 19} The unreflected with which Merleau-Ponty is concerned is
thus not gimply what is before reflection, since by definition
reflection could not grasp sSuch an unreflected. It i rather what
reflection hits upon as being its limit, the facticity of the world
and of our being-in-the-warld such as they withdraw from and exceed

our effortg to understand, "the unmotivated upsurge of the world.”
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{(PhP, xiv) This ig Surely one way of undersianding what Merleau-Ponty
means when hs says that the ®*most important lesseon that the reduction
teaches us is the imposgibility of a complete reduction.” ¢(Ibid.)

Thus Merleau-Ponty dees not reify his own reflection, doss not
pretend that his reflective intervention effaces itself to mirror what
is 'really there’'. He acknowledges that there is something of a
creation in the transition teo the phenomenological point of view. He
writes: "The phenomenological world i8 not the bringing to explicit
expression of a2 pre—existing being, but the laying down of being.
Philogsophy is not the reflection of a pre—existing truth, but, like
art, the act of bringing truth inteo being.® {(PhP, xx) Phenomenoclogy is
not a mere mirroring. In a sense, the phenomenal world or field was
not really there before phenomenology. It is the ecreation of a
reflection that attempts to understand and eXpress the world such as
we experience it in everyday life.!3 Phenomenology brings it into
being. At the same time, however, the phenomenal field, for example,
although it is a creation, answersgs or gives exXpression to something
that preceded it and which it transforms,

Merleau-Ponty's ambivalence concerning this Sense of a crsative
and yet faithful rendering comes out clearly in a discussgion of
subjectivity in his essay “Everywhere and Nowhere". The precccupation
with subjectivity, he says, is perhaps the most distinguishing mark of
modern philosophy from Descartes to Husserl. At Some point beginning
in the seventeenth century, subjectivity in one way or another becomes
a dominant theme in philoSophy. Is it legitimats to talk about this

cultural history in terns of the ‘discovery’ of Subjectivity? *Are we
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2l isvs . " Merleau-Ponty asks, ®"that subjectivity exisied before the
philosophers, exactly as they were subsequently to understand it?" (G,
152) He answers this gquestion with a gualified ‘no’

According to Merleau-Ponty, once the idea of subjectivity had
been firmly planted in our philosophical and cultural tradition, it
indeed aséumed, in virtue of a2 “retrospective illusion®, the status of
an eternal verity. Once we have caught on to the idea, what
Kierkegaard and others have taught us about subjectivity seems "no
more than a rsturn to what already knew itse/f through our life.® (S,
183> It seems that they only pointed to Something that was always
true. Unce I have read HKierkegaard, it seems that || have always been
the subjectivity that 1 now know myself to be., But was I already such
before the mediation of reflecting upon my sxistence in light of
Kierkegaard's texts?

This is what we would conclude if we believed that reflection
ig a mirror that effaces itself +to present something already there,
fully formed, on the other side of reflection. Teo conclude such,
however, would be to ignore the transformation, the act of learning,
that takee place when we reflssct. 1t would be to forget the difference
that reflection makes. Merleau—-Ponty continues: “Reflection has not
oniy unveiled the unreflected, it has changed it, if only into its
truth., Subjectivity was not waiting for philosophers as an unknown
Americse waited for its explorers in the ocean’s mists. They
constructed, created it....° (8, 1532
The same could be said about such important phenomenclogical

‘digcoveries’ as the ‘phenomenclogical field’, the ‘'noesig’, the
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‘noema’, and S0 on. Phenomenology does not simply preach ‘experience’
as if experience had all the answers, if only we would join it in
Silence. Rather phenomenology attempts to say what experience isg. The
guestion Merleau-Ponty raises concerns what happens in the transition
from experience lived io experience refiected, described, or otherwige
expregsed. Phenomenology, and indeed ail philosophy, is a creation in
a very literal sense. There i3 Husserlian phenomenclogy, Sartrean
phenomenalogy, and 80 on, and different sSets of vooabularies and
deScriptive terms to guide our refiection. Are we to believe that they
are all talking about the ‘same’ thing? Merleau-Ponty’'s own
desecriptive terminclogy changed radically from the early to the later
works. Are we to believe that this difference ig unimportant because
his words only indicate a reality that is what it i8 on the other side
of language or reflection?

Merleau-Ponty’'s point concerning the ‘discovery’ of
subjectivity is that exisStence or experience isg discloged in different
ways depending upon the reflective procedures by which one brings it
to light., Existence presents itself differently depending upon whether
one attends to or reflects upon it in light of it8 eventual
termination in death, for eXample, or in light of being the recipisnt
of the gift of a sSummer day. Reflection upon experience or eXistence
startzs from sSomewhere, beginsg with a point of view, and this point of
view does not simply ‘discover’ but ‘constitutes’ the spectacle.
"Without a study of Hegel,” Eugene Gendlin asks, would Sartre “really
find just these Faustian interactions of Being and Nothingness,?® 1M

Similarly, one could ask if Merleau-Ponty would have found the same
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interactions of ‘figure’ and 'ground’ if he had not read Gestalt
psychology. The difficulty i8 to reconcile Merleau-Ponty’s claim to
have 'direct access’ to experience with his claims concerning the
creativity of <the mediating intervention reflection. What is the
status of his “direct descriptions® given that ons hears echoed in
them the voices of Koehlgr, Husserl, Hegel, Kierkegaard, and a host of
others?

¥hat radical reflection, the phenomenology of phenomanclogy,
teacheg us is that phenomenology is not a self-effacing mirror that
simply reflects things the way they are. Phenomenology is a point of
viaw and as such has the opacity of a text. [f reflection i3 not to be
naive, it musSt recognize its own activity in the constitution of its
cbject. Instead of thinking of its object a8 existing fully formed,
waiting for it to come along and illuminate it like a light,
reflection must realize the transformation that its own intervention
brings about. "Reflection®, Merleau-Ponty says, 7"is truly reflection
only if it ig not carried outside itself, only if it knows itself as
reflection—on—an—unreflective-sxperience, and conseguently as a change
in the Structure of our existence." (PhP, B2) The model of
correspondence or mirroring will not suffice to comprehend this
relation between reflection and the unreflected, this “change in the
structure of our exiStence” that reflection brings about. What appears
fixed in the mirror of reflection is not identical to or coincident
with Something already there before reflection came on the scene.
Reflection neither coincides with nor mirrors the wunreflected. It

transforms it. Reflection makes a difference.
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¥hat kind of difference does reflection make? What kind of
“transformation® does reflection bring about? Reflection does not
mirror its object but in a sSensSe createg it. How can reflection be
faithful and creative at the same time? These are the Questiong that
radical reflection asks. Radical reflection acknowledges that there is
a difference hetween wbat reflection grasps and what eScapes its
grasp, but nonetheless believes that reflection can be faithful in
being different, can achieve contact at a digtance. Radical reflsction
knows that something ‘other’ precedes reflection, and yet knows that
this something is nevertheless preserved, albsit transformed, in the
field that reflection has before it now. Between reflection and the
unreflective exXperience that precedes reflection there is a distance
that preserves contact and a faithful rendering that is not a
mirroring or ocoincidence. The difficulty ig to understand how
faithfulness and creativity, apparently antithetical demands, can
co—exist. Toe elucidate this difficulty, H shall consider
Merleau-Ponty’s account of attention, Since he asScribes to attention

the game paradoxical structure a3 he does to reflection.

3. Reflection and Attention

The empiricist account of attention that Merleau-Ponty
challengas is based on the ‘constancy hypothegis’, a form of the
prejudice of the objective world. The constancy hypothesis, criticized
throughout hig writings, i8 succinetly characterized in the following

pagsage from the Phenomenology: *The objective world being given, it
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ig assumed that it passes on to the SsnSe—organs messSages which must
be registered, then deciphered in such a way as to repreoduce in us the
original text. Hence we have in principle a point-by-point
correspondence and constant connection between the gtimulus and the
elementary perception.” (PhP, 7) The stimulus, the colour of a certain
object, for example, is in itself either the characteristic green or
the characteristic red frequency. If I am unable to decide the colour,
or if I do 8o incorrectly, it i3 because I have been inattentive to
the ‘sensations’ that, without knowing it, ! was receiving all along.

On this prejudice, attention i3 like a light going on to
illuminate what is already there fully formed in the objective world.
Marleau-Ponty writes! "Even if what we perceive does not correspond to
the objective properties of the Source of the stimulus, the constancy
hypothesis forces us to admit that the ‘normal gensations’ are already
there. They must then be unperceived, and the function which revesals
them, as a searchlight shows up objecte pre—existing in darkness, is
catled attention.” {(PhP, 28) In the objective world everything is
already there in a fully determinate form like a Scene set on a gtage
before the lights go on.

Such an account of attention is itself inattentive to the
indeterminateness of the world such ag it igs given in perceptual
expsrience. The prejudice of an objective world already containing
everything that could ever be ‘discovered’ obgcureg the act of
attention, which transforms what i8 indeterminate into sowmething
determinate., It obscureg the creativity of attention. Empiricism and

intellectualism, Merleau-Ponty says, insofar as both are spellbound by
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the objective world, are "in agreement in that neither can grasp
congciousness in the act of Jsarning and that neither attaches due
impocrtance to that circumScribed ignorance, that still ‘empty’ but
already determinate intention which :# attention itself.® (FPhP, 28)
Merleau-Ponty offers an example based on the phenomenon of
colour discrimination among children which helps to clarify his point.
Studies show that, in the firgt nine mnonths of life, an infant’'s
ability to discriminate colours progresses regularly through a series
of stages. At first, the infant is only able to distinguish globally
between coloured and colourless areas. After this he is able to
digstinguish between 'warm’ and 'cold’ shades. Finally he advances to a

point where the detailed colours are clearly discriminated.

According to classical psychology, it is only "ignorance or the

confugion of names. that prevents the child from distinguishing
colours. The child mugat, it was alleged, See green where it s, ail he
wag failing to do was +to pay attention and apprehend his own
phenomena.” (PhP, 28-30> All along the child was actually perceiving
the detailed c¢olours he later came to discriminate, but there was
nothing to motivate him to attend to the differences, or no words with
which to degignate them. Finally, when the child does "pay attention”,
nothing new comes into being because his attention merely reveals what
wag already there. Merleau—-Ponty argues that there is no strictly
empirical reason to justify explaining colour digscrimination this way.
What led psychologigts to do so and indeed to averlook the experience

of attention itgelf, he maintaing, was their inability to conceive "a

world in which colours were indeterminate...." (lbid., 30) In virtue
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of a2 ‘retrospective illusion’ +the psychologists read back into the
field upon which attention openg the fully determinates qualities at
which it later arrives.

If we attend to the experience of attention instead of
recongtructing it on the basis of theorstical prejudices, we learn
that attention doss not simply mirror a pre—eXisting object.
Attention, rather, introduces a global change in the perceptual field,
like a Gestalt shift. Merleau-Ponty writes: "To pay attention is not
merely further to elucidate pre-exigting data, it ig to bring about a
new articulation of them by taking them 28 figures. They are preformed
only as fAorizons, they constitute in reality new regions in the total
world.” {(PhP, 30) Gestalt psychologists often illustrate this point
with reference to ambiguous drawings that can be taken in more than
one way. The whole field in which I originally saw a rabbit, for
example, the meaning of the various lines and shapes that a meoment ago
defined an ear or a noSe ig transformed ag [ now notice a duck in the
drawing. When attention shifts from the rabbit to the duck, the "data®
gupporting the first figure are broken up and reconfigured. Only when
1 notice the duck do I have before me the "data®, the ‘'bill’, the
‘eye’, and 80 on, that ! c¢an now identify as supporting the duck
figure,1%

Rather than simply mirroring pre—existing data then, attention
effectively brings about a new object. Merleau—-Ponty says that it is
"the active congstitution of a new object which makes explicit and
articulate what was until then presented a8 no more than an

indeterminate horizion.® (PhP, 30) To be surs, there is an identity of
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the object before and after attention, which enableg us to say that we
are dealing with one and the same object. This identity is an identity
in change, however, an identity in transition. Thes articulated object
is a transormation of something indeterminate in the shadows of the
perceptual field. The act of attending ig a "circumscribed ignorance®
in that it cpens upon samathing which it ‘circumscribes’ or explores.
At the outsst, however, attention i3 ignorant of this ‘something’
relative to the determinate knowledge that will sSubsequently emerge
through the act., In this transition from circumscribed ignorance to
determinate knowledge the object of attention ig tranaformed.

If we fail to recognize this transformation, it ig because we
retrospectively reconstitute the ohject before attention on the basis
of what we subSequently come to learn abpout it. We forget the moment
in which the thing was ambiguous or indeterminate and the cbject after
attention takes on the appearance of being an eternal verity, We
overloock the change or the newness that attention brings about.
Suppose, for example, that | am walking in the woods at night and see
a moving shape which [ cannot quite make out. At first, I am ignorant
of what it ig, but not so ignorant that my attention hag nothing te
get a hold of. (I ‘know’ that it ig an ‘'animal’ bepause it moves.) I
focus on this indeterminate gsomething and, after a time, decide that
it ig in fact a racoon. Once 1 have <eeen the thing this way,
everything that had previously been indeterminate falls into place.
Indeed, it did have the characteristic wobble of 2z racoon, the
glistening eyes, the obese shape, and so on. These determinations

appear to be data that pre—existed my present seeing and led to it as
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premises to a conclusion. Merleau-Ponty’s insist that it is enly after
the fact +that the "data® appear this way. Once we have 8Seen the
racoon, we reconstitute the moments in which the thing was
indeterminate. Retrospectively, the "data" become more determinate
than they were at the time., Objective thought will say that I saw a
racoon from the very beginning, but that I Simply did not recognize it
ag such. The word ‘saw’ is equivocal here, and can mislead us to
reconstruct what [ did see from my knowledge of what [ should or could
have seen or from what, ‘objectively’ speaking, was ‘really’ there.
The phenomsnology of perception teaches +that the perceptual
objsct has an inaxhaustible richnesss. Merleau-Ponty says that "the
perceived object is infused with a Secret life, and perception as
unity disintegrates and reforms ceaselesgssly." (PhP, 38) The perceived
object, the perceptual phenomenen, is not trangparently laid out
before consciousness. Buch determinateness or definition as it has is
received from its contextual relations. In virtue of being s8st in a
perceptual field, the phenomenon is indeed given ag being meaningful
or determinate, but its meaning alwaye¢ exceeds whatever meaning it has
in a particular context, because it is8 transcendent with respect to
any of itg appearances. Thuse, the identity of the pheanomenon is
preserved when it is placed in different contexts. It has a certain
depth or tiranscendence that outruns itS appearance and that makes
perceptual exploration possible. [t is because the perceived object
hag this depth, because it is not exhausted by or completely presented
in any of its8 appearances, that attention is not gimnply & mirroring of

it object.



188

¥ith reference to attention, we are batter esnabled to
understand the change that reflection brings about, the peculiar
identity of the object before and after reflection. The resturn to
eXxistence or to exXperience, the transition to tihe phenomenological
point of view, involves shifting our attention from the object that is
percieved to the objesct ag it is perceived, from the 'real object’ of
the natural attitude to the ‘intentional object’ correlated with our
awareness of it. Even when it geems that the world in which we live is
ready-made and owes nothing to us, experience is marginally present as
a kind of background. This is why the reflection that thematizes it is
not a groundless creation and why it is possible to subject it to the
demand to be faithful. From the beginning, howvever, experience ig
indeterminate, and the reflection that thematizes it iz a creative act
that brings a new cbject into existence.

In thie regard, it i8S inStructive to recall what Merleau-Ponty
says about the ‘crypto-mechanism’, whereby “perception hides itself
from itself”., He writes: "*although it is of the e3sence of
consciousness to forget its own phenomena thus enabling ‘things’ to be
constituted, this forgetfulness is not mere absence, it ig the absence
of something which consciousness could bring into its presence....”
(PhP, 58> To make this ‘absence’ present requires a shift of the
reflective gaze away from the constituted ‘things’ with which we have
to do in ordinary life and back to the stream of experience in which
they are constituted ag such. Out of the background a whele new type
of object thus comes into eXistence, the ‘phenomenon’, and a2 whole new

world, the ‘phenomenal field’.
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"The firet act of attention,® Merleau-Ponty savs, i "to creats
for itself a field....® {PhF, 227 &t the outset attention
circumscribes a region io be explored. This is the significance of the
‘phenomena] field’'. The phenomenal field is a thematization of the
world such as it is8 given unreflectively. In ordser to capture the
sense in which this thematization i$ a transition, it would be more
precise to say that the ‘things’ of the world become transformed into
‘phencomena’, and the ‘world’ becomes transformed into the ‘phenomenal
field', since in a gense they were alrsady there. "But though the
phenomena] field may indeed be 2 new world, it is never totally
overlooked by natural thought, being present as its horizon...." (PhP,
232

The tendency of perception to hide itself or to hide the
phenomena is8 even more pronounced in scientifies consciousness. Here
too, however, phenomena are never totally concealed. Merleau-Ponty
writes that fihey are never comnpletely unknown to scientific
consciousness, which borrows all its models from the Stiructurses of
living experience; it simply does not ‘thematize' them, or mazke
explicit the horizons of perceptual consSciousness sSurrounding it to
whose cconcrete relationshipg they give objective expression.® (PhP,
582 Scientific consciousness, spellbound by the prejudice -of an
objective world in which everything is already in itself perfectly
determinate, can indsed oonceal our eXperience from us, can conceal
the phenomenz that we encounter in the phenomenal field or life-world,
can indesd conoeal the phenomsenal fisld, but it cannot totally repress

them. There will alwaye be the curious and ironic difference between
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the scientist’s body a8 he lives it and as it serves him to manipulate
things in his laboratory, for example, and his body as it appears
reflected in hig science. Or again, there ig the difference betwsen
the skilled hand that knowingly manipulates the scalpel and the inert
cadaver upon the table that Submits to its commands.

Here Merleau-Ponty’s indebtedness to Husserl is apparent.i®
ficcording to Husser!, the life-world flows on underneath the objective
world and surreptitiously gives it meaning. The life-world is
marginally or horizonally present for the scientist as a background
supporting and secretly nourishing the figures he makes thematic.
Merleau-FPonty’'s famous thesig concerning ‘the primacy of perception’
should be interpreted in this light. Scientific laws, for exXample, are
constructed So as to make the ‘facts’ intelligible. These ‘facts’', the
observed motion of the planets, the regular changing of the geasons,
and so on, are in the first instance happenings in the percsptual
world. AS such they can never be reduced to the explanatory terms used
to make them intelligible. "The perceived happening can never be
reabsorbed in the complex of transparent relations which the intellect
constructs because of the happening.® (PriP, 202

Reflection thus brings something new into sXistence, but this
something new i€ not produced ex nihilo. It is rather a transformation
of something that is already there, but only marginally So. What is
said of attention can alsc be said of reflection. Reflection too is 2
*circumscribed ignorance®. The unreflected that refliection opens onto
ig not fully determinates, but neither is it completely indeterminate.

It hag a physiognomy the contours of which reflection is obliged to
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follow insofar ag it seekg to be s faithful rendering. To say that
what is wunreflected has a physiognomy means that at the outset
reflection is in contact with something other, something transcendent
in relation to it. Reflection creates itg object, but thig object is
not created ax nikilo.

There are two obvious ways in which to misconstrue the kind of
change reflection brings about. One would be to think of the cbject of
reflection a8 a mirror image of eSomething pre—existing it fully
formed. This would be to ignore the initial ignorance of reflection,
to overlook the transformaztion that reflection brings about, to ignofe
ite creativity. The other would be to construe the object of
reflection as something absolutely new and incommenSurate with the
object before reflection, as a kind of creation out of nothing,
Merlsau-Ponty accuses Bergson of this excess.!? "Experience of
phenomena', he writes, “is not, then, like Bsrgsonian intuition, that
of a reality of which wa are ignorant and leading to which thers is no
methodical bridge-—it is the making explicit or bringing to light of
the prescientific life of consciousness which alone endows scientific
operations with meaning and to which these latter always refer back.”
{PhP, B5B-9) It is true that at the outset reflection is "ignorant® of
phenomena relative to the knowledge it will subsequsntly have of then,
but this i8 a2 “circumScibed ignorance" opening onto something from
which reflection takes it3 beginning and which it transformg into
determinate knowledge.

In this chapter, ! have tried to render comprehensible the idea

of a phenomenology of phenomenology in the terms in which
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Merleau—Ponty himgelf describes this project: that is8, in terms8 of the
relationghip betwsen the reflected and the unreflected. An ambivalence
announces itself again and again in hig characterization of this
relationship. Reading the Phencmenology on this matter, it is as if
Merleau—-Ponty keeps coming back to the same problem becasuse he is not
quite satisifed with what he has already said about it, as if he
believed that there i8 Something more that could be Said to open the
matter up in & new way and throw a new light on things. Each new
attempt to express thig relationship, however, gets pulled into the
orbit of the same ambivalence.

In the final analysgig, I beliesve, there ig8 a problem in
Merleau—Ponty’'s analysis of the relationship between the reflected and
the unreflected. If I have tried to redeem his analysis of thisg
relationship, to make it understandable, | have done so in the belief
that this would be the best way to show up its limitations and to
introduce what 1 believe Merleau—-Ponty himgelf came to See was a
better way of expressing what ig8 at ig2sSue in a phenonenclogy of
phenomanmlogy. The problem with hig analysig, I shall argue in the
following chapter, arises from his failure to discuss explicitly the
significance of language as concerns the transition from the
unreflected to the reflected. The bhetter solution is found in the

concept of ‘expregsgion’.



CHAPTER 5

EXPRESS ION

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And to know the place for the first timse.

. From Reflection to Expression

¥e have seen that, for Merleau-Ponty, reflection does not
simply mirror its object (experience, perception, the unfeflected).
Mirroring i8 impossible because reflection igsues from a point of
view, in light of which it8 object appears. But what does it msan to
speak of a point of view with referencs to reflection? To spsak of a
point of view with reference to perception seems siraightforward
enough. In this case we mean that perception i8 Situated. The
perceptual field is organized from somewhere, and this somewhere is
the human body. In what Sense is reflection Siiuated, however? Indeed,
it Seems odd to think of reflection a2 being 8Situated.! The very
cancapt of reflection is deceptive in this regard. We are inclined to
think of reflection as lacking any ties to corporeality, and thus to
point of view. Seduced by the mirror idea we are inclined to think
that reflection has no content of its own to tie it down. It dces have
such ties, however, insofar 28 it is embodied in language. Language

implicates ug in a point of view in that the fleshy words we uss are
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bearerg of a tiradition and mark our heritage in the cultural or
historical world,

Although language is a major theme in the Phenomenology,
Merleau-Ponty does not integrate his discussion of language with his
digcussion of reflection (or perception). He does not explicitly
analyze the relationship between language and reflection. This is a
remarkable omission because, I shall argue, his analysis of language
both problematizes and corrects his digcussion of the paggage from the
unreflected to the reflected. In a sense, what he says about language
undermines his use of the concept of reflection and the analysis that
occurg under its auspices,

One of the central threads in Merleau-Ponty’'s discussion of
language is a critique of the dualism of thought and language. The
main argument, which will be saxplored in Some detail 1in the next
chapter, is that thought and language cannot be opposed to one anocther
as two independent dimensions. Traditionally, philosophy has conceived
of thought as a dimenSion of transparent ideality. Language, the
corporeality of language, has been excluded and devalorized as being a
kind of external accompaniment +to thought, a merely smpirical
inStrument at the Service of communicating transparent thoughts from
one interior to another. Against this classical wview, Merleau-Ponty
arguss that thought i8 incarnated in language. Far from being a mere
instrument, language 1is rather the medium in which thinking itself
occurg. Furthermore, this medium i3 not something of which the
thinker, like 2 pilot manipulating an instrument panel, could be in

total control. Language ag much possesses the thinker as he it.
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Mer leau-Ponty’'s views on language have important implications
as concerns8 how he wunderstands the activity of philogophizing. [t is
thig activity that radical reflection takeg as it3 theme. DBut how
‘radical’ is8 radical reflection if, determining the activity of
philosophy as reflection, it overlooks the philosopher’'s own use of
language? Merleau-Ponty's silence concerning the relation between
language and reflection ig s8uprising since reflection, inscfar as it
ig a kind of thinking, falls within the scope of hig critique of the
dualigm of thought and language. Indeed, if philosophy has excluded
corporeality from the concept of thought, it has even more rigidly
excluded corporeality from the concept of reflection. Reflection, as
the word literally suggests, is represented a3 a mirror that can
faithfully present or represent something precisely insofar as it is
itself devoid of content. Like a mirror, its own sSurface effaces
itgself in order to represgent what it faces.

This self-effacement 1i8 an illusien, however. The objective
thinker divides the world up inta subject on the one side and world or
object on the other. In 8o doing he believes that his reflection is
merely mirroring the way things are and doeg not realize that a
tradition i8 effective in his thinking. This tradition, thig point of
view, is incarnated in the very languege he uses to sSpeak about the
objective world. The linguistic mediation, the terms ‘subject’,
‘world’, and ‘object’', for example, hags a sSedimented history and is
constitutive of the reality that he believes it merely indicates or
mirrorg., The objective thinker ig8 blind to thise offsctive higtory,

however, because he believes that language (and his own use of
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languags), which confesses hig inherence in history and in a point of
view, i8 self-effacing. The word has no significance of it8 own and
exhauste itgelf in the service of showing or indicating the objective
world, which he believes is what it ig independently of the word, on

the other side of all our saying,

Thus the objective thinker is oblivous to his own mediation in
the disclosure of the world. His point of view, embodied in the
corporeality of the language he uges, does not appear to him as being
a point of view at all.® It ia thus that he is able to mistake what
are in fact cultural creations for things in themselves. The physicist
believes that atoms (or whatever) are the fundamentzl reality, in
contrast to which the life-world in which he conducte his experiments
ig deemed to be merely an appearance. The psgychologist believes that
the world is pieced together from elemental sensations. Atoms and
sensations have a  potentially subversive meaning that i2 not
considered by the objective thinker, however, who uses these words as
if they were only indicators of something on the other side of
language. Atoms and sensations {and even the life-world)} are concepts
that are situated in the space of cultural history. If one brackets
their alieged referential function, according to which they merely
indicate, one can inguire into their status as ideas bearing a history
and bearing relations to other ideas which co-determine their meaning.

Determining his own use of language as Something merely
incidental, however, the objective thinker cuts higs reflection off
from its embodiment in time and in the life-world. He ignores the

history effective in his rsflecting and losee contact with its own
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primitive beginnings. Thug arises the illusion of a reflection that
could free itself from the contingency of itg starting peint in time,
a reflection that c¢ould absorb thig contingency into a system of
rationality. "The mistake of reflective philosophieg,” Merleau-Ponty
writes, *is to believe that the thinking subject can absorb into its
thinking or appropriate without remainder the object of itg thought,
that ocur being can be brought down to our knowledge." (PhP, 82)

¥e have already seen that Merleau-Ponty 1i8 critiecal of such
objectivistic reflection becaugse it does not take it3 own happening
into account and does not achknowledge its own contingent beginnings
from an anterior fund of wunreflsctive experience. Radical reflection,
by contrast, ieg said to be reflection "not only in operation, but
conscious of itself in operation.® CéhP, 218> Radical reflection, as
opposed to reflection that iS unaware of itself, doeg not feign to
efface its own happening. Radical reflection is reflection that
thematizes or draws attention to its own embediment, in wvirtue of
which it i8 linked to history and to a network of meanings that exceed
whatever could poggibly be pregent to consSciousness. It deoes not feign
to be in identity with Some unadulterated meaning or even with itgelf.

Everything that Merleau-Ponty sayg about radical reflection
comeg into foecug if it is the philosopher’s own use of language that
is thematized, and not just reflection. Thig ig2 why it iS remarkable
that he doeg not link his discussion of reflection with his discussion
of language. The anaylsis of language enables §é“';;\e1aborate ont the
distinction between objective thought and radical reflection.

Descartes, whoe is one of the major founders of ‘the philosophy of
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reflection’, exemplifieg reflection that i8 wunaware of itsaelf. The
fact that his reader is perceptually engaged with a text has no
significance for hin., We are <guppoged te believe that it is merely
incidental that his reflectiong are embodied in a text that is
corporeal, gensible, and exterior to consciousness, which by contrast
is conceived as unadulterated presence.3 In the framework of his
philosophy, it ig8 ag if there is no text ingofar as hiz text is
suppoged to efface itself in the service of presenting reflections
owing nothing to corporeality. Thus disembodied, reflsction i8 severed
from everything that could link it to change and history. The illusion
thus ariges that ideas (the cogito, for example) are eternal and do
not come into existence. Descartes discovered the cogito as Columbus
digecovered America. The corpus of his thought is something of an
‘embarragsment’ in this regard. One wonders how thege timeless ideas
are somehow both bound to and yet independent of this particular body.

In this light let us once again take up our earlier analysisg of
the relation between reflection and perception. The central motif
throughout Merleau—Ponty’s discussion of perception ig the return to
the world of perception and the restoration of it2 rights of primacy
over the Spurious constructions of objectivistic thought. Thig return
is not a retreat from the effort of thinking and of sverything that
could be lined up on the side of mediation. It8 ‘ferminus ad guem is
not a 9ilent coincidence with a world of lost innpcence. The
philosopher cannot be content Simply to point to perception or to
appeal to it alleged self-evidence and self-identity. The tefm

‘reflection’ is wused in this connection to express a certain
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distancing that i8 proper to the return and that marks2 the
philogophical moment. Everyone perceives, but the philosopher stands
back and reflects upon what it is to perceive.

But just what igs the philosopher doing when he reflects? What
happens in the trangition from perceiving to reflecting upon
perceiving? The concept of reflection, in virtue of its semantic
heritage, sSeduces us into believing that in reflecting the philosopher
gilently reproduces ths concrete life of perception in the dimension
of ideality. The philosopher, however, speaks. Husseri, after all, has
begqueathed to us a2 plethora of words to describe perceptual life. In
the trangition from perceiving to reflecting, such terms as ‘noesis’,
‘noema’, "intentional object’, to name but a few, have intervsened.
¥hat bearing do these words have on higs ‘reflection’? Are we to
believe that these 'signs’ efface themsSslves and merely mark a place
or stand in for ideal meanings that are made present by them?
According to what Merleau-Ponty says about ths relationship hetween
thought and language and about radical reflection, these ‘signs’ are
important in their own right. The task of the philosopher is not
gimply to perceive {(whatever Such an injunction could possibly mean),
nor to reflect, insofar a8 reflection i8 conceived of as a silent
mirroring of it3 object. The task rather ig to ‘say’ what we perceive
and to 'say’ what perception is. The philogopher does thig whether or
not he admits that it is a matter of significance. What distinguishes
radical reflection is the philogopher’s awareness of the importance of
thig ‘gaying’ and the difference that it nakes. The concept of

reflection, however modified, only obscuregs the importance of thse
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philogopher's own ‘saying’, of the fact that he actually produces a
text of one sort or another.

In hie phenomenology of phenomenclegy, in taking phenomenology
as the theme of his analysis, the point that Merleau-Ponty emphasizes
again and again ig8 that phenomenclogy is a creation. Phenomenology
does not merely preach experience as if all we had to do was to
‘experience’ and we would be in the truth, Rather phenomenclogy
attempis to say what experience is. Radical reflection does not ignore
the creativity of this moment of ‘saying’. The phenomenologist, after
all, is situated in a language and out of this language manages toc say
something. It i8 in the public moment of +this ‘'Saying’ that the
genuine philosophical problems arise, and most importantly the
question of truth.

The concept (metaphor) of reflection leads by its own leogic to
an idea of truth as mirroring or identity. Attention to the ‘saying’,
on the other hand, shows that truth cannot be 8uch insofar as the
difference of the ‘saying’ stands out. Heidegger makes the point that
truth cannot be correspondence because the ‘statement’ and the “thing’
it is about are dissimilar and cannot bs compared.t Hig point, which
ig really a very obvious ons, would be less obvious if ‘reflections’
and not 'statements’ wore under discussion.

Both Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger characterize the transition
from sesing to saying with reference to painting. The philosopher and
the painter both 'say’ what they 'Ses’. In the case of painting, no
one would claim that the ‘saying’, the transubstantiation of vision

onto ganvas, 18 unimportant. To See what the painter seeg, it would be
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of little use to vigit the place where he had set up hif easal, The
painting, even a ‘represSentational’ painting, doesS not merely stand in
for some gcene which could be presented to us without it. Strictly
gpeaking, it i2 not possgible to vigit the Scene of a painting except
by vigiting the painting. In the case of philosophy, however, the
illugion prevails that_ the ‘saying’ i8 merely incidental, that
elgsewhere there is an original that this ‘saying’ merely sgtands in
for, as if one could dispense with the saying and go directly to the
original to acheive coincidence with what the philosopher sees.
Descartes ‘'paints us a picture’ of the cogito, but we are to belisve
that the picture he paints is itself unimportant. On the other gide of
his painting there i8 an original of which his painting is merely
itgelf a faint copy. The concept of reflection only Serves to
reinforce and perpetuate thig illusion.

The question ! wish to razise here i8 whether, given the
undegirable semantic chain in which it ig linked, the concept of
reflection is able to meet the demands of radical reflection, the
demand that the philosopher take into consideration his own mediztion
in the disclogure of the world. The concept of expression is8 a more
felicitous choice to express (reflect?) the duality of rootedneseg and
ereativity that i2 so important for Merleau—Ponty. Consider, for
example, what is gained (and lost) in the difference between gpeaking
about ‘Cartegian expresgion’ instead of ‘Cartesian reflection’. The
former draws our attention to the embodiment or corporeality of
Degcartes’ thought. At this lavel it i8 possible to apsak about

Descartes’ siyle, the originality of hig gestures, the situatedness -of
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his thought in the institution of the French language and‘cultur;'cf
that time, and 8o on. The latter "~cbscures the fact that DeScaries has
actually produced something and- ‘that this gomething, the Cartesian
corpus, iS ermeshed in" systesm of institutions that exceed whatever
might have beenm present to Descartses while he was ‘reflecting’. [t is
this created something, the Cartesian corpus, that the coritical
efforts of generation upon generation have been directed toward, and
not some digembodied reflection.

The itinerary of the concept of reflection is gignificant in
thig regard. It figureg most prominently in the discussion of
perception in the sarly chapters of the Phenomenology. From the
chapter on expresgion and language onwards, however, the concept of
expresgion becomes ascendent. To & certain exXtent, an undeclared
competition develops between the two concepts insofar as they are used
in similar contexts and ars charged with 8imilar functions. It is the
concept of expression, however, that develops into the leading role
and that ig linked to what goes forward in his philosophy, It has
central importance in the discussion of language, for example.
Reflection is not mentioned in this context at all., Subsequent to the
Phenomenology, the concept of reflection becomes less and less
important f(and more and more problematic) in Merleau-Ponty’'s
philosophy.

Two reasons for this devaluation of the concept of reflection

can already be found in the Phenomenology. In the first place, because

the concept of reflection is g0 thoroughly sgedimented in the

philosophical tradition that Merleau-Ponty calls into question, it
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operates against and in spite of his critical effort. Reflection is
semantically linked in a chain of problematic metaphysical concepts
such as ‘correapondence’ and ‘mirroring’ and therefore is implicated
in the very framework that Merleau-Poniy wundertakes to dismantls.
Furthermore, in virtue of its links to concepts such as 'interiority’,
it conjures up the phan?om of a private and silent thought on the
hither side of language. The concept of reflection entangles
Merlgau—Ponty in a web of ambiguitieg and even contradictiong that
could otherwise have been avoided.

In the gscond place, the devaluation of the concept of
reflection can be attributed to iis inferior wvalue relative to the
concept of expression, which ascends in importance and frequency of
uge in hig philogsophy ag the concept of reflection declines.® In the
later chapters of +the Phenomenology and in  subsSequent works
Merleau-Ponty uses ‘expression’ in contextg in which the ‘reflection”
had previously born the brunt of the analysis. To a certain extent,
the concept of expression supplants the concept of reflection.® This
is pogsible because there are paradigmatiec Similarities between the
two concepts. The opposition between the expressed and the unexpressed
or pre—expres3sed, for example, approXimately ‘tranglates’ the
opposition between reflection and the unreflected. Such a translation
enables Merleau~-Ponty to avoid Some of the difficulties that arise
from the undegirable semantic chains in which ths concept of
reflection is linked. Just as sSomething ig always lost in translation,
however, So too something i3 gainad. The concspt of asxpressgion 12

linked in a rich semantic chain and hag 2 wide range of application.
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It thus enables Merleau-Ponty +to speak about diverse subject matters
such ag literature, history, and philesophy in Similar terms, and thus
to bring out impeortant affinities between them, which 1 shall explore
in the rest of this chapter.

The interpretation 1 offer here is supported by some
retrospective remarks Merleau-Ponty makes on hig first two books in a
prospectus of his work written sSeveral years after the Phenomenology.
He writes: °*The study of perception could only teach wus a ‘bad
ambiguity’, & mixture of finitude and infinitude, of interiority and
exteriority. But there is a ‘good ambiguity’ in the phenomenon of
expregsgsion, a sSpontaneity which accomplishes what appeared to be
impossible when we observed only the separate elements....*(PriP, 11)
This "spontaneity”, which in the Phenomenology he described in terms
of the passage from the unreflected to the reflected, is subsequently
described more and more as the passage from silence to language and
expression.? Thug he says that it is hig2 concern to describe "the
sxperienced mo&ement...when an eoXxistence becomes aware of itself,
grasps itself, and expresseg its own meaning.” (PriP, 11} In a sense,
it i3 this same "moment® that Merleau—Ponty had attempted to describe

in termg of reflection in the Phenomenology.

In this same prospectus, Merleau-Ponty =also announces his
intention to work out a "theory of truth" conjointly with a "theory
of intersubjectivity®. (PriP, 73 The link between truth and
intersubjectivity, between knowledge and communication, i8S important
here. After the Phenomenology, and concurrent with a growing

precccupation with language, Merleau-Ponty becomes more and more
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concerned with the public moment of knowledge and with the continuity
beiween our knowledge and our incarnation, thug carrying out the
intention earlier announced in his progpectus. He writes:

It seems to me that knowledge and the communication with others

which it presupposes not only are original formations with

respect to the perceptual life but slsSc they preserve and

continue our perceptual life even while transforming it.

Knowledge and communication sublimate rather than Suppress our

incarnation, and the characteristic operation of the mind is

the movement by which we recapture our corporeal existence and

use it to gymbolize instead of merely to coexist. (PriP, 7

To the end of articulating the "characteristic operation of the

mind" described above, tha concept of reflection would be inadeguate
for two essential reasong., In the first place, reflsction suggests the
idea of a sSolitary thinker alone with himself in Silent monologue,
whereas Merleau-Fonty sees knowledde a8 presupposing communication. In
the Second place, the metaphor of reflection leads to a conception of
the mind ags a mirror, and the duality of ‘preserving’ and yst
‘transforming” of which he spsaks cannot be captured in such a medel.
The concept of expression, on the other hand, will! enable
HMerleau—Ponty to talk about the public moment of knowledge, the moment
when ones enters the public space of language and attempts to say what
one sees. It ig also a more felicitous choice to capture the duality
of preservation and transformation, which is the basis of
Merleau—Ponty’s later characterization of philosophical expression as
‘creative adequation’. In the following 8ections of this chapter, |
shall elucidate the concept of expression in Merleau-Ponty’'s

philcgsophy with reference to his writings on literature, history, and

philosophy.
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2. The Proge of a Life

Mer leau—-Ponty elaborateg on the phenomenon of expression, "the
char#ctaristic operation of mind...by which we recapture our corporeal
eXistence and use it to Symbolize instead of merely to coexist," with
reference to ite locus in the body. The phenomenon of expresgion
reveale a dialectical relation between body and mind, reveals the mind
not ag the other of the body but as the gignifying body. In this
connection Merleau-FPonty speaks of a2 "metamorphosis” that "lies in the
double function of our body." He writes: “"Through its ‘sensory fields’
and its whole organization the body is, sSo to speak, predestined to
model itself on the natural aspects of the world. But as an active
body capable of gestures, of expression, and finally of language, it
turns back upon the world to signify it.” (PriP, T

The body is at once both in  the world (‘of’ the world as the
later Merleau-Ponty was fond of saying) and at the same time the locus
of the process of signification by means of which the world is brought
to expression. Merleau—Ponty describes this metamorphosis in which the
body cmases to be gomething suffered and becomeg2 a power of
gsignification as a pagssage from the "order of svents” to the "order of
expression®. He writes: "%hen one goes from the order of eventisgs to the
order of expression, one changes levels but does not change the world.
The same circumgtances to which we first sybmitted now become a
signifying system.” {(Pr¥, 785

The duality described here echoes the duality that appears in

Merlesau-Ponty’s analyis of habit. He says that "our body comprises as
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it were two distinet layers, that of the hebit—-body and that of the
body at this moment.® (PhP, B82) On the one side, the body exhibits a
certain passivity in virtue of which it has affinities with other
kinds of bodies in the world. Inscfar as it hag a sedimented history
and is incorporated in a 8Situation, the body iz subject to a kind of
inertia. Une's body ig geared into habits and cyies of behavior and
thus bears the weight of the ‘already acguired’. In the absence of any
effort (and sometimes despite such effort) the body comports itself
according to anonymous cycles of behavior and prepersonal rhythms.

Such passivity, however, does not licenge us to reduce the body
to the status of an object. In addition to being a repository of oid
habits, the body is alsp a power of transcendence with respect to what
is zlready traced out or acguired. The body exhibits a remarkable
gpontaneity in its ability to reintegrate old powers and adapt itself
to new eitustions, for example. Although someone who becomes blind
lgses a wide range of bodily possibilities, he can, with some effort,
learn to transfer the ‘habit’ of his eyes to the tip of his cane.
Similarly the amputes, transferring lost habits to other limbs, learns
to reconfigure his old world to accommodate his modified body. AS a
power of sponianeity, the body does not merely suffer its ‘accidents’
but gives them meaning by integrating th?gh;gto a future in which they
will be redeemed.® ! ‘

A similar dialectic appears at the level of language. Dn one
side, language ig a repository of sedimentied meanings, dead metaphors,
clichés, stock phrases, and So on. AS with the prepsersonal passivity

of ow habits, it is always possible to let oursslves be carried by
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the inertia of what has already been 38aid, to allow ocurselves to
repeat old cycles of speech. To yiseld to this inertia is to float in
an impersonal third person eXistence and to speak as if according to
pre-written sScripts. Speech of this sori ig what Merleau-Ponty calls
‘constituted’ or ‘secondary gpeech’.? Thig term comprehends what
Heidegger analyses wunder the heading of ‘inauthenticity’ and ‘idle
chatter’.t? On the other side, however, language is a fluid resource
from which we draw in order to say scmething new. Like "the lover
revealing hig feelings...or the writer and philosopher who reawaken
primordial experience anterior to all traditions,® we can turn our
ef'fort of expression back upon the constituted or sedimentéd meanings
available to us and reconfigure them So a8 1o express something that
has not been gaid before. (PhP, 178) Merleau-Ponty calls this
‘constituting Speech’ because in such speech new meanings are cresated
or ‘constituted’. Metaphor is a prime sxample of congtituting speech.
The dialectic of constituted and constituting 8peech ig of
paramount importance for Merleau~Ponty and, as we shall See, comes
into play in several of his analyse=. Here we want to bring it to bear
on hig discussion of the emergence of 'personal’ from ‘prepersonal’ or
‘anonymous’ existence. The duality here is ag follows: On ths one
side, personal life, the understanding of ourselves that we have
laboured to achieve, has reference back to and is founded upon an
anonymous or already constituted life. On the other side, however,
anonymous life is8 not something fully formed of which peraonal
existence would be a mere mirror image initiating or originating

nothing. In eXpressing ourselves, in gathering together the diverse
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moments of ocur lives S0 as to reveal their significance, we are indeed
bound to something that has preceded, but thig ‘something’ is
transformed in a significant way in the process of expression.

¥hen ona questions one’s existance, one finds that one is
‘already therse’, just as the world is ‘already there’ at ths outset of
21l phenomenolegical inquiry. This anonymous life, this prepersonal
fituation, serves as a kind of ground for our self-understanding.
There is alrsady something there to be understood, and it is this
something that we aim to eXxpress {(or that expresges itself in us).
"Personal existence," Merleau-Ponty says, "must be the resumption of a
prepsrsonal tradition.® <(PhP, 254) This prepersonal tradition, this
corporeal history, 8 given to us as being neither completely
meaningless nor completely meaningful to begin with. Like the
existence of the world, one’s  prepersconal! tradition ig not
transparently laid out likas an ohject before a reflective gaze. It has
a depth and ambiguity that Solicits our expression but at the same
time eXceeds it or evades our grasp. "Ambiguity is of the essence of
human existence,” Merleau-Ponty says. (PhP, 169)

Our prepersonal situation being essentially ambiguoug and
indeterminate, expressicn is Something more than passively reading off
a 8ilent meaning already fully formed in our lives. Merleau-Ponty
gives the name "transcendence to this act in which existence takes up,
to its own account, and transforms sSuch a gituation.® (PhP, 188>
Because our life is not +iransparant to begin with, expression is a
oreative act. Toe give eXxpresgion to ons's eXigtence {8 to make what

had been indeterminate determinate, to give meaning to Something that
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to begin with is not simply meaningless but does indeed have the
intimation or promise of meaning. We transcend curselves insofar as in
expression we do not gimply reproduce a meaning already fully formed
in our liveg but rather create determinate meaning by endowing what we
have lived through with significance. In turning back upon our
indeterminate life it ig not sSo much a gquestion of coinciding with
ourselves as it of self-transformation. In the act of expressing
ourselves we teach ourselves who we are. Madison puts it nicely:

The work of expression addresses itself to our actual existence

whog8e meaning it wants to gragp, but this immediate meaning of

our being in the world manifssts itself as a meaning only by

and in ths act of expression. We become conscious of our

existence only by expressing it; bsfore expression the meaning

of existence is confused and concealed in the many everyday

experiences which have not yet b@en thematized.1?

Merleau—-Ponty illustrates this duality with the example of
someone coming to the realization +that he is in love. Such =
realization i8S certainly not a creative fiat; Before this realimation
there was perhapg "an impulse carrying me toward Someone,” an elation
in the presence of the beloved, accelerated hsart-beat, and so on. It
i such lived-through axperiences that inspire my effort of
expression, that call for it as for a resolution. Indeed, when I
conclude "I am in love®, it 2eems that | have been in love from the
very beginning, and that my present realization merely baptizes
something I knew even before ! realized that I knew it. When I write a
letter to my beloved in which I raveal my feelings, its seems that
these feelings, which ! now express ag 'signs’ of my love, were always

such. For Merlsau-Ponty, this iz a “retrospective illusion®”, however,

in which I read back into my past ®everything that | am later to learn
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concerning myseif.® (PhP, 381} The love that I now know is indeed
supported by a kind of ancnymous love, but this anonymous love was not
explicit from the beginning. ®It weas lived, not known, from start to
Tinisgh,® he says. (PhP, 3B1) I reconfigure my past, give new meaning
to ;t, in light of my present understanding of mnyself as someone who
is in love. The lover’s speech is thus not a simple report of fully
formed feelings thaet are what they are on the other. side of hisg
speech. To be sure, there is indeed ‘something’ that moves him to
write, but thig ‘something’ ig at first vague and indeterminate. It
becomes transformed in his speech. The lover discovers himself in his
speech and teaches himself his feelings.

These remarks can be extended to ithe meaning of a life in
general, In a Sgnse; the meaning of my past is always both behind me
and ahead of me in the future. "The interpretation which I now give of
it is bound up with my confidence in psycholanalysis. Tomorrow, with
more experience and ingight, I shall possibly understand it
differently, and consequently reconstruct my past in a different way.
In any case, ! shall g0 on to interpret my present interpretations in
their turn....® {(PhP, 348) In this process of trying tc catch up with
ourssives, as it were, there can be no arriving at a final
interpretation that would put a stop to the movement of expression.
The can be no ultimate interpretation that would sum up my past once
and for =all. OQOur existence is ambiguous and So lends itself to
unending interpretation. "ALL life ig undeniably ambiguous,”

Merleau~-Ponty says, “and there is never any way to know the trus
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meaning of what we do.” (8N, 34) Following Freud, he says that the
meaning of our existence is “"over—dstermined". (SN, 3B)

¥hat is lived elways exceeds what | can grasp in my present
effort to understand. It is only a ‘lazy reason’ that anchors itgelf
in a2 given self-understanding and that allows its interpretation to
settle into a dogma, & final interpretation. There is always a
distance and a difference betiween who [ am, my prepersonal tradition,
and who I wunderstand myself to be, Merleau-Ponty writes: "since the
lived is thus never entirely comprehensible, what 1 understand rever
quite tallies with my pressnt living experience, in short, I am never
Quite at one with myself. Such is the lot of a baing who is born, that
ig, who once and for all has been given to himself as something to be
undergtond.® (PhP, 347) The lived and the known, the unexpressed and
the sxpresged, the anonymous and the personal, are thus different and
thers can be no guestion of coincidence between them. [t i8 this
difference, if we are alive to it, that drives the dialectic of
expression, that leads ws continually to break up and go beyond
already constituted interpretations and to seek ever new ways of
understanding and expressing who we are.

If Husserl ie MerleauPonty’s guide in understanding the
phenomenon of reflection, it ig Proust who 1is his guide in
understanding the phenomenon of expression.!® Merleau-Ponty says of
Proust that "no one has better esxpressed the vicious circle or prodigy
of speech, that to speak or to write i8 truly te f(ransists an
experience which, without the word that it inspires, would not become

a text.,” (TFL, 26) He dgquotes from Proust in order to elaborate on
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thig: "The book of unknown Signs within me {(8igns in relief it Seemed
to mm, for my attention, a8 it e%plored my uncon8cious in its search,
struck against them, circled round them like a diver sounding) no one
could help me read by any rule, for its reading consists in an act of
gcreation in whicﬁ no one can take our place and in which no one can
collaborate.” Prougst describes his effort of expression a8 a kind of
"reading”. Before he takes up his pen to write, there ig already
something thers to be understood, something to which ha 8esks to be
faithful. There is something that hig effort of expression "struck
against” and "circled round...like a diver sounding®, This
‘gomething’, however, i3 at the outset indeterminate, a "book of
unknown 8igns” and not quite a text, the promise of meaning and not
meaning fully formed and only waiting to be reflected in 2 mirror. As
such, Proust’'s prepersconal life requires (and indeed demandsg)
interpretation. The act of reading these "unknown s8igns" is the act of
integrating them into a coherent story in light of which they will be
as it were redeemed. In being expressed these "unknown s8igns"
retrogpectively receive meaning that strictly speaking they did not
have when they were merely lived through.

In the phenomenon of exXpression at work in art and literature,
Merleau-Ponty findgs an alternative to the model of truth as
corregpondence or mirroring that has so much dominanted philosephy. On
the mirror modal creativity could only be a source of falsity and
srror. Enthralled by +this model, philosophy has typically repressed
its own ‘saying’, the ereativity embodied in it2 own linguigtioality

and textuality. Art teaches a notion of truth that includes and does
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not represg Such creativity. There is a good lessgon for philogophy in

this. Merleau-Ponty writes:
From now on the tasks of literature and philosophy can no
longer be separated. When one is concerned with giving voice to
the experisnce of the world and showing how consciousness
egcapes into the world, one can no longer credit oneself with
attaining a perfect transparence of expression. Philogophical
expression agsumes the Same ambiguities as literary expression,
if the world is such that it cannot be expressed except in
"stories®.... (8N, 282
Literature teaches the originality of expression, the non-transparence
of expression, but non-transparence is not here tantamount to
digstortion or falgification. Art accomplishes the reconcilation of
creativity and faithfulness that Merleau-Ponty, from the wvery
beginning, had sought for philosophy.

For Proust, the problem of truth could be described ag follows!:
how can one be truse to one’'s past given that the past is irretrievably
past and that there i2 a2 distance and a difference between the past
that was lived through and the past now remembered or expressed? In
this matter, truth cannoct bhe a matter of simply mirroring what is
already there. Proust was well aware that he could never mirror or
coincide with “what really happened’. 1f the task of his art were
literally to return tc the immediate and to coincide with it, his
project would have been an impossible one. What happened iz past and
his present memory of his past is sSituated in a new point of view that
is different from that in which he originally lived it. In remembering
hig past he retrospectively confers meaning wupon it that was not

explicit in the lived through episocdes. Indeed the various moments of

hig life only become ‘episodes’ in light of his present expression of
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them in which they are integrated with other ‘spisodes’ in the unity
of a story.13

From this point of view his present expression is a creation,
the birth of a meaning that had previously been held captive in his
existence. Thig ig not a matter of creative fiat, however, of making
the story up from nothipg‘ Proust’s past, although not transparently
pregsent to him, nevertheless has a physiognomy that he attempts to be
faithful to in hig expression. As Madison puts it: "The feeling which
dominates Proust’s work is the feeling for the expressibility of life.
In his infancy Proust often had the impression that things held in
themselves an insurpassable wealth, an inexhaustible besauty, and that
they called out to him to enter into them and te deliver up the
gsecrets they contained."1® In narrating his life, he i8 at the Same
time "reading®” a meaning that is secretly contained in events. He
trangforng an ambiguous and indeterminate past into a rendition that
remaing faithful to but does not literally reproduce or coincids with
the past. He delivers up it8 Sscrets.

Merisau-Ponty says that art cannot acheive its goal of
expregsing our contact with the world “by regemb/ing things or the
worid.® (Pr¥, 65) He quotes Bartre, who sgays that "in arti, one must
lie to tell the truth.®” Merleau-Ponty articulates this paradox with
reference to a recorded conversation. [f truth were simply a matter of
literal reproduction, of 'telling it like it ig8’, an eXaot recording
of a conversation would be the most faithful or truthful rendering of
tt posgible. Merlesau-Ponty points out, however, that "the exact

recording of a conversation which had seemed brilliant later gives the
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inpression of indigence.” {(lbid.) Something important gets left out in
the translation. A recorded conversation, he says, "is no longer what
is when we were living it....The conversation no longer exists. It
does not ramify in all directions--it :s, flattened out in the Bingle
dimengion of sound.® (Ibid.> In a sense, to tell the literal truth is
to lie. )

The artigt attempts to be faithful to our lived experience, but
he does not accept literal reproduction or coincidence as the measure
of faithfulnesg. "In order to =satisy us as it does, the work of
art—-which alsp usually addresses only one of our senses and in any
case never hasg the kind of presence that Tbelongs to lived
experience—nust have the capacity for more than a frozen existence.
It mnust have the capacity for a sublimated exizstence, one more true
than truth itself.® {(Ibid., B5-8) Relative to the s8tandard of truth as
literal reproduction or as coincidence with lived experience, art
lies, and must lie insofar as it does not and cannot literally
reproduce lived experience. Art ig neverthelsss "more true than truth
itself® in that it captures the 'truth’ of experience, itg meaning.
Art expresses not the gingular and irreducibly unique event but rather
something essential about the event, about my life, about human
relationships, and so on.

Thus literature, and Proust par excellence, achieves a
synthesis of individuality and  universality, subjectivity and
intergubjectivity. Proust’'s objective is8 not simply to tell us ‘what
happened’. If hia objective were Simply to give a record of his

experiences hig book would be a failure, ag Proust knew very well,



185

gsince the experiences of which he 8Speaks are irretrievably past.
Proust deoss not try to emulate a camera or a tape recorder. He
accents, highlights, dramatizes, and in so doing gives a universal
significance to his experience. His effort is directed toward
expressing the esgential, toward expressing a meaning that goes beyond
or transcendg hig irreducibly wuwnigue life, a meaning in which others
who have lived through different sXperiesnces can nevertheless

recognize themsSselves., The life that igs expressed in In Remembrance of

Things Past is at once both individual and wuniversal. Merleau-Ponty

writesg:

What hag been called Proust’s Flatonism is an attempt at an
integral expresgion of the perceived or lived world. For this
reason, the writer’s work ig a work of language rather than of
‘thought’. His task i2 to produce a system of signs whosge
internal articulation reproduces the contours of experiencs;
the reliefs and sweeping lines of these contours in turn
generzte a syntax in depth, a mode of composition and recital
which breakg the moild of the world and everyday language and
refashions it. (TFL, 253

Such spsech that “braaks the mold of the world and everyday
language and refashions it" ig what Merleau-Ponty calls constituting
speech. Proust does not simply repeat cld clichés for undergtanding
our lives. He gives us a new organ for eXploring our lives, a new
‘signifying instrument’ with which to probe our experience. Familiar
experiences become gtrangely unfamiliar in his writing. He awakens us
to marvels and mysteries that are concealed in routine living and
opens fields of experience for fresh explorations. Reading Proust one

hag the feeling of putting one’s finder on somsthing that had been

previcugly vague or unclear.
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Such constituting spesech ig what Merleau-Ponty elgewhere calls
"great prose”. "Great prose,” he says, "is the art of capturing a
meaning which until then had never been objectified and of rendering
it accessibkle to everyone who speaks the same language. When a writer
i no longer capable of communicating, he has outlived his time,"
{PriP, 89) Great prose is thus progse that teaches us something new,
that refashiong the clichéd language by which we routinely understand
oursslves S0 as to disclose sSomething about the world that had
previously been obscure or hidden., Merleau-Ponty oppoges this to
"progaic writing”, which "on tha other hand, limits itgelf to using,
through accepted Signs, the meanings alrsady accepted in a given
culture." (PriP, 8 This distinection between constituted and
constituting sSpeech, between “grest prose® and "prosaic writing", I
shall argue, is the key to understanding Merleau-Ponty’'s views on

history and on philosophy.

3. The Proge of the World

Merleau—Ponty presents his view of higtory and of social life
in general in the framework of a return. "We must return to the social
with which we are in contact by the mere fact of existing, and which
we carry about inseparably with us before any objectification,"” he
says. (PhP, 382Z) Before we bhegin to theorize about or to objectify
history, we are already in contact with it in virtue of being in a
gituation that extends beyond the confines of whatever could be called

gimply ‘present’. We are ‘of’ history. Merleau-Ponty advocates that we
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return to and thematize this primitive contact in order to ground and
vitalize our thinking about history.

Marx figureg very prominently in Merleau-Ponty’'s writings on
philosophy of history. He helieves that Marx does not, as is popularly
thought, reduce history t{o  economic  determinants. HisStoriecal
materialism does indeed grant paramount 8ignificance to economic
factors, but it “consist; just as nuch in making economics historical
38 in malking history economic.® (PhP, 171n.) What Merleau-Ponty values
in historical materialism is the attempt to characterize social and
historical phenomena, clasg for exampls, by taking into consideration
and integrating both economic factors and the term2 in which the
higtorical persons involved wundergtand themselves. Although he was
always interrogating his own relationship to Marxism (and indeed came
to have serious nisgivings about his earlier reading of Marx), the
view of history that he ascribes (rightly or wrongly) to Marx remains
valid throughout his writings.

There ares “"two ways of overlooking the phenomena® that
constitute gur historical existence, according to Merleau-Ponty, one
‘empiricist’ and the other ‘idealist’.!® On the empiricist view,
everything that happens at the level of sgelf-awareness is understood
as a mere effect of impergonal third person forces.!® Self-awareness
is merely derivative and should be bypassed altogether in a truly
scientific analysis of historical phenomena. The ’'real’ historical
phenomena are ‘cbjective’ and in their effectiveness owe nothing to
how they are 'represented’ in a given - culture. The attempt is mads to

"derive clagss consciousness from the objective conditions of the
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proistariat,” for example. (PhP, 443) History is reduced to a series
of ‘objective facts® acting as causes and self-awareness is a mere
reflex of ‘objective processes’. At the opposite exXtreme, idealism
believes that descisiongs and volitions are the driving force of
history. It *reduces the proletarian condition to the awareness of it,
which the prolegtarian arrives at", for example. (PhP, 443} From this
standpoint “history itself has no significance, but only that
conferred upon it by our will.® (PhP, 443) i1 1is only what people
think and helieve about their historical Situation that is
significant.

According to Merleau-Ponty, neither of these two views does
justice ic historical phenomena, to class consciousness, for example:
“The former traces class consciouSness to the class defined in terms
of objective characterigtics, the latter on the other hand reduces
‘being a workman' to the oconsciousness of being one. In each case we
are in the realm of abstraction, because we remain torn between the ;p
itself and the for Jitgelf,*if (PhP, 443) History igs either a
succession of 'objective facts’ owing nothing to our merely derivative
‘subjective interpretations’ or it 18 reduced to the subjective drama
of gelf-awareness, and it becomes impossible to understand how people
can ever be deceived about their situation. Merlsau—-Ponty, carrying
forward the philosophy of history he finds in Marx, attempts to
situate and understand historical phenomsna in a sSpace between these
two poles.

The empiricist view alone ig insufficient. History cannot be

undersitcod a5 a mers Succession of objective facts. The “facts’ enter



188

into the historical process and become effective only insofar as they
have meaning or valus at the level of how people understand their
Ssituation. A revolution, for example, does not emerge from the ‘facts’
alone. Whether or not a éituation in which the ‘objective conditions’
are appropriate will actually issue in a revolution “depends upon how
oppoging forces think of one another.”™ (PhP, 172n.) The economic
“facts’, to be histor;cally effective, must be integrated into
somsthing of a narretive with “good guys’ and ‘bad guys’ and with an
envigaged triumph of ‘good’ over ‘evil’. It is not encugh that the
workers are poor and that their children go to bed hungry. Perhaps
they wera poor and hungry long before the word of ‘a revolution’
sounded in their lives. They must understand their poverty in light of
the 'oppression’ of the factory ownerg, who are wvillified in popular
spaeches by 'agitators’. Merleau-Ponty says that the "economic factors
ara effective only to the extent that they are taken up and lived by a
human subject, wrapped wup, that is, in ideological shreds....Neither
the conservative nor the proletarian ig conscious of being engaged in
merely an economic struggle, and they always bring &a human
significance to their action.® (PhP, 172)

Before the agitators and others teach and spread the
revolutionary word, the workers do not understand themselves as
‘proletarian’, and the fact that they occupy such and Such a place in
the economy i8 not sufficient to constitute them as such. "It is never
the case that my objective position in the production process is
sufficient to awaken clagg consciousness,” Merleau—-Ponty sayas. (PhP,

443) The factory worker is not from the beginning the proletarian that
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he will come to know himself to be. He becomes such only whesn he takes
up his ge Ffacto condition and integrates it in a certain higtorical
narrative. Merleau-Ponty pointg cut that while Marx did indeed provide
*an objective definition of class in terms of the effective pogition
of individuals in the production cycle," Marx also says "that class
cannot becomes a2 deciSive historical and reveolutionary factor unless
individuals becoms aware of it, adding that this awareness itself has
gocial motives, and so on.” (SN, B0

Although satisfying certain ‘objective conditions’ is not
enough for someone to be a member of a clags that becomes "a decisive
historical and revolutionary factor,® guch membership i8 not something
acheived by an wunsituated choice. [f empiricism mnisses the mark
becauge it bypasses the dimension of meaning, idealism misses the mark
because it reduces msaning to the consciousnegs that historical agents
have of it. Against both empiricism and idealism, Merleau-Ponty
ingists on the importance of a prepersonal situation that is lived
through anterior to all decision and that "motivates" (but does not
cause) one's coming to awareness of oneself as a member of a class.
Idealism leaves this pre—expressed life (which is still something
different from the ‘objective conditions’ empiricism posits as being
significant) out of account. This is8 a dimension of historical
existence that ig8 neither objective in the empiricist gense nor
subjective in the idealist sense, a concrete dimension of eXperienced
meaning in virtue of which people can be bound in a2 community without

explicitly knowing themselves as such. "“Despite ocultural, moral,

ocoupational and ideological differences,” MHerleau-Ponty writes, “the
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Rugssian peasants of 1817 joined the workers of Petrograd and MoScow in
the struggle, because they felt that they shared the same fate; class
was experienced in concrete terms before becoming the cbject of a
delibarate volition." {(PhP, 382)

The phenomenon of revolution cannot be understood if the
dimension of meaning and drama in light of which the actors understand
themselves and each other ig8 bypassed, but +this meaning and drama
unfoldg in the space of intersubjective life and exceeds what could
ever be 'present’ in the awareness of thosSe involved. Merleau-Ponty
writea: “the slogans of the alleged agitators are immediately
understood, as if by Some pre-egtablished harmony, and neet with
concurrence on all sides, because they crystallize what i3 latent in
the life of all productive workers.” (PhP, 44E) What is "latent® is
neither of the order of objective conditiong totally independent of
one’s exXperience nor of transparent meaning totally explicit in
gelf-awareness. [t ig rather enbodied in the *preconscious
relationghips” lived through in the day-to~day life of those involved.
Merleau-~Ponty writes: "What makes me a proletarian is not the sconomic
system or Scciety consSidered as systems of impersScnal forces, but
thege ingtitutions as I carry them within me and experience thsm; nor
ig it an intellectual operation devoid of motive, but my way of being
in the world within this institutional framework." (PhP, 443)

Both empiriciegm and idealism mise this dimengion of ®being in
the world" and therefore are blind to the significance of becoming or
tranaformation in history. A revolution i8 neither the inexorable

result of objective causes nor the igsue of deliberate choicesg. It is
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born rather when objective conditions, precisely as8 they are
experienced and suffered in the day-to—day lives of thosSe involved as
"preconscious relationships®, are transformed in being brought to
awareness and expressed in a revolutionary idiom. "A revolutionary
situation or one of national danger,” Merleau-Ponty says, "transforms
thoss preconscious relationships with class and nation, hitherto
merely lived through, in;o the definite taking of a stand; the tacit
commitment becomes explicit.” (PhP, 383> Thie *transformation® is of
paramount importance in Merleau-Ponty’'s philosophy of histery, for it
ig in virtue of this transformation that historical development is
neither driven by fate nar creative fiat.

On Merleau-Ponty’'s view, history is indeed Something more than
a succession of blind accidents and has an immanent meaning, a kind of
physingnomy that can be ‘read’ to understand the shape of things to
come.!® There are certain ’‘signs’ pointing in the direction of
revolution such as rising prices, defeat in an unpopular foreign war,
callous remarks from the authorities concerning a food shortage, and
so on. These ‘signs’, however, must be interpreted. They hecome
historically effective only when they are integrated into a ‘reading’
that confers revolutionary significance upon them. Such a reading,
like Proust’'s reading of the "book of wunknown signs", i8 (or ought to
be if it i8 to convince) at once both faithful and creative with
respect to sSomething antecedent. History is transformed in being
‘told’. The 'signs’ become °Signa’ pointing to a revolution only after
they have been interpreted from a revolutionary point of view.

Although the agitators would no doubt repress this fact, thers is a
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creativity in the ‘stories’ they tell in order +tc incite the
workers.1? There is an artfulness in the slogans they offer to help
the workers crystallize their experience, a repressed metaphorics of
‘chains’ and ‘yokes’ and ‘opium’. A ‘'literary history’ informs the
stories by which they implot the secret machinations of the factory
owners and the interplay betwsen the types of characters involved.

Once the workers learn to interpret their situation in
revolutionary terms, the meaning of the factory where thay work, their
work itself, their pay, their poverty, and 8o on, become transformed.
This transformation i8 not a creative fiat but the bringing to
expresgion of meaning held captive in their unsxpressed lives. The
creativity af the telling i8 constrained or bound by a kind of
anonymouS and sven ambiguous living that can be brought to expresgion
in more than one way, but which is nevertheless determinate enough
that not just any expression will sSucceed in capturing it. The
agitators must tel]l a convincing story, a story that enables the
workers to make sense of the ‘objective conditiong” of their poverty
not in the abstract terms of economics but 8s they are lived through
and suffered. This rhetoric can either capture or fail to capture the
imagination of the workers depending on whether or not it Succeeds in
Biving meaning to their Jde facto condition. Te succeed, it must give
expregsion 10 something that the workers have already lived in their
day—to-day lives, albeit without having before undergstond its meaning
in this way.

Indeed, once the worker has learnsd to gituate his life in the

narrative codes of revolutionary rhetoric, the sgtory may become so
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convincing that he belisves that he has alwayg been ‘oppressed’ and
has always been a ‘proletariat’. Once he has learned to read the
‘signs’, it seems that they always had the meaning that they now have
in his reading of them. For Merleau-Ponty, this is the effect of a
reirospective illusion. The proletarian reads back into his past the
present knowledge of it which he hag lately acquired. He repreasges the
creativity of the ravol;tionary story, which he now thinks is not a
‘story’ at all but simply the way things ars and have always been. He
overlooks the radical trangformation that occurred when he learned to
interpret hig situation in revolutionary terms.

Merleau-Ponty g8ums up Marx’s philogophy of histery in Saying
that it ig an “analysig of the past and present which enables us to
perceive in cutline a logic in the course of things which doeg not so
much guide it from the outside ag emanate from within it, and which
will be acheived only if men understand their experience and will to
changs it." (IPP, 51) Higtory is not so indeterminate or So vague that
. one cannot "outline & logic of things®, but this "logic” ig to begin
with indetsrminate enough that it requires interpretation. Before this
interpretation, there is indesed Something to be expressed, a style of
being in the world that is shared by people living wunder 8imilar
conditiong, and interpretation i8 not therefore a matter of creative
fiat., This ‘something’ is to begin with indeterminate, howsever, and is
transformed in being exXpressed. The axpression, the rhstoric of ths
agitators, for example, does not mirror a fully formed meaning on the
other side of expression but rather renders explicit meaning that is

only vaguely promised or intimated in the style of history lived. The
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“logic® 18 not a fate guiding history from without, because it becomes
effective only in being expressed. The skeletal "outline” becomes a
vital force only insofar as it is fleshed out in convincing stories.
Here one can see the convergence, with Hsgel as a common peoint

on the horizon, between higtorical materialism <(as Merleau-Ponty
creatively interprets it} and Hussgerlian phenomenology f(as he
creatively interprets it)., For both Husser! and Hegel, phenomenology
i "a logic of content®. Merleau-Ponty explains this Hegeliian
definition of phenomenology as follows:

Ingtead of a logical organization of the facts coming from a

form superimposed upon them, the very content of these facts is

supposed to order itself spontaneously in a way that is

thinkable. A phenomenology, therefore, has a double purposs. It

will gather together all the concrete sexperiences of man which

are found in history—not only those of knowledge but also those

of life and of civilization. But at the Same time it must

digcover in this unrolling of facts a2 Spontaneous order, a

meaning, an intrinsic truth, an orientation of such a kind that

the different events do not appear as a mere Succession. (PriP,

523
The word "discover® is misleading here, gince it suggests that such
meaning is zlready fully formed and interpretation i8 only the mirror
image of what is already there. Rather, phenomenology operztes in the
ambiguous field of indeterminate meaning. It does not impose a meaning
upon things from without (idealism), as if in the first all that is
given i€ raw objective data (empiricism) in relation to which
interpretation would be something external. Like Proust, rather, it
brings to expression a meaning that i8 vaguely inscribed in historical
existence.

Thus a phenomenological reading of history ocombines both

creativity and faithfulness. One cannot <claim that history expressed,
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history gathersd together and integrated in a story, is 8imply the
mirror image of a meaning already there because, 3Strictly speaking
thig meaning did not exist until it was expresged. The telling or the
saying makes a difference. Merleau-FPonty writes: "If man is the being
who is not content to coincide with himself like a thing but
repregents himzelf to himself, sees himself, imagines himsself, and
gives himself rigorous or fanciful symbolg of himself, it is quite
clear that in return every change in our representation of man
tranglates a2 change in man himgelf.* (8, 225 Thia is why in
revolutionary situations there are preliminary battles fought in words
to decide which of several interpretations will triumph. The creation
of meaning, however, the gensration of ®“symbolg”, is not a creative
fiat ingofar as it roots itself in a spontanecus life which it
transforms by bringing to expression. History is something more than
the succession of one event after another hecause, Merleau-Ponty says,
"*history is thinkable, comprehensible. It offers us an order, a sensSe
to which [ do not have to gubmit but which 1 can place in perspective.
Husserl called thi® an ‘'intentional higstory’. Others have called it
‘dialectic’®. (PriP, 891

In Merleau-Ponty'es philogophy of history, we hear the echo of
his analysis of constituted and constituting speech. Before the
revolutionary speaks, for example, the workers already have a
‘constituted’ understanding of their situation. From the agitatar’s
peint of view, this ig an oppressive ideclogy that merely keeps them
chained to their suffering. Poverty, for eXample, i8 the result of

merely natural forces and something to be endured graciously in the
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promise of a better life to come in another world. To incite the
workers to take up the cause of revolution, the revolutionary must
drive a wedge into this constituted understanding and make it
guestionable. He must give them new inStruments, a new idiom, with
which to understand their situation. "The revolutionary movement,®
Merlsau-Ponty says, "like the artist, i8 an intention which itself
cregates its instruments-and its means of expression."2? (PhP, 448>
Like the artist, the revolutionary teacheSs a new way of looking at
things. Like the artist, in a fense he creates his own audience. "The

painter or politician shapes others more often than he follows them.

The pubiic at who he aims i8S not given; it is a public to be elicited
by his work." (Pr¥W, 86)

Indeed, Merleau-Ponty compares the revolutionary who gives naw
meaningd to the "preconscious relationships® of the workers not only to
the artist but to the philosopher as well. The "act of the artist or
the philosopher,® he says, exhibits a freedom which "consists in
appropriating a de facto situation by endowing it with a figurative
meaning beyond its real one. Thus Marx, not content to be the son of a
lawyer and student of philosophy, conceives his own gituation as that
of a ‘lower middle e¢lass intellectual’ in the new perspective of the
class struggle....Thought is the life of human relationships as it
understands and interprets itself.® (PhP, 172-3n.> The dialectic of
expression, the transformation of the lived-through into the
expregsed, i8S the conneoting thread that ties together Merleau-Ponty’'s
digcugeion of art, 8ocgial 1life, and philosophy. “¥Whether we are

concerned with my body, the natural world, the past, birth or death,”
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he says, “"the question is always how 1 can be open to phenomena which
transcend me, and which nevertheless exist only to the extent that I

take them up and live them....* (PhP, 363>

4. The Prose of Philosophy

In order to appreciate the gsignificance of expression in
Merleau-Ponty’'s conception of philosophy, it is important to
understand the relationgship between constituted and constituting
gspeech. This relationghip works two ways. Each term can be defined in
relation to the other. Constituting speech is speech that breaks the
paths already constituted or traced out in language. It opens new
paths and creates new pasSSageways. Constituted speech is the system of
familiar paths in relation to which constituting speech is a
deviation. It ig made up of the c¢lichés, stock phrases, syntagms, and
80 on, that arg available to us without any effort of expression. [t
is speech that resides comfortably within the parameters of what has
already been said. Constituted speech is also the ‘future history’ of
constituting gpeech. It is the fate that befalls it once it has become
lexicalized and has Settled into the status of a2 commomplace. This
settling or sedimentation “"happens by the sole fact® that originally
pathbreaking expressions "have been used and have lost their
'expressiveness’....” (8, BT

Thomas Kuhn’'g distinction between ‘normal’ and ‘revolutionary’

science in The Structurs of Scientific Revolutions exhibitg the same

articulations ag that between constituted and constituting speech.#?
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Normzl science operates within the parameters of a body of established
rules and definitions that demarcate ‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’
Statements. Abnormal or revolutionary science deviates from these
norms and in So deoing acts as a catalyst for change in sciencs, albeit
at the price, at least initially, of being dismissed as heresy or
nonsense. Extrapolating from Kuhn, one could say that instances of
constituting speech are "incommenSurate’ with respect to the dominant
‘paradigmns’ of constituted speech. BSuch speech is different. It does
not follow the familiar paths, and breaks the rules. For this reason,
it risks being dismissed as illegitimate. In ecreating new meanings,
however, constituting speech, if it ‘catches on’, also itransforms the
statugs guo and effectively fashions or creates an audience capable of
understanding it.2% Furthermore, as commentators and scholars do their
work of ‘paradigm articulation’, constituting speech gradually becomes
lexicalized and assimilated into the reserve of constituted speech,
just as ‘revolutionary’ science, with the passage of time, becomes
‘normal’ science.Z

Faghion furnishes an interesting example of this process.
Several ysars ago, what is now called ‘punk’ came on the scene. At
that time it violated the already established fashion codes. With
respect to these constituted codes it was “deviant’ and ‘abnormail’. No
one knsw what it meant "or what to make of it, including thoSe who
subscribed to it. Despite the fact that it could not be made sense of
by conceptualizing it under existing codes, it wa8 not therefore
nonsense. In itS semantic impertinence it nevertheless exhibited a

certain coherence. Although its bizarre geStures were incommensSurate
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with the lexicalized gestures of already oconstituted fashion, indeed
were from thig point of view a scandal, they connected up with each
other in a virtual style. The razor blades, the torn clothing, the
military boots, and sSo on, complementsd each other and cohered in a
gtrange logic. Cultural observers had the feeling that something was
being 'said’, but were initially at a losg to say precisely what. As
journalists and sociologlsts worked to decide itg meaning, a code was
constituted through the mediation of which its wvarious signs or
gestureg could be assigned meanings. Gradually, the innovations cane
to be assimilated into mainstream faghion, which began to incorporate,
albeit with the rough sdges smoothed over, the impertinent gestures of
punk.

Indeed this dialectic of innovation and agssimilation, of the
constituting and the constituted, obtaine in a wide varisty of
cultural phenomena. The changing styles in music, painting,
literature, politics, and even &cience, follow a like course from
impertinence to cliché. The 'avante garde’ loses its cutting edge and
becomes a new 'school’. Revolutionary sScience becomes normal science.
The rhetoric of the political revolutionary becomes a cliche, or even
worse a dogma. Today’s heresies often become tomorrow’s self-evident
truths and itz pathbreaking metaphors are lexicalized and becore
commonplaces.

Heidegger has eloquently expressed the adventures of philosophy
with respect to this dialectic. He writes:

Philogophy 2preads out only indirectly, by devious paths that

can never be laid out in advance, until at last, at some future
date, it Sinke to the level of a commonplace; but by then it
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has long been forgotten as original philosophy. What philesophy
essentially can and must do is this! & thinking that breaks the
paths and opens the perspectives of the knowledge that seig the
norns and hierarchies, of the knowledge in which and by which a
pecple fulfills itself  historically and culturally, the
knowledge that kindies and nscessitates all inguiries and
thereby threatens all philosophy.=2*
On the one_side, and most in accord with its telos, philosophy is a
path—breaking thinking that does not exactly know where it is going.
It is a questioning that breaks the chains of available answers, a
wild desire that has travelled the wsll-worn pathe and still not found
& resting place. As such, path-breaking philogophy ig a tihreat to
philesophy that has setiled into a stable paradigm. On the other side,
however, as is +the fate of al! path-breaking thinking, once it has
forged its path, from the standpoint of the 'end’ it geemg that its
once “devious paths® were "laid out in advance®. Trodden upon again
and again by Successive generations of schoiars and commentators, the
path loses its wildnegss. The path-breaking words of the originating
philosopher sgradually become sSedimented and stabilized into the
familiar and the commonplace.

Philosophy alwayg risks becoming an ‘institution’ and in order
to be radica! must bs ever wigilant agsinst this possikility. Fhat
Husser! calle teleclogical-historieal reflection ie a vigilance of
this sort. Such enquiry keeps open {or reopens) fundamental guestions
that have been burisd in a history of aznswers and have lost their
power to provoke. It retraces the steps that forged the paths and
uncovers a hidden contingency at the beginning where the first steps

were taken, a contingency +that teachss that other paths are yet

possible.
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The philosophar, Hugger]l and Heidegger remind ug, i8 alwaye
already on a path. He stands and speaks from somewhere. He is situated
in an already constituted language. This language appears deceptively
self-evident, however, and is effective in his philosophizing in
hidden ways. The wordg that he uses bear the weight of a tradition
that is not transparent to him, and te the extent that he is
impervious to this histo;y it geems to him that he i8 in total contrel
and possesgion of his speech. Against the background of this illusion
of self-evidence and control, Merleau-Ponty insists that ®all words
which have become mere figne for a wunivocal thought have been able to
do so only because they have first of all functionad ag originating
words, and we can Still remember with what richness they appeared to
be endowad, and how they were like a landScaps new to us, while wa
weore engaged in ‘acquiring’ them, and while they still fulfilled the
primordial function of expression." (PhP, 389)

*Originating words®, words that do not simply confirm usz in
what we already know but expres2 something new or teach ug to see
something old in a new way, lose their pathbreaking force as they
become agssimilated into the pool of disposable significations. They
acquiﬁa univocal (or at least obvious)? meanings. What is teday a
cliché routinely appropriated (God is dead, for example) was at one
time a pathbreaking metaphor that provoked consternation and gave rige
tolthought. In the past one hundred years, however, Nietzsche has been
lexicalized. Today every school boy ‘knows’ that Cod is dead and takes
this for granted, but this was pathbreaking when Nietzache =said it

(and may be yet for one who manages +to think it with its full forcel.
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It was not appropriated with the Same ease ag it apparently is today.
Nistzsche called hinself s ‘posthumous writer’' bacause he knew that he
wag entering unmapped territory and that tims would be necessary to
‘faghion' or 'educate’ an audience capable of reading the signposts he
left along the way.

In virtue of the process of normalization or sedimentation,
congtituted speech, and philogophy insofar as it has becoms an
ingtitution, has a higtory, albeit an obscured cne. Merleau-Ponty says
that *significances now acquired musSt necessarily have been new once.®
(PhP, 184) Constituted speech, however, is forgetful of itg history,
of what eXceeds what it makes present. [t occurs under the auspices of
the familiar or average meaning of words. The words efface themsalves
{or Seem to) ingofar as they are immediately apprehendad with
self-evident meanings. This self-evidence, however, is deceiving. If
we are gquestioned about the meaning of even the most ordinary words,
it becomes apparent that there i8 really very little present to our
mind when they are spoken. The illusion of self-evidence or of
obviousnesg obtaing to the extent that in constituted speech we are
blinded to the fact that the meanings with which we have to do are not
eternal but have come to be constituted. Some kind of unsettling, a
fundamental Qquestion for example, or a teleolbogical-historical
reflection revealing the history saedimented or buried underneath our
‘present’, iS needed to draw attention to the exceas meaning of words

beyond whatever ig or could be pregent to mind and to break the spselil

of self-esvidence.
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Investigation into the ‘corporeality’ of words, such as we find
in étymology, for exemple, has the effect of dispelling this illusion
of obviousness.2% Heidegger's archeological projsct could be
understood in this light. He explores the subterranean life of cerizin
familiar words and traces their roots to the rich soil ef ancient
Greece. He reopens the “guestion of Being" by making the word once
again strange. There wags 2 time when the meaning of Being, which we
now take for granted, was a gquestion and vwhen men were proveked in
thinking about Being. The gusstion has been buried for us, however,
for whom the meaning of Being is settled. Where once +there were
unsettling guestions about Being, today we have only answers, or
perhaps the illusion of having settled answers,

The distinction between constituted and constituting Speech
openg a fresh path to the famous phenomenological reduction and will
help us to clarify it8 significance in Merleau-Ponty’'s philosophy. He
writes: "If we want to wunderstand language in its original mode of
signifying, we shall pretend never to have spoken. We must perform a
reduction upon language, without which it would be hidden from our
view.,.." {(Pr¥, 483 Langusge ig "hidden from ocur view®, ®promoctes iig
own oblivion®, he says elsewhere, becauge in conStituted speech we
look bevond what is ‘said’ to what ig ‘meant’, because the ‘meaning’
of what is said seems obvious to us or even S8Self-evident. Language
effaces itself in the service of making such meaning present. Its
“original mode of signifying® is concealed from wus insofar as it has

become arn institution:
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¥e live in a world where speech i8 an spngtitution, For all
these many commeonplace utterances, we posSsgess within ocurselves
ready-made meanings. They arouse in us only s8Second order
thoughts; these in turn are translated into other words which
demand from ug no real effort of expression and will demand
from our hearers no effort of comprehension....The linguistic
and intersubjective world no longer Surprises us, we no longer
distinguish it from the world itself, and it is within a world
already spoken and speaking that we think. (PhP, 184>
Although he does not name it here, what Merleau-Ponty is describing in
term3 of constituted Speech ig the natural attitude.2% One could say
that constituted speech, language for which we already possesas
"ready-made meaningsg", ig the 'natural attitude’ in which we routinely
speak.

In the natural attitude reality appears to us8 ag besing
unguestionably and self-evidently ‘there’. Just as language is8 an
institution, having a sedimented and hidden history, so too reality is
an institution. In the natural attitude, however, we are oblivioug io
thig history. Reality gives itgelf as being already consiituted, as
being everywhere and always what it now appears to ug to be. More
precisely, it gives itself as if it were not constituted, as if it
were ‘natural’; as if we were present to the real without any
mediation; as if the point of view from which we open onto the real
effaced itself thus installing us in the midst of the things such as
they would be if we were not there to disclose them. In the natural
attitude we are S0 immerssd in our point of view that we do not even
realize that we have a point of view.

The reduction is motivated by the insight that what is8 taken to

be ‘self-evident’ is self-evident for gomeone, that the real is not

gimply given without mediation but is constituted in light of or
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relative to a point of view. The raeduction bringe thie point of view,
which is hidden from the natural attitude, into the foreground. It is
a matter of acheiving a certain digtance from our point of view in
order to realize that we are in fact situated in a2 point of view.
Teleological-historical reflection, which discleges the effective
history constitutive of our beliefs about reality, creates such
distance. The real, which for the naturazal attitude is gimply there, isg
shown to have a depth oexceeding what i8 immediately present. Its
atmosphere of self-evidence becomes guestionable. What anthropologists
and socioclogists call “culturs sShock", the experience of another
culture, functions in a sSimilar way.27? One looks at one's ‘truths’ in
a different light when one realizes, as Pascal puts it, that "¥%hat is
true on this side of the Pyrenees i3 false on the other side."%% From
such experiences one comes to realize that what one believed was
simply 'natural’ or ‘given’ is in fact consStituted relative to a point
of view. Prior to the disclosure of one’s point of view, the world
upon which one opens hag the status of an absolute. Following such
disclosure, it appears as something contingent.
The ‘reduction’ Merleau-Ponty describes with respset to

constituted language follows along parallsl lines. He writes:

We become aware of the contingent element in expression and

communication, whether it be in the child lesarning to speak, or

in the writer saying and thinking something for the first time,

in short, in all who transform a certain kind of gilence into

speech. It is, however, quite clear that constituted speech, asg

it operates in daily life, assumes that the decisive step of

expression hag been taken. Our view of man will remain

superficial so long as we fail to go back to that origin, So

long a8 we fail to find, beneath the chatter of words, the

primordial silence, 28 long as we do not desecribs the action
that breakes this silence.(PhP, 184)
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The return indicated here, the ‘reduction’ performed upon congtituted
gpaech, involves putting its apparent obviousness or self-svidence
into guestion. It is a matter of realizing that it is indeed
constituted Spesch, that it i8 Situated in a history that exceeds what
it makes present. This history takes us back to a path-breaking and
croative Saying at the concealed or forgotten origin of the cbvious
‘truths” of constituted language. Tc return to the “primordial
gilence" beneath the “chatter®" of what has already been said is to
divest things of their de facto meaning in order to see them as if for
the first time in their startling strangeness. It igs what Rilke means
when he speaks of "starving things by not knowing them®.2?

The "action that breaks thig 8ilence”, that feeds this
starvation, is the act of expresgion. It ig out of S8ilence and
starvation that the poet (and the originating philosopher) speaks. The
world made strange, he attempts to express it as if he were now sesing
it for the first time. The act of expression requires or presupposes
the reduction because, inscfar as we are mesmsrizsd by the already
gonstituted, we take for granted the meaning of the world, of cur
lives, of our history, and they deo not appsar questionable to us.
Constituted speech conceals the expressiblility of the world, its
excess beyond what has already been said. It suppresses the desire
that is in fact itS8 own originating but forgotten ground. The return
to sitence puts out of play the chatter of the familiar and the
commonplace and kindles the desire for an exprsssion more complete
than ha8 y=t been achieved. This ig what Merleau-Ponty means when he

writes: “We are invited to discern beneath thinking which bagsks in its
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acquisitions, and offers merely a brief resting-place in the unending
procass of expression, another thought which is struggling to
establish itself, and succeeds only by bending the resources of
constituted language to some fresh usage." (PhP, 389)

This other thought “struggling to establish itself" is8 the
originating word, the word that will crystallize an svasive and
unnamed experience of the world not yet captured in what hag already
been said. In one sSense, the originating word ig created from nothing,
ingofar ag what it Seeks to expresg doeg not yet have a name in the
lexicon of constituted language. With respect to what has alrseady been
said, it is nothing. Thig nothing, however, thig Silence, is8 not an
empty zero point or an absolute =zero. What Merleau-Ponty says about
the impossibility of a cbmplete reduction is relevant hers. One can
never literally return to 2a point before there was something said
because it i8 impossible to erase the effects of one’s point of view,
the tradition that one has agquired. In this sense the originating
word, expression, i2 not created from nothing. It is rather a
"coherent deformation® with respect tc consStituted epeech. It is a
speaking that reorganizes the disposable gignifications and "puts them
to fresh usage®.?® Merleau-Ponty says that "It ig a new way of shaking
up the apparatug of language or of narrative to make it yield goodness
knows what-—-precisely because what is faid then has never before been
said.” (Pr¥, 482

This is8 an important point for Merleau-Ponty, whe was fond of
saying that speaking teaches the thinker his thought. In constituting

or exXpressive speech, one doss not first have a fully formed meaning
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that one subsequently puts into words for the purpose. .gf
communication. The lover exXpressing his feelingg, for- example,
experiences something that cannot be adegquately captured in any of the
available forumulas or clichés.and thig® is what kindles his desire to
express. This ‘somsthing’, however, is not to begin with determinata.
At the outset he does not know how he feels in the same way that he
will once he has crystallized these feelings in speech. Here it is a
fquestion of transformation. The meaning comes into being in the act of
speaking. He speaks in order to teach himsalf his expesrience.
Merleau-Ponty says that in expregsion the "gignificant intention ig at
the stage of coming into being. Here existence ig polarized into a
certain ‘gignificance’ which cannot be defined in terms of any natural
object. It is somewhsre at a point beyond being that it aims tc catch
up with itgself again, and that is why it creates speech a2 an
empirical support for its own not-being. Speach ia the surplus of our
existence over natural being." (PhP, 197

Here there can be no question of speech gimply wmirroring
something already existing. Rather, we speak to give expression to
something that is ag it were yot waiting to be said, gomething that is
not captured in the already said. There ig a surplus of our existencs
over the already said, an excesS. "In speaking or writing, we do not
refer to sSome thing to say which is before us, distinct from any
speech. What we have to say ig only the excess of what we live over
what has already been said."3t (Pr¥, 112> To be sure, there is at
first gomething to be gaid, there is Prougt’s preperscnal life, the

landscape that puts a guestion to Cézanne and calls him to his easel
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for an answer, the ‘outline logio® that the revolutionary reads in a
volatile state of affairs and that is concealed in the dominant
ideclogies. This unexpressed, this surplus of what ig lived over what
has been said, however, is not at first given as something fully
formed. It is transformed, only properly comes into being, in being

expressed.

Expresgion then is solicited from things insofar as they have
become questionable. When the act of expression begins, at the moment
of silence before creation, there is something to be expressed, and an
available language in which to express it, and So expression iS not a
creation ex nihifo. This something to be expregssed, however, is not
somathing fully formed of which expression could be a mirror image.
Merleau-Ponty captures the duality here in Saying that the signifyving
intention, the unnamed desire in search of recognition, i8 toc begin
with a "determinate gap”. He writes: "In me as well as in the listener
who finds it in hearing me, the significative intention {(even if it is
subgequently to fructify in 'thoughts’) is at the moment no more than
8 determinate gap to be filled by words——the excess of what | intend
to say over what is being said or has already been said." (8, B8) Such
a significative intention, however, presupposes that a gap has been
opened in what has already been said, 2 sSpace-awakening desire. The
reduction, the return to 8ilence, opens this space.

The preceding remarks help to express the meaning of philosophy
for Merleau—-Ponty. Philosophy, he writes, "dwells in history and in
life, but it wishes to dwell at their centre, at the point where they

come into being with the birth of meaning. It ig not content with what
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only by ceasing to coincide with what is expressed, and by taking its
distance in order to See its meaning. It is, in fact, the Utopia of
possession at & distance.® (IPP, BB8) Philosophy creates a diStance
from the world and from cur existence, from ‘“what is aiready there®.
It puts it into guestion in order that, once made Strange, the world
cen be possesSed not juSt in itS mundaneness but in itS mystery as
well, It openg a2 dap, the space of a guestion in which desire takes
foot, = epace beiween who we arse z2nd who we think we are, betwsen
eXiftence and what ha® been sSaid, but it does =o in wmrder to give
expression to the unnamed Being it has glimpsed appeariﬁg through this
opening.

The conception of philosephy that, reading with Merleau-Ponty,
I have articulated above, is rooted in a tradition, although it is by
no means a Simple repetition of old formulas, Its ancestry stretches
back to the ancient saying that ‘philcsophy begins in wonder'. When
Merleau-Ponty praises Socrates, that “"patron” of "the philosophical
writergs whom we read and whe we are,” the praise is quite Sincere.
{(I1pP, 343 Indeed, whati Merleau-Ponty  says about philogophy
incorporates the Socratic dialeetic, according to which the moment of
gelf-undergtanding (in which one stretches +io learn something new)
muSt be pPreceded by 2 moment in which one ooms2 to 2es one’s pressnt
understanding as being questionable. Merleau-Ponty is faithful to this
dialectic~~a dialectic that in & £ense every schoolbovy ‘undergtands’.

Hig contribution to the tradition consists eSpecially in hisg effort to
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integrate thig dialectic with what we have come to learn about
language.

Much has been written about the celebrated ‘linguistic turn’ in
modern philoscphy. This turn marks an important moment in the history
of philosophy. Traditional problems and Questions acquire a new
gignificance when interpreted in light of language. Philosophy, it is
true, has always been concerned with language as a sSpecial topic
within philosophy, but today philosophers are becoming increasingly
interessted in philosophy itgelf as an instance of language. This is
certainly true of Merleau—Ponty, for whom the fact that the
philosophsr speaks is central io the question of what philosophy is
and ought to be. In the following chapter, [ shall interpret the

significance that Merleau-Ponty draws from thig fact.



CHAPTER 8

PHILOSOPHICAL EXPRESSION

For it i3 characeristic of the Kantian tradition that, no
matter how much writing it doesg, it does not think that

philogSophy shoul/d be “"written", any more than science should
bs....Hantian philosophy, on Derrida’'s view, i3 a kind of
writing which would like not to be a kind of writing. It i2 a
gdenre which would like to be a2 gesture, a clap of thunder, an
epiphany. That is where God and man, thought and its object,
words and the world, meet, we want Speechlessly to say; lst no
further words come between the happy pair. Kantian philosophers
would like not to write, but just to show, They would like the
words they use to be So simple as to be presuppositionless.
Richard Rorty

1. Language and the Self-Effacement of Philosophical Expression
According to Merleau-Ponty, what unites the different

philogophers working within the existentialist or phenomenclogical
movement is that "all of them were calling the narcisgism of
gelf-congciousness into question,...all of them were pointing out our
own and the world’s factual existence a8 2 new dimenzsion of enquiry.”
(S, 155 Dissatisfied with the dominant paradigms by which we
understand curgelves and the world, they sought to restore and express
a more primary contact with things than i€ comprehended by objesctive
thought. Although a rampant rationalism was the target of their
pelemic, this movement was not sSimply the reactionary antithesis of
objective thought or the renunciation of rationality in favour of sSome

kind of ‘brute contact’ with existence, ag8 if truth were a matter of

223
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gilent coincidence with eXiSiencas. [t was Somsthing altogether mors
radical. In “going toward existsence®, Merleau-Ponty says, these
thinkers were "also going toward dialectic®. (8, 155)

Dialectic, a term he begins +to employ with greater frequency

after the Phenomenology (2 s8ign of Hegel's growing prominence in hig

philosophy), plays a rple gimilar to both radical reflection and
expression in Merleau—Ponty’'s writings.! The task of dialectic is to
hold together the tension betwsen the demand to return to existence
and the demand to endow that contact with philosophical status. It
holds together the effert to establish contact with a more primary
sxperience of the world, a contact that evades the conceptualization
of objective thought, and the demand to exXpresgs what iz left
unexpregged (and unexpressible) by objective thought. Dialectic, for
Merleau-Ponty, reconciles the immediate with the mediate without
sacrificing the one to the demands of the other. Modern thought, he
maintaing,
encounters the first and most fundamental antithesis, the
inaugural and never liguidated phase of dialectic, the birth of
reflection, which as a matter of principle 8Separates and
separates only in order to grasp the unreflected. Ag scon as it
becomes sufficiently conscious, the gearch for the "immediate”
or the “thing itsgelf” is not the contrary of mediation.
Mediation i8 only the rescolute recognition of a paradox that
intuition willy-nilly suffers: to possess ourgelves we nust
begin by abandoning curselveg; to see the world itself we pust

withdraw from it. (8, 158-73
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The return I have besn concerned to elucidate in this thesis is
dialestical in this sense. It ig thes realization of immediacy and
mediation, contact and digtance, sSilence and expression, faithfulness
and creativity.

in his reading of Husserl in the Phenomenology, MerleauPonty

had analyzed this ambivalence in terms of the relationship between

eXiStence and essence. Phenomenology, he writes, "is the study of
egsSencas,” but it i8 "also a philosophy which puts e3sences back into
eXigtence, and does not exXpect to arrive at an understanding of man
and the world from any sgtarting peint other than their facticity.®
(PhP, vii) On the one side, as "the study of essences", phenomenology
is not really concerned with the fact of experience per ge, with what
actually occurg ag an event in time and can never ocgur again., It
seecks to grasp not what i8 or will be irreducibly past, but rather the
essential Structure of “the fleeting moment’. *1 get beyond my
singularity not insofar as my consciouSness is merely a sSeries of
facts or eventg but ingofar as thess events have a sense. The
intuition of eSsences is simply a regaining of this 8ense, which is
not thematized in our Spontaneous, unreflective experience." (PriP,
95) My experisnce of today and my experience of yesterday, or your
experience and mine, are, on one level, irreducibly differant.
Phenomenology is not ultimately concerned with eXperience at this
level of facticity or immediacy, however, but rathsr with essential
structures, the "sense" or meaning of experience, in light of which my
past and present experiences could be said to be ths 'same’. The fact

of eXperience is important only ag a starting point for a reflection
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that seeks to discover sSomething essential (and communicablel in the
fact.?2

On the other side, however, phenomenology places *essences back
into existence®. This means that it reali=zes that the essences with
which reflection captures existence have a reference to something
that, in its8 facticity, exXceeds what is comprehended in the sssence.
Phenomenolugy does not try to repress the contingency of its sStarting
point. It thus distinguishes itgelf from objective thought, which
reifies the essences by which it attempts toc wunderstand {(turns
gensSations into things, for example) and loses gight of it8 primitive
beginnings. Merleau-Ponty says that the "essence ig here not the end,
but a means." (PhP, xiv) There can be no guestion of conflating the
world such as | know it with the world such as §{ live and such as it
in fact gives rise to the desirse to know. Phenomenology does not
attempt to close this distance but 8Seeks rather to pregerve and

understand it.

In the Phenomenology, Merleau—Ponty had also articulated the

ambivalence of Husser!'s phenomenclogical reduction in these terms.
According to Husaerl, he reminds ug2, every reduction "is nscessarily
eidetic”. (PhP, xiv) This meana, he explaing, “that we cannot subject
our perception of the world to philesophical scrutiny withcout ceasing
to be identified with the act of positing the world...without passing
from the Ffact of our existence to its naturse, from the Dasein to the
Wegen.® (PhP, xiv) To become aware of "our perception of the world®,
we must distance ourselves from it, and essences enable us to gstand

back from the existence in which we are otherwigse immergsed. *The need
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to proceed by way of essences,” Merleau-Ponty says, arisSes because
"our existence ig too tightly held in the world to be abie to know
itgelf ag guch at the moment of its involvement...." <(PhP, Xiv-v)
Existence requires "the field of ideality in order to become
acquainted with and to prevail gver its facticity." (lbid., xv)

Easgences then are means by which to crystallize experience, to
bring it to expression. Owing to the mediation of esgsenceg, to the
digtance they create, there can be no question that reflection either
coincideg with or reproduces the experience to which it stands in
relation. It ecannot coincide with it becaugs experience, from the
standpoint of reflection, is already past. It cannot literally
reproduce it because then it would no longer be reflection but
experience. That "all transcendental! reduction is invariably eidetic,”
Merleau-Ponty sayg in another place, "means that reflection does not
coincide with what is constituted but grasps only the essence of
it——that it does not take the place of intentional life in an act of
pure production but only re-produces the outline of it." (8, 178)

This account of the passage from the lived to the known in
terms of the move to easences is not, however, Merleau-Ponty’'s final
word on the return to existence or indeed his final word on Hussgerl.
Merleau-Ponty was from the beginning uneasy about ‘essences’ and
became mores and more 2o a8 his interest in language increased.? He
came to believe that Husserl made the move to egsences too quickly and
did not pay sufficient attention to a dimenSion in between sxistence
and m=Ssence; namely language. The following passage from Signg

indicateg an importiant shift in Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of
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Husserl: °Husserl will only be bringing the movement of all hia
previous thought to completion when he writeS in a posthumous fragment
that transitory inner phenomena are brought to ideal existences by
hecoming incarnate in language. Ideal existence, which at the
beginning of Husserl's thought was to have been the foundation for the
possibility of 1anguage,-is now the most characteristic possibility of
language.® (S, 108>

Indeed, i radical reflection, reflection upon reflection,
truly radical when it defines reflection as the passage from existence
to essence? The philosopher, more and more in Merleau-Ponty's
philosophy, i8 characterized not simply a3 one who reflects but as one
who speaks. This is something that a radical philosophy ought to
thematize. How doeg language come into play in the move from existencs
to essence? | shall argus that MerleauPonty came to believe that in
the final analygis a philosophy of easences, although it overcomes the
illusion of coincidence at one lsﬁel, restores it at another. The
critical issue here concerns what | shall call the ‘self-effacement of
language’. What is the relationship betwsen language, on the one hand,
and reflection, egsence, and world, on the other? W%hat igs the
significance of the fact that the philogsopher i8 sSitutated in
language? What is the effect of the linguistic mediation?

In his later interpretation, Merleau-Ponty peints out that
Husser! did indeed thematize language in his early writings, but he
conceived it as a merely derivative phenomenon and subordinated it to
aggences. Husser] sought to find the essence behind all languages, to

produce a universal eideticg of language, a universal grammar, as if
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eggences and language weres eXternally related to each other. In
Husgerl's later writings, however, "There ig no longer any guestion of
constructing a logiec of language, a universal grammar, but rather of
finding 2 Jogos already incorporated in the word." (PriP, 82) With
respect to Husserl’'s later “phenomenology of language®, Merleau-Ponty
writes: “As his thinking developed, Husgerl was led to link more and
more what he had at first s¢harply Separated——the possible and the
actual, essence and existence."d (PriP, B4) Language is the missing
"link® that Merleau-Ponty speaks of herae.

For the later Husserl, language i8 no longer a neutral
self-effacing ingtrument for communicating essences or for pointing
out or indicating things. There is a "logo8 incorporated in the word"
and "reason incorporated in Sensible phenomena®. (PriP, B2) As the
bearer of the ®"logos", and not simply its ‘sign’, language becomas
something important in itS own right. With reference to the later
Husserl, Merleau-Ponty says that the “philosopher is first and
foremost the one who realizes that he is Situated in language, that he
ig speaking.* (8, 104) The philosopher’'s own speech is recognized as
being a decisive moment in the transformation from the lived to the
known, from existence to essence.

It i8 remarkable that, in a philoscophy resclutely determined to
be radical, the philosopher’'s own use of gpeech should nct have been
thematized from the very beginning. Derrida’s analysis of language and
philosophy are of great value here.f5 He argues that philosephy has
typically overlocked or even represgsed its own linguisticality, its

own incorporation, because it has been dominated by the ideal of what
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he calle “presence’. Philosophy has tried to efface it8 own happening,
its statug as event occurring in time and history, simply to present,
to make manifegt without mediation, 8Something that ig what it is
without philosophy.®
The treatment that writing hags received in the tradition is
emblematic for Derrida in this regard because in writing language
8tands put or conspicuously obtrudes, and the problem of mediation
comes to the fore. With reference to certain exemplary figures, he
shaws that philosophy typically subordinates writing to speech. Speech
ig privileged because in speech the speaker’'s words feem to effacs
themselves in the service of presence to unmediated meaning. "Within
so-called 'living' speech,” Derrida writes, "the spatial exteriority
of the signifier seems abgolutely reduced....®? The voice or breath
that ig the gignifying medium of 8peech sSeems to evaporate and
surrender its difference in the sgpiritual ether of non—smpiricatl
thought or meaning, ag the sSmoke from a chimney dissipates into the
clouds. The distance or differerice from meaning that the ‘phonic
gubstance’ introduces Seems to cancel itself. "That lived reduction of
the opacity of the signifier,” Derrida continues, is “the origin of
what ig called presence.”
¥hat Derrida calls *presence" would be meaning or thought that
is completely transparent, "ideal existence®, in Hugsserl’s terms, with
which the thinker could coincide in silence. Speaking has not been
perceived as a threat to such presence because the mediation of the
spoken word, the "exteriority* or corporeality of speech, Seems to

efface itself. Indeed ‘presence’ has often been represented in
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philosophy on the model of a kind of inner speech. Writing, however,
is not 8o easily reduced. The signifying ‘substance’ of writing is
hopelessly exterior to the gslf-presence of the philosopher (and his
readers) to his meaning.

To the end of protecting the ideal of presence againgt this
exteriority, Derrida argues, philosophers typically conceived writing
ag being merely accidental and inessential in relation to meaning.
Writing i8 thug determined as& being merely a supplement to spsech, as
being but a reproduction of 8pesch in another medium. Derrida’s
critique of this opposition betwaén writing and spmsech, which typifies
the general Strategy of deconstrfuction, involves overturning the
hierarchical relation between the opposed terms. The point is not to
restate the traditional oppeosition in a mirror image but rather, by
forcing it to it8 limit, to undermine it altogather. He shows that the
materiality, exteriority, or non-presence that classical thought
attributes exclusively to writing, and on the basis of which it
digtinguishas spsach from writing, is proper to sSpsech as well.
Speaking i8 indeed a kind of ‘writing’ and introduce2 non-presSence
into allegedly non-empirical! thought. The dissip;tinn of the spoken
word into the ether of pure thought turng out to be an illugion.
Words, spoken or written, zre inscribed or instituted in a network of
meanings. They have etymologies, sSedimented hiStories, Semantic links
with other words, and 20 on, 2nd for this reason the meaning of speech
always exceeds whatever is or could be present to the mind of the
speaker. The thinker, insofar ag hig thinking occurs in or with

language, iS not in possession of or coincident with his thought.
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Ag early as the Phenomenolosy, Merleau-Fonty had been gensitive
to and indeed emphasized the significance of corporeality in thinking.
He directs his polsmic againgt the illugion of transparent thought in
complete possession of itself, againgt a Species of what Derrida calls
‘praesence .¥ Meaning is not Some purely non-linguigtic representation
but is "held within the-wcrd'. Thought i8 worded from the beginning.
Even in the supposed silence of inner monologue, thinking is a kind of
speaking. Meaning cannot be fully contained by thought, escapes the
thinker, because his thought ig8 incorporated in words that transcend
or axcesd whatever might be 'pPresent’ to his mind. Presence is haunted
by non-presence. Thought or signification i€ not a mirror-like
reflecting medium. The corporeality of thought, the fact that it is
embodied in words that have sedimented hisStories and semantic linkages
with other words that are unthought or non-present, msans that thought
ig never completely adequate or transparent to itgelf, that meaning
transcends whatever might be presgent to the thinker.?

Mer leau-Ponty argues against a dualism of language and thought
that sets word in oppegition to concept or essence and signifier to
gignified. Within the framework of thig dualism, the termg opposed are
defined ag being independent of and external to each other. Language
is determined a8 a mere instrument or vehicle that effaces itgelfl in
the service of a2 thought that it merely transports from one interior
to another. It is said that "spesech is a mers means of fixation" of
thought, or that "it is8 the envelope and clothing of thought®”. (PhP,
182) In one way opr another, gpeech is8 thus determined as being but the

gign of thought. Thought i8 at first present and subsequentiy (by
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mechanigng® of association, for edample? words come that mersly serve
to gtand for this thought in the empirical realm and thereby to
transport it from one mind to another. Speech in turn has no import of
it8 own but mersely translates, substitutes for, or Supplisments
thoughts that have no need of 8peech in order to exist. Language
follows upon thought and adds nothing to it.

Against the background of the dualism of thought and language,
Merleau-Ponty invites us to return “"to the phenomenon of speech and
put into guestion the usual accounts which immecbilize thought and
speech, and make anything other than external relations between them
inconceivable.® (PhP, 177-80). What Merleau-Ponty takes to be most
important about the "phenomenon of speech® are thoSe instances in
which a new msaning comes into existence. The basgsis of hig critique of
the dualism of spesch and thought is that on this hypothesig the
creativity of speech (constituting speech), the production of new
meaning in Speech, i8 obscured and cannot be accounted for.

Marleau-Ponty’'s thegig concerning tha corporezlity of thought
is ag follows: F“Thought ig no ‘internal’ thing, and does not exist
independent of the world and of words.* (PhP, 183) Echoing his
criticigm of the view that perception i8 interpretation, he says
"speech is not a ‘gign’ of thought, if by this we understand a
phencmenen which heralds another as smoke betrays fire. Speech and
thought would admit of this external relation only if they were both
thematically given, whereas in fact +they are intervolved, the sense
being held within the word, and the word being the sXternal existence

of the sense.” (PhP, 182> If thought were gelf-complete and
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independent of speech, "we could not understand," he claims, “why
thought tends towards expressgion as towards its completion...why the
thinking subject himself is in a kind of ignorance of his thoughts so
long as he has not formulated them for himgelf, or even spoken and
written them, as is shown by the ekample of go many writers who begin
a book without knowing gxactly what they are going to put into it."
(PhP, 177> Why, as sometimes happsng8, do we Speak precisely in order
to think? How does it happen that in sSpeaking we Sometimes have the
experiance of teaching ourselves our thought, perhaps even surprising
ourselves in what we gay?

Such experiences are incomprehensible on the hypothesis that
word and concept or speech and thought are mutually exterior to one
another. Speech here seems to be an integral part of thinking, and not
distinguishable from it. In the speaking subject, Merleau-Ponty
writes, speech "does not tranSlate ready-made thought but accomplishes
it.®™ (PhP, 178) This i2 the significance that Merleau-Ponty later
finds in Hugserl’s “return to the 8peaking Subject”. He writes: *In

hig last unedited writings, Husserl found a much deeper gignificance

in the problem of language. In Formai and Transcendenta] Logic,

published during his lifetime, he salready expressly indicated that to
speak is not at all tp transiate a thought into words. It i3 rather to
see a certain object by the word.® {(PriP, 82)

Merleau-Ponty uges a similar argument to criticize the medel of
communication generated from dualistic assumptions. On the view that
gpeech and thought are axterior to each other, the word ig® mersly the

occasion for the listener to think the thought that preceded it in the
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mind of the one who spoke it. The ligtener must already have the
thought <omehow or other, since the word itself is deveid of
significance and has meaning only insofar ags it ig associated with a
thought already possessed. Supposedly, the speaker has a thought in
mind and summons the appropriate wordg to represent it. The same
thought becomes present to the mind of the listener provided that he
agsociates the correct thought with the words spoksn. A
congciougness consStructd——for x—-that linguigBtic mechanism which will
provide another consSciousnesgs with the chance of having the Same
thoughts, but nothing really passes between them.® (PhP, 178) The
moment of eXteriority wherein thought is ‘doubled’ by corporeal signs
is regarded as being insignificant. Thought somehow or other requires
corporseal Signs to be transported from one interior to another, but it
preserves itS purity or non-empirisality in the passage. The corporeal
sign iS a necessary supplement to thought, but curiously this
supplement remains external to it and adds nothing. The signs efface
themselves in the service of rendering the Dpristine thought present.

On this view, the listener can find in worde only the meaning
that he hag put there. The word being nothing more than what the
listener associstes with or puts into it, everything must therefore be
known in advance. Learning, insofar as it involves the emergence of
new meanings, becomas inconceivable. We do, however, have the
experience of learning something in communication. Not always, but
sometimes, we energe from a conversation with a radically new
undergtanding of <gQomething that, in retrospect, we realize we had

previously misunderstoocd or understood only in a vague way. Here it



236

cannot be the cage that we confer 2 pre-establighed meaning upon the
words because we are not from the outset in possesgsion of such
meaning. It must be, Merleau—Ponty concludes, that speech can give us
back more than we put inte it. "The faot is that we havse the power to
undergtand over and above what we have Spontaneously thought.® (PhP,
1782

These experiences that Merleau-Ponty adduces in argument
against the view that thought exigts independently of sgpeech are
ingtanced of 'constituting’ apesch: "that of the child uttering its
firgt word, of the lover revealing his feeling, of the 'firat man who
gpake’, or of the writer and philosopher who reawakens primordial
experiences anterior to all +traditions.®t?® (PhP, 178n) Generally,
ingtances of constituting Speech are ones in which there iz an effort
of expression. In such instances, metaphor being a prime example, the
corporeal ity of words comes to the fore and it is especially evident
that spesch is not simply an instrument or vehicle that transports
silent thoughts or meanings from one interior to another. Rather the
thought comes into existence in and through the process of speaking or
expressing. Merleau-Ponty calls this ‘constituting speech’ because in
such spesch new meanings are created or ‘consStituted’,

1t is constituted speech, spesech that occurs under the auspices
of meanings already constituted, of c¢lichés, linguistic routines,
sytagms, and sSo on, that Seems to support the Separation between
thought and language. Because sush Speech remains within familiar and
already =stablished gignifications, it Seem8 that language ig merely

the gervant of these gignifications. Even in constiituted spsech,
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however, whers we speak only about or according to what we have
already mastered, wutilizing what i8 effortiessly at owur disposal,
there is a2 4disturbing non-presence. Instances of constituted speech,
Merlesau-Ponty writes, “have indeed in each case their convincing
clarity, without, however, esver enabling me to dispel the fundamental
obscurity of what is exXpressed, or to eliminate the distance
separating my thought from itself.® (PhP, 381-2) What does it mean to
spsak about thought being separate from itself? Thought, ewven when
incorporated in  words that Sesm to efface  themsslves in virtue af
their ‘self-evident’ meanings, is separate or different from itself
insofar as these words exceeds whatever meaning is present. Presence
is threatened by non—presence, interiority by exteriority, identity by
difference. Owing to the corporeality of words, thought ie entangled
in 2 network of exteriority and is never entirely present.
Merleau-Ponty distinguishes two sSenses in which language
foutrung ug" or introduces ‘non-presence’ into thought. He writes:
Language outruns ug, not merely because the use of speech
always presupposes a great number of thoughts which are not
present in the mind a2nd which are covered by each word, but
also for another reason, and a more profound one; namely, that
these thoughts themselves, when present, were not at any time
‘pure’ thoughts either, for already in them there was z surplus
of the signified over the signifying, the same effori of
thought already thought to egual thinking thought, the same
provisienal amalgam of both which gives rise to the whole
mystery of expression. (PhF, 380)
Bscauses worde have multiple meanings, not all of which can be
simultaneously present to the mind, there i85 alwayg an excess of

meaning bevond whatever is present to mind. Polysemia, however, does

not by itsslf undermine the fundamental assumptions of duslism. That
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the word i8 not univocal and is the ‘sign’ of several thoughts is
easily accommodated in a dualistic framework as long as the other
non-present thoughts or meanings are themselves conceived as being
untainted in their purity by the corporeality of words. This is
precisely what Merlsau—Ponty deries. The non-present multiple
meanings, allegediy pure, are themselves tainted by the exteriority of
cther words. The.polysamic msaninge of words are themselves enbodied
in other words.

One of the conclusions Merleau—Ponty draws from his analysis is
that the thinker is never in total possession of his thought and
thought is never Quite pressnt or identical to itself. He writes:
*Thug gelf~posgesgsion and coincidence with the self do not serve to
define thought, which i3, on the contrary, an outcome of expression
and always an iliusion, insofar as the clarity of what is acquired
rests upon the fundamentally obscure operation which has enabled us to
immortalize within ourgselves a moment of flesting life.” (PhP, 388>
Thought owaes ite ‘clarity and distinctness’ to the fact that Ffamiliar
words have self-evident meanings in the Service of which they geem to
efface themselves. Thiz gelf-evidence, however, rather than being the
prize of a thought that has struggled to become transparent to itgelf,
is on the contrary the indication that such thought has not yet even
begun.

In hig eritique of the dualism of thought and language in the
Phenomenglogy {(which ig only confirmed and sharpened by his
subsequent, more thorough reading of Saussure), there ig already an

implicit critique of the philosophy of es3sences (or reflection). The
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move to reflestion or efSences indesd leaves behind the idez of &
coincidence with existence, or with the brute fact, but, insSofar as it
suppresses itsS own linguisiticality, it has not abandoned the ideal of
coincidence altogether. Coincidence is overcome at the level of
existence only tp be reinstated as an ideal at the level of reflection
or essence. Reflection, the move to esBsSences, effaces its own
mediatien, its own linguisticality, gimply to be present to or

ceincide with itself in thought, In The Visible and the Invigible,

Merleau—Ponty makes this oritique explicit:
¥e would err as much by defining philosophy as the
search for the essences as by defining it as the fusion with
things, and the two errors are not so different....Philosophy
is flattened to the sole plane of ideality or to the sole plane
of existence. 0On both sides one wantge something-—internal
adequation of the idea or self-identity of the thing—to come
stop up the look, and one excludes or subordinates the
far-offs, the horizonal thought. VI, 127
Fhether philosophy aims to coincide with eSSences or to coincide with
sxistence, in either case the same ideal 18 operative. What is sought
is an all—encompassing presSence, a wordiess philosophy that would

sfface its contingent beginnings and swallow its tzil So to speak, a
philogsophy that would leave nothing out. More precisely, such a
rhilozophyY must leave out, exclude, and indeed reprass the *far-offs®
and the *horizonal®, subordinate them by,tf&atteningf them, because
they are not and cannot be circumSCribgd?By‘presencg and testify to
the failure of its ideal. For the same reason, such a philosophy must
leave out its own linguisticality.

Dominated by the ideal of presence, philosophy could only be

threatened by ite own linguigticality, which tegtifies to non-presence
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and non—coincidence. This is why Derrida sgpeaks of philosophy’'s
repression nof writing {or language), which is something different than
innocent inattentiveness. Derrida says that “the philosophical text,
although it is in fact always written, includes, precisely ag its
philoéophical specificity, the project of effacing itself in the face
of the signfied content which it transportis and in general teaches.®ti
In Merleau—Ponty’'s philosophy, however, philosophy’'s own mediation,
it8 linguisticality, is thematimed. Conceived in Merleau-Ponty’'s
terms, there is no reason for philosophy to efface itself or to
Suppraess itS own incarnation because he does not aspire to a
*signified content® independent of words or to a disembodied presence.
Such meaning as he sesks to express in his philosophy comes into being
in being spoken. Philosophy, for Merleau-Ponty, is neither a “search
for essences” nor the attempt to fuse with existence. It is rather the
originating word that plunges beneath the surface of constituted
language into what he calls the "lake cf non—being® (VI ,201), bringing
back with it new species of being, *far-offs® or ‘far-unders’, that do

not yet have a name,

2. The Cogito

The significance  of linguisticality in Merlesau-Ponty's
philosophy is best exhibited with reference to his discussion of the
cogito. He writes on the cogito in sSeveral places, and it ig one of

the few subjects about which he is explicitly seif-critical of his
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own work. The cogito then i3 of central importance for understanding
such change or development as takes place in hig philogophy.
In what we have of Merlsau-Ponty’'s last, unfinished work, The

Vigible and the Invisible, one of the major points of contention

identified with the Phenomenology concerns what he called the ‘tacit’
or the 'silent cogito’. Not much ig said about this iSsue, although it
ig important enough that-it ig mentionsd no less than thres times in
the working notes. From what ig said, it ig apparent that the issue
concerns the relationship between the tacit cogito and language. He
faults his analysie of the cogito in the Phgnomenclogy bacaugse “the
chapter on the Cogito ig not connected with the chapter on speasch....”
VI, 175-6) At first glance, thig is a strange thing for Merleau-Ponty
to gay Dbecause the whele discussion of the cogito in the
Phenomenology, as we shall ses, turns wupon language. How then do we
make sense of Merlsau—-Ponty’s retrospective criticism?

Although language i3 discugsed in the chapter on the cogito, it
ig not discussed in the same terms a8 it ig in the chapter on speech.
He opposes silance to sSpeech as mutually exclusive terms. He reifies
silence, and reifieg the tacit cogite. In the chapter on speech,
however, the relationship between silence and speech {2 more
felicitously framed in terms of the dialectic of constituted and
constituting Speech. 1 belisve that, when Merleau—-Ponty later faults
hig analysis of the cogito in the Phenomenclogy on the grounds that is
not connected with the chapter on speech, it is more specifically the
failure to connect with thig dialectic of the constituted and the

congtituting that ig the source of the problem. In this light [ offer
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here 2 retrogEpective reading of the chaptser on the esgits with
refesrenos to the congSituted and the constituting, and with reference

to some later remarks from The Visible and the invisiktie.

in the chapter on the ocogito, Meriesau-Ponty maintains that the
Cartesian cogito, contrary to what Descartes would have us believe, ig
in fact a 'verbal cogito’'. He argues that there is another cogito nmore
primary than the spoken cogito and which by contrast is ‘silent’ and
indsed independent of language. Nowhere is Merleau-Ponty more
ambiguous than he is on thig topic. It i8 not Surprising that, as we

know from the notes to Ths Visible and the Invigsible, he eventually

rejected the ‘'silent ocogito’ as being an impossibility. But sven

within the framework of the Phenomenology the silent cogito, &=

presented, is untenable. Earlier I argued {chapter 5, section 1) that

the Phenomenology is a text divided against itself insofar as there is

a tension and even competition between the concept of reflection and
the concept of expression, which pull in opposite directions. A
related division occurs between the chapter on speech and the chapter
on the cogito.iz

Let us retrace +the steps that iead to the Cartesian cogito.
Just as ! am normally uwnaware of my own ¢gpeaking insofar as my
consciousness is directed toward the subject matter at hand, so too in
perceptual experience [ am normally oblivious tc my own act of
perceiving insofar as my consSciousSness is directed +toward and wholly
absorbed in things. To become aware of ny perception I nust adopt &
reflective attitude and turn my attention from things tc the manner in

which things appear to wme. For Degcartes, this reflective turn
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requires that we break the chains of certainty or belief that imprison
us in the natural world. In perception, ! normally feel certain of the
existence of the objects that 1 perceive. To see a table ig also to
believe that the table is there where 1 see it and furthermore that it
ig there for others to see. Upon reflaction, however, this certainty
becomes dubioug. I recall that I have Sometimes been mistaken about
what [ ‘perceived’. Dnca.I heard someone c¢all me, or ‘thought’ 1 did,
but it was only the wind.

[f I can be mistaken once, however, [ can be migstaken now, and
what | balieve that [ perceive may not be such 23 1 believe it to be
at all. That there is an object ‘corresponding’' to what [ belisve 1
perceive, and that it is Such ags [ believe it to be, is something
about which I can be mistaken. It ig certain, however, that I think it
ag such. My ‘perception’, even if | am mistaken, is etill something.
There may indeed be no object ‘corresponding’ te my perception, but
the object exists at leagt insofar as it is something that is thought.
Even if there is nothing on the ‘other side’ ito cause or produce the
images in the mirror, the images at least exist. Thus ig born the
cogito, which ig the name Descartes gives to the spectator in the
utopian theatre in which these images make their entrances and exits.
That this interior drama i a ‘true Story’, that it ig based upon
anything that happeng outside the theatre, indeed that there is
anything outside at all, is uncertain. What is certain is that inside

the theatre sSomething zppears, and that to the sextent that something

appears to me, | am.
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Merleau-Ponty criticizes Descartes from several point2@ of view,
but what i8 significant here is8 his c¢laim that the cogito thus
revealed is ‘“merely a verbal ocogito".13 (PhP, 400) His argument
warrants careful scrutiny., He Dbegins modestly! "By following the
meaning of the words and the argument, I reach the conclusion that
because I think, I am...." (PhP, 400) The point made here, which at
first seemsS somewhat ériuial. ig that the Cartsesian cogito is
something that is revealed as the conclusion of an argument. If I
understand the meaning of the words, and make the proper logical
moveg, | am obliged to assent to the conclusion that *] am®. But what
am [ assenting to? What is the content of thig "I"? I think, therefore
I am. But what am [? Descartes’ answer i that ! am a thing that
thinke. Thig much followse from the premises, but does it sxhaust my
identity? Am | therefore squal to my thinking? Is my being coincident
with what I think [ am? Merleau—-Ponty maintains that the cogite thus
asgented to, my 8elf insofar as it i8 preSent in my thought about
myself, is merely derived. The Cartegian cogito stands on the
shoulders of another cogite that by contrast ig not a conclusion but a
hidden premise. Even before [ began to think, I was. My existence
precedes and exceeds my thinking and is not reducible to it.

The above point is a variation on the theme of the return to
existence or to  experience. Against {or rather underneath)
objectivistic thought, which mistakes it8 own constructions for
reality, Merleau—Ponty uncovers a more primary reality in which these
congtructiong are themselves encompagsed. The polemic against the

Cartegian cogito from the sStandpoint of another more primary and
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immediate cogitc, one that could never be sncompassed by a2 conclusion,
one that by contrast could be deseribed a8 a premise that can be made
explicit but never completely go, echoes his general critique of
objective thought. Before (and in a sense below) my explicit awareness
of myself, [ am a prepersconal, anonymous flux of life.

The next step of Merleau-Ponty’s argument, however, ig a shaky
cne. It is one thing to claim that the Cartesian cogito is a
‘conclugion’ and thus dependent for its +truth and meaning upon
antecedent premises. It i8 quite controversial, however, to claim that
"this is merely a verbal cogito, for 1 have grasped my thought and my
existence only through the medium of language....* (PhP, 400
Merleau-Ponty criticizes the C(artesian cogito here for the wrong
reasons. The problem lies in the adjective "merely”. Thig "merely®
signifies that he opposes the Cartesian cogito for the reason that it
is verbal. It implies, and later Merleau-Ponty explicitly states thisgs,
that more primary than this "merely verbal cogita® is a ‘silent’
cogito that can be “grasped®, as he says, independently of *the medium
of language®. Merleau-Ponty ig correct to insist that the Cartesian
cogito ig derivative with respect to another more primary cogito, but
he opens himself to contradiction by determining this primary cogito
a® he does in opposition to language.

Leaving agide the "merely” for a  noment, what does
Merleau-FPonty mean by saying that the Cartesian cogito is "verhal®? He
elaborates by drawing attention tc the obscured fact that the
Cartegian cogito is someshow embodied in a text. The Cartesian cogito

ig situated in the cultural sSpace of language. Indeed, it iS mediated
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through 2 ‘text’. *The wonderful thing about language i8 that it
promotes itS own cblivion: my eyes follow the lines on the paper, and
from the moment I am caught up in their meaning, 1 lose sight of them.
The paper, the letters on it, my eyes and body are there only as the
minimum getting of some invigible operation.® <(PhP, 401) Given his
criticism of the dualism of thought and language, it is not sSurprising
that here he should empgasiza the embodiment of the cogito and the
mediating role of corporeality, i.e. the corporeality of the Cartesian
text. The emphasis is necessary because language, the language of
Degcartes’ text, effaces itself in thought, or a8 he says here,
*promotes its own oblivion".

If this is what he means by qualifying the Cartesian cogito as
*voarbal*, this by itgelf should not be damning in Merleau—Ponty’s
eyes. Indeed, intitially his criticism i8 not so much that the
Cartegian cogito ig spoken as it i8 that Descartes does not
acknowledge and even obgcureg the fact that it is spoken. He
continues: "Expression fades out before what ig8 expressed, and this is
why its mediating role may pass unnoticed, and why Descartes nowhere
mentiong it. Descartes, and a fortiori his readsr, begin thair
meditation in what is already a universe of discourse." (PhP, 401
¥hat Merleau-Ponty objects to here isS not the fact that Descartes must
have recoursgse to words to reveal the cogito. Indeed how could it be
otherwigse? The problem rather is that Descartes does not tireat the
saying of the cogito as important, that he ignores this mediation, as
if the words used +to reveal the cogito affaced their corporeality in

order for me to coincide with the cogito without remsinder.
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Thigs effacement of the nedium, of the text, gives rige to the
illugsion of a timeless thought on the hither side of language. When |
read Descartes, and especially if I read him according to his own
logic, it seems that the cogito that emerges out of this rsading is
something that [ already was even before [ pronounced the conclusion.
The ‘premises’, the words of text, and so on, efface themsslveg, and
the cogito that I now know myself to be gives itself as being
independent of them. RetrosSpectively the words are Seen as mere gigns,
in themselves ingsignificant, that peoint to thig cogito without
touching or otherwise adulterating it with corporeality. Merleau-Ponty
continues:

Thig certainty which we enjoy of reaching, beyond expression, a
truth separable from it and of which expression is merely the
garrent and contingent manifegstation, has been implanted in us
precisely by languaga. It [the text, the corpaoreal signs of the
cogitol appears as a mere Sign only once it has provided itgelf
with meaning, and the coming to awareness, if it is to be
complete, must redigscover the expressive unity in which both
signg and meaning appear in the first place. (PhP, 401>
The cogito i8 revealed and indeed comes into existence through the
medium of DesScartes’ text. It i8 sSomething 1 accomplish in the
reading. Descartes, however, takes for granted the mediating process
in which the c¢ogito is8 accomplished. Merleau-Ponty writes: °[if]
Descartss never mentions language as the condition of the rgading of
the coglite, nor overtly invites us to pass from the idea to the
practice of the ocogito, it i8 because we take the process of
expression for granted, because it figures among our acguigitions."

{PhP, 4023 During this "process”, the 'signg’ were not externally

attached to pre—existent meanings, to an eternal cogitc that was
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already there, At first I did not know what they meant and they taught
me. Now that ! have caught on to the cogita, I forget their initial
importance and it seems they are “merely signs” sxternally related to
an ideal meaning independent of language and of corporeality in

general.

The foree of the arguments that we have examined thus far is to
undermine the belief that the Cartesian cogito iS sSomething eternal
with which I could coincide in silent thought. The Cartesian story is
not the whole story, but the conclugion of a story that was underway
long before it came on the scene. Indeed qua conclusion it ig a bad
one insofar ag it i8 forgetful of its premiges, of the  history in
which it was born. Along these lines Merleau-Ponty’'s critique of the
Carteg8ian cogito i8 consSiStent with the general project of his
philogophy.

¥here his critigue becomes problematic {(as foreshadowed by the
use of the word ™merely" to qualify the verbal cogito) is in his
determination of the pre-history of the Cartesian cogito, of who or
what | was even before [ concluded that I was a cogito, a2 gilence in
opposition to language. Merleau—Ponty writes:
I should be unable even to read Descartes’ book, were [ not,
before any speech can begin, in contact with my own life and
thought, and if the spoken cogito did not encounter within me a
tagit cogito. This gilent cogito was the one Descartes sought
when writing his Heditations. He gave life and direction to all
thoge expressive operationg which, by definition, always miss
their target s8ince, between Descartes’ existence and the
knowledge of it which he acquires, they interpose tha full
thickness of sultural acquisitions. (PhP, 402)

Merleau~Ponty is consistent in insigting on the distance and the

difference between existence and knowledge of existence. Tha Cartesian
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cogito is not exhaustive. | am not sgqual to who or what [ think 1 am:
My existence will always exceed whatever sgelf-knowledge might be
pregSent to my mind. DBetweesn the self that 1 am and the self that
appears in the mirror there is a differencs. HNothing in his eritqus,
however, requires Merleau—Ponty to determine what precedes and eScapes
the spoken ocogito as "silent” contact with myself in oppogition to
language. Irconically, Merleau—Ponty himself, despite his explicit
pronouncementS about the silent cogito, furnishes us with good reasons
for not doing so.

Several of hig own arguments in the Phenomenology can be
adduced against the "silent cogito® thus conceived as independent of
language. In the first place, much that Merleau-Ponty says against
Descartes boomerangs back upon himself. [f the Cartesian cogito is a
spoken cogito, then by the same token so too is the allegedly "silent
cogito®. If the Cartesian cogito is an idea .situated in cultural
history sc toc is the tacit cogito. 'l am thinking of silent cogito,
wanting to finish this work’, to paraphrase the wonderful opening of
the chapter on the cogito. That I am doing So is premised upon my
having read about the gilent rogito in a book by Merleau-Ponty. My
thought iz humming with a plethora of words, often at odds with each
other, that he uses to describe the silent cogito. Indeed, the silent
cogito is a veritable institution. The meaning of the word 'silent’ is
not scme wordless thought. When I think of silence, I think of other
texts and contsexts in which MHerleau-Ponty talks about silence, about
the ‘vciceg of silence’, and So on. I think of other words with which

Merleau-Ponty links silence and of still others to which he opposes
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it., Each word takes me +to still other words, and these +to still

others., The same is true of the word ‘cogito’, which takes me also to

[

Hugserl, and to countless other words such ag ‘self’ and ‘sgo’. The
silent cogito, inscfar as it ig spoken in a text by Merlsau-Ponty,
exXxceeds my grasp and it Seems that [ could never possess it or
coincide with it,

What i8 the Sign;ficanca of all thesSe words, of the waords of
Merleau—Ponty’s text and of other texts in which it is woven? Ars they
themgelves unimportant? Are they mere signs that efface themselves in
order to indicate some gilent contact with myself unadulterated by the
corporeality of words? I8 this not precisely what he forbids Descartes
to say? And yet, unwittingly vindicating Descartes on the above point,
he also criticizes the Cartesian cogito for the reason that "1 have
grasped my thought and my existence only through the medium of
language,” the assumption being that it i8S possible to grasp myself
without this medium. What would such a grasp be? Complete and silent
coincidence with self? But is this possible within ths frapework of
the Phenomenology?

Merleau-Ponty equivocates on the question of coincidence with

gelf in the Phenomenclogy, just as we sSaw that he eguivocates on the

question of the g¢oincidence of raflection and the unreflected. He
simply i8 not consistent. In one place he sgpeaks about "absolute
contact with myseif.® {(PhP, 285) In anothsr he says that "nowhere do I
enjoy absolute possession of myself" (PhP, 240) He gpeaks about “the
primordial certainty of being in contact with myself,” (PhP, 355} but

elgsewhere says "gince the lived is thus never entirely comprehensible,
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what | understand never guite tallieg with my living experisnce, in
short, 1 am never quite at one with myself." (PhP, 347) In one place
he urges us to "coincide with the act of perception and break with the
critical attitude...."” (PhP, 238-9) To break with the critical
attitucde is a laudable goal for philosophy, but i8 coincidence with
the act of perception the only alternative? If it were, then by
default the natural man Awauld already be a philosopher., Later, ag if
to correct himself, he says: "All that is required is that the
coincidence of myself with myself, as it is achieved in the gogito,
shall never be a real coincidence, but merely an intentional and
presumptive one." (PhP, 344>

It is understandable that Merleau-Ponty should be seduced by
the idea of a virginal gself-presence unpenetrated by words, but the
better part of his philogophy holds thig temptation in check. This
idea {(and ideal) goes against the grain of the movement of thought in
the Phenomenoclogy. His discus=ion of the guestion of the experience of
the other is particularly relevant here. He writesS: "If "the scle
experience of the subject is the one which I gain by coinciding with
it, if the mind, by definition, eludes ‘the outside spectator’ and can
be recognized only from within, my cogito is necessarily unique and
cannot be ‘shared in’ by another.” <(PhP, 373) Here HMerleau—Ponty
expre3seg reservations about the idea of real coincidence and for good
reason. If [ were coincident with myself in the silence of either
thought ar exXperience, my exXiStence would bhe a private thing. My

identity would be on the hither side of my saying, of all
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corporeality, something inacceggible to others and indeed sven to me
ingsofar as [ seek to know or express who [ am.

Ironically, the ghost of Descartes, against whom Merleau-Ponty
introduces the silent cogito in the first place, loom8 in the
background of the discussion of the tacit or gilent cogito. In the
final analysis the idea of silent cogito ‘uncorrupted’ by language and
of a cogito that is abso&utely present to itgelf in thought amount to
the same thing. In either case it i8 2 matter of being present to
oneself without difference or distance. What Merleau—Ponty says
against the Cartesian cogito should be turned against the silent
cogito ag well. I am neot primarily a thinking thing because my
eXistence eXceeds ay thought about myself, but nor am [ a gilent
coincidence of myself with mysslf.

Before I speak in order to gather together and express who |
am, | am indeed 'sSomething’. To thia extent one can sSpeak of a tacit
or silent cogito underneath the Spoken cogito, wunderneath my
explicitly constituted identity. GSomething does indesed precede my
constituting speech, and indeed it is to express thig something that I
speak. Thig something, however, i8S not something sSimply present such
that [ could coincide with it. I am not somsthing with determinate
borderg that could be circumscribed in an act of knowing that would
edd nothing. Ingofar as | am a silent cogito, I am not entirely there;

I am not entirely pressnt. In The Vigible and the Invigible,

Merleau—Ponty writea: "The perceiving subject, as a tacit, sSilent
Being-at, which returns from the thing itself blindly identified,

which ig only a geparation with respect +to it——the sel!/f of perception



253

a8 ‘nobody’, in the sense of Ulysses, as the anonymous one buried in
the warld, and that has not yet traced its path.” VI, 201> The
“anonymous one® is the overflow of my existence insofar as [ exceed my
already conStituted undergtanding of myself; "a lake of non-being* he
also calls it. Expression plunges into this *lake® in order to catch
something that has slipped through the netg of what hag already been
said, but this samethin; only properly comes intoc being when it is
caught and given a name. Furthermore, to give it a name is not to
falisfy it.

Thig i8 what Merleau-Ponty meang in the Phsnomenology where he
writeg that “the tacit cogito is a cogito only when it has found
expresgion for itself." (PhP, 404) Unfortunately, however, he does not
think through the implications of this statement in relation to his
critique of the verbal cogito. In terms of this critique, 3Silence and
languagle, the pre-expressed and the sxpressed, the anonymous and the
named, are opposed in Ssuch a way that to express the tacit cogito
could only be to falsify it. As long as the tacit cogito iSs undergtood
ag simple presence or coincidence with itself, expregsion could only
be a falgification or a non—coincidence because it introduces
differaence or distance.

The whole difficulty here is to wunderstand how | can express
myself without falsifying myself, how | can break the silence and yet
preserve it at the same time. If I am fundamentally a self in silent
contact with myself, spesech can only be a falsification of myself. I
am my=elf only for myself. My speech, my acts, ny body, everything

that can be linked to corporeality, is on the other side of this
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self-pregence. It is exterier, it i8 not who I am. ©Shall we say that
everthing that Descarteg has written, the Cartesian corpus that has
been begueathed to us, is not the fundamental Degcartes? Shall we say
that beyond these texts and the countless other traces, on the hither
gide of all his sgaying and doing and of everything that could be
linked to his body, there was a more primary Descartes who was not and
could not be said? ‘

Undoubtedly Descartes was once alive as | am now and ons day
this flow of experiencing ceased. The fact that his texts have
outlived him and quite avidently can exist independently of his life,
however, does not mean that hig life was ever independent of what are
now itS corporeal traceg., Descartesa’ life was not a silence on the
hither side of what he gaid and did., His life as he lived it was no
doubt different from and eXceeded what he ever said or thought about
it. This difference, however, is not like the difference defined by
the border between two Separate countries, with the lived on one side
and the expressed on the other. Saving (and doing? doeg not put me on
the other =2ide of 1living. The difference between them is not a
falsifying difference or an either/or.

If I am not inaccessible to others, it because my life has not
primarily been a series of gself-enclosed thoughts or private
experiences but & corporeal history of gigns. My saying, the public
moment in which | exist for others, i3 not a falsification of myself.
It ig an expression of who I am., This is not to say that I am egqual to
what othersg think me to be. For the same reason that [ am neot equal to

who ! think I am, to what about myself is pressent to me, I am not
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equal to what another thinks of me. My existence, my seslf, exceeds
what could ever be present to mysSelf or to another, eXceeds whatever |
could catch in sSpeech, for my life has the opacity of a text. This
opacity, this corporeality, thig8 excess beyond whatever could be
encompasssed in a presence, has a double edge. OUn the one hand, it is
the reason why [ can never coincide with mnyself in unadulterated
self-presence. On the otgar hand, however, thig non-coincidence is the
space, the opening, the distance, or the difference that kindles the
desire for gself-understanding, the desire to express. "Such is the lot
of a being who is born,® Merleau-Ponty writes, "that is, who once and
for all has been given to himself as gomething to be understood.®
(PhP, 347)

In light of these remarks, let us qualify what we Said earlier
about the ’'reading’ of the tacit or silent cogito, to which
Herlmau-Ponty assigns the meaning “"existential experience®. {(PhP, 374)
The silent cogito is indeed an institution and in ny effort to grasp
it I am indesed enmeshed in a web of words., What animateg8 these words,
however, and serveg as a precondition for my reading of the silent
cogito is the fact of my experience, to which these words give
expresgion. This i8 not to say that my experience or existence is a
thing in itgself that could be grasped independently of speech.
Experience need not be oconceived ag closed in upon itself in 8ilence
on the other side of worde, Herlsau-Ponty’a critigue of the dualism of
thought and word ocan also be brought inte play here. Word and
experience need not be opposed. language is not a prison—house on the

other side of which lay the wide open fields of experience. When I
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‘read’ the 8ilent cogito, [ do not have wordg on the one 8ide and
unworded experience’ on the other ag if I could ever compars them to
gee if I had 2 good match. Rather [ think about my experience, which
ig indeterminate, with the words that are available to me. The word

teaches me my experience.

Thig is the direction of Merleau-Ponty’'s thought in The Vigible

and the Invigible., He writes:

Naivetfé of Descartes who doss not See a tacit cogito under the
cogito of Wesen, of significations——But naiveté alsoc of a
gilent cogito that would deem itslf to be an adequation with
the silent consciousness, whereag it8 very description of
gilence rests entirely on the virtues of language. The taking
possesgion of the world of silence, such as the description of
the human body effects it, is no longer this world of silence,
it is the world articulated, elevated to the Fesgen,
spoken....There would be needed a silence that envelops the
speech anew, after one has come to recognize that speech
enveloped the alleged gilence of psychological coincidence.
¥hat will this silence be?...thig sgilence will  not be the

contrary of langusge. (VI, 178)

Relative to the gpoken cegite, to the 'I° that 11 have already
‘gpoken’, to the cogite of significations, there ig indeed za more
primitive cogito which is as yet unsaid. This tacit cogito, however,
which in the Phenomenology had been described as the absolute other of
gpeech, is not a coincidence with itself Ssuch that spsech could only
be itg falsification. It is not unsayable. It is silent relative to
the chatter of the already constituted, but it ig not a silence that
igs "the contrary of language".

In the final analysis, | meaintain, the problem with the tacit
or the silent cogito in the Phenomenology has to do with the framework
in which the analysis is articulatad. The problem is that

Merleau-Ponty sets the tacit cogito against the wverbal cogito as a
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kind of absclute other, gets sgilence and language in oppogition to
each other Such that to s8peak can only be to falsify a silence. What

the analysis of the constituted and the constituting was to make

comprehensible, however, is a kind of 8peech that does not gimply:

break the silence but expresses it. With respect - td already
constituted speech, Merleau-Ponty invites us-to retun to the ground
of this speech, to a gilence drowned out by its chatter. This return
to a ground is only one part of a dialectic movement of expression,
howsever, for the ground is appropriated in relation to a telelogy, to

a new offort of expression.

In his discussion of the cogito in the Phenomenology,

Merleau-Ponty is somewhat at odds with himself and with what the
Phenomenology teaches about language and expression. The tacit cogito
is presented ag a2 kind of full presence, as an absolute ground upon
which the spoken cogiteo is superadded as an independent gtratum. First
there was the silent cogito, a sheer pregence of self to self, and
then the spoken cogito came along to break thig silence and distance
us from ourselves. Firgt there was 3ilence, and then there was speech.
In these terms, there iS no interpenetration between the silent cogito
and the spoken cogito, between silence and speech. The two are

conceived as being externzl to sach other.!Y In The Visible and the

Invigible, however, the boundary separating them becomes less

well-defined. The two are thought of as intertwined.
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3. Creative Adeguation

The ‘development’ of Merleau-Ponty's thought from The Structure

of Bghavior to The Visible and the Invisible is best understocd as a

kind of ‘deepening’. This at least i how he himself describes the

development. In a working note tc The Visible and the Invisible, he
promises an analysis that “takes up again, deepens, and rectifies ny
first twe books....® (¥I, 1iB8) Perhaps in his first two books
Merleau-Ponty was to a certain eXtent guilty of the same “error® that,
in an entry dated from the following month, he ascribes to the early
Husser!l: *Husserl's error is to have described the interlocking [of
the wvarious moments of experiencel starting from =a Presenfeld
congidered as without thickness, ag immanent consSciousness....® VI,
- 1732 Certainly the semantic affinities between the metaphor of
*despening® and of “thicknegs® are suggestive. In any event, the fact
that Merleau-Ponty reccgnizes the need to “deepen® his earlier
analysis of the perceptual world indicates that he came to believe
that it was in one way or other too close to the surface. The later
texts stress that “lived experience i8 not flat, without depth,
without dimension....15 (VI, 124>

If one can sSpeak here of an ‘“error® in need of being
*rectified?, in our opinion this “ferror® is incorporated into the
rhetorical situation of the early works. These works, it shouid be
remembered, are rhetoricaily and polemically engaged with objective
thought and indeed with particular scientific theorieg. Given that

Herleau-Ponty azttempts to address this thought on itsS own terrain, it
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is only to be expected that the terms of hig own positive analysis,
designed to reach a common ground, will bear the mark of their

rhetorical negative. In The Vigible and the Invigible, however,

although he continues this polemic, Merleau-Ponty is legs detailed in
hig critique of sgcience. He announceg in a working note that "being
must not only be made manifest through its divergence from the being
of gcience,” indicating that he is more concerned to work out a
philosophy in his own terms. (V!, 176)

In speaking against certain views about perception in the

Pnenomenology, in arguing that they ‘falsify’, ‘conceal’, or otherwise

‘migs’ the phesnomenal field, Merleau-Ponty sSometimes sSpeais as if this
field were Something more ‘clear and distinct’, something more
‘present’, than he actually believed it to be. In order to state his
vase against objective thought, he appeals to a ‘given’ or ‘ground’
with which objective thought is out of touch. The rhetorical situation
requires him to Speask as if this ground were solid, so to speak. It
seemg he believes that although the 'ground’ evadss objective thought,

it could nevertheless be fathomed by phenomenology. In The Visible and

the Invisible, however, the status of the 'ground’ becomes much more

problematic. The ‘ground’ recedes in the measure that thought, even
phenomenological thought, approaches it. It becomes an 4bgrund. The
return, the archeology of the perceived worid, penstrates deeper and
deeper into itg opacity and ambiguities. The thought that turns back
upon the world in search of its ground is unable to find a resting
place, to get to the 'bottom’ of things. The ground is deeper and the

world is ‘wilder’ than it Seemed to be against the sober background of
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gcience in the early works.i% [t pregsents even more probiems for a
thought determined to master it and to render clear and digtinct all
itg hidden corners.

Several later works plazy on the metaphor of "deepening”. In his
preface tc A. Hesnard's book on Freud, for example, Merieau—Fonty
speaks of a “deepening® of phenomenclogy in Husser!’'s later works.ti?
He claims that Husser! moved away from a “philosophy of conSciousness?®
and away from “phenomenological positivisn® because he realized that
certain beings, “the body, "time®, "history,® do not *allew themselves
to be brought under the correlation of consciousness and its objectis,
of the noesis and the noema.® (lbid., 85-8) Such beings cannoit be
spread nut frontally before congciousness and made pregent. In virtue
of their dspth, they exceed what can be circumsecribed in any act of
gcong8ciousness. Indeed, they have a-dimension that is ‘*hidden" from
consScioushess. Merleau-Ponty continues:

All consciousness is consciousness of something or of the
world, but this something, this world, is no longer, as
*phenomenological positivism® appeared to teach, an object that
ig what it is, exactly adjusted toc acts of conSciousness.
Consciousness i€ now the “soul of Heraclitus®, and Being, which
ig around it rather than in front of it, is a Being of dreams,
by definition hidden! Husserl sometimes uses the term
‘pre-being®.1% (ibid., 88

In Merleau-Pontiy's later writings there i8 a greater esmphasis
upon what does not present itself to consciousness. There i8 a greater
emphaSif upon what cong8ciousness does not and cannot grasp; upon what
eScapeS conSciousness; upon what suStains it from below or surrounds
and envelops it liks an atmosphere.i? The “ultimate task of
#

phenomenology as philosophy of conscicusness®, he writes, "is to
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understand its relationship to non-phenomenology.”. (8, 178> He links
*non-phenomenclogy” with what "resigts phenomenoleogy within us®, with
"natural being®, and with “the ‘barbarous’ source of which Schelling
spake."” (8, 178) The ‘'jungle’ tropes, the themes of ‘wildness’,

‘bruteness’, and 'savageness’ that sSo predominate in The Yisible and

the Invigible, should be understood in this light. 'Wild being’ is

being that remains ‘untamed’ by our philosophy, being that does not
obey the order by which we attempt to capture the worid in thought. [t
ig being that has not been caught in spesech.

In The Vigible and ths Invisible, these themes ars played out

again and again in terms of the relationship between the immediate and
the mediate. Indeed, the key philcosophical problem poged by this work
concerng the affects of mediation. Not Surprisingly, 8Some of the
ambiguities we have analysed around this topic in the Phenomenology
reappear here.&? Merleau-Ponty gometimes gives the impression of
believing that mediation per 88 i8 a gocurce of error. [t i8 the
mediation of conscicusness, language, or philosophy, that ‘hides’ wild
being from ug. Mediation tames. Wild being is unmediated, even prior
to mediation.

Merleau-Ponty often frames the relationship between the mediate
and the immediate in terms of Speech and gilence. He says the
following about a kind of “interrogative thought® that would gimply
let things be, rather than taming them with its own projected order:
"It asks of our experisnce of the world what the world is before it is
a thing one speaks of and which i8 taken for granted, befors it has

baan roeduced +1o0 a 2et of manageabls, digposable aignifications; it
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directs this gQuestion to our mute life, it addressez itgelf to that
compound of the world and ourselves that pracedeg reflsction, because
the examination of the significations in themselvea would give us the
world reduced to our idealizations and our syntax.® VI, 102) The
mediation of language is here represented as a source of worror. It
tames ocur "mute life" and reduces it to “manageable significations®
that effectively desensitize us to itSs wildness and its hidden
dimensions.

The text quoted above, which i8 not atypical, helps us to

formulate an important problem posed by the The Vigible and the

invigible {and which &urfaces in one form or another throughout
Mer leau—-Ponty’s authorship). John Sallis puts the problem clearly:
How are we to understend the distinction between things ag they
are prior to being spoken and things a8 taken up in gpeech,
especially in view of the fact that this distinction is itsgelf
already taken wup into Speech? Especially in view of the
indiggsoluble positivity of the expressed, ig thers not reason
to guppose that to posit an uiterly pre-linguistic world is no

less inappropriate than to pose the objectivist’'s world of
things in themselves? (Sallig, 113D

Indsed, what would license Merleau—Ponty to speak about a

pre-linguistic world"? From what point of view could it be disclogsed?
Merleau-Ponty reproachez objeective thought for repressing or effacing
itg own mediation and for feigning to speak from nowhere as if it8 own
mediation amounted to nothing. Would it not be incomsistent for him to
claim that it ig possible to erase the effectg of his own language and
to acheive unadulterated or unmediated presence to something that is
identical to itself on the other side of all spesch? If the silence to

which he invites us to return were the contrary of speech, "utterly
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pre—linguistic®, ag Sallis puts it, would not philosophy, as the
attempt to express thig silence, be a contradictory project?

If Merleau-Ponty’s remarks on the return to Silence are
interpreted literally, then philosophy, insofar as it speaks, can only
be a distortion. The philosopher speaks of silence, of wild being, and
80 on, but this silanpa is already broken by being spoken, the

wildness tamed by being caught in gpeech, Thae Visible and the

Invigible, a2 the attempt to say Something about this filence, would
be a contradictory project. As 8S8allis puts it, the silence expressed
"i8 npot that silence which we seek to bring to expression but rather
that silence ag already brought to expression, ag already transposed
into the medium of language...." {Ibid., 111> [f philosophy speaks, it
has to do not with silence but rather with Silence as caught in & web
of spesech. "The only way to avoid breaking the silencse,” Sallis says,
*ig simply not to philogophize.” (lbid.} In these terms, philosophy is
gither falge or it is mute.

The point Ballis makes is a2 good one, and it helpg us to focus
an important igsue. However, he forces Merleau-Ponty into a dilemma
that Merleau—Ponty himSelf rejescts. Merlesau-FPonty does not oppose
silence and spasech {(or the immediate and the mediate) in ths framework
that Sallis lays out. When Merleau—Ponty advocates a return to "our
experience of the world...before it i8 a thing one 38peaks of,” he is
not speaking literally. If he wers, then indeed his philesophy could
only issue in what he himself, following Hegel, calls an “unhappy
consciousness” .2t To speak i8 to break the silence and no longer to be

in truth, but to be sgilent is to renounce philosophy: an unhappy
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Situation. Merleau—Ponty does not accept these alternatives, howsver.
He speaks disparagingly of "the reign of the ineffable.® (VI, 85) The
return to Silence is not a matter of erasing the effects of speech, of
history, in order to arrive at Silence as an empty slate before speech
got underway. He sSeeks a dialectical integration of silence and
speech. Speech hides wild being, but it also discloses it.

Indeed, the view that Sallig ascribeg to Merleau-Ponty is one
that Merleau—Ponty himself ascribes to Bergson, who proposed a kind of
intuition that would present being to us without any mediation. In the
beginning, he gays, Bergson did indeed conceive intuition ag the
absence of all mediation, a8 unadulterated presence to being.
Merleau-Ponty writes: "‘'Simple act’, ‘viewing without a point of
view’', direct access without interpogsed symboig to the interior of
things-~all these celebrated formulas of intuition defins it as a
masSsive grip on being, without eXploration, without interior movement
of meaning.® (IPP, 12) Bergson, however, advanced beyond this
undialectical position and, according to Merleau—Ponty, moved *from a
philogophy of impression to a philosophy of expression.® (Ibid., 28>
He writes: “Perhaps Bergson began by understanding philogsophy as a
simple return to what is jgiven, but later on he saw that this
secondary, laborious, rediscovered naiveté does not merge us with a
previous reality, doeg not identify us with the thing itself, without
any point of view, without symbol, without perspective.® (ibid., 18)
Given that the mediztion of point of visw, perspective, gSymbol, and

gpeech, do not srage thsir sffectf aimply to pregent Something Zuch a8
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it might have been before their intervention, the 3tatus of the
immediate, of an absolute silence, is very problematic.

Merleau-Ponty believes that the attacks upon mediation, indeed
the repregsion of mediation, are motivated by an ill-conceived ideal
of truth as coincidence. The undialectical oppogition of immediacy and
mediation or Silence and speech, et against each other as truth to
falsehood, follows from the logic of coincidence. If the ideal is to
coincide with experience, to fuse with things in the alleged silence
of perceptual life, speech could only be a divergence from the truth,
because it ig8 a non-coincidence. Language being thus determined ag a
principle of error or deception, philogsophy has had teo feign to erase
its own linguisticality. On the other hand, however, *if language is
not necessarily deceptive, truth is not coincidence, nor mute.® (VI,
129

Merleau-Ponty realizes that the project of coinciding with the
immediate ig an impogg8ible one, and that the idea of the immediate as
a literal origin before all mediation is suspect. He writes:

What we proposSe here, and oppose to the @sarch for the
immediate, i not the return toc the immediate, the coincidencs,
the effective fugion with the existent, the search for an
original integrity, for a Sscret lost and to be rediscovered,
which would nullify our guestions and even reprehend our
language. If coincidence is lost, thig is no accident; if Being
is hidden, thig is itsgelf a characteristic of Being, and no
digclogure will make wus comprehend it. A lost immadiate,
arduous to resgstore, will, if we do restore it, bear within

itgelf the sediment of the critical procedures through which we
have found it anew; it will thesrefore not be the immediats.

(vi, 121-2»
For Merleau-Ponty, there can be no question of denying the effects of

mediation. A thought attempting +to return to the immediate cannot
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erage the path it took to get +there and the immediate that it
‘digecovers’ will bear the mark of the “critical procedurss® that
brought it to light. Whether philesophy admits it or not, such
prigtine resality ag it ‘discovers’ bears the wmark of its own
linguistic intervention.

This is not te say, however, that we are confined in a
prison—house of our own making, that everything is mediation. Although
Merleau-Ponty rejects the idea of an immediate that would be the
abgolute ‘other’ of mediation, an ineffable Silence, and aceordingly
reject® the ideal of coinciding with the immediats, hée does not
rencunce the immediate altogether. Mediation, speech, does indesd have
an ‘other’, but this other i8 not in principle ineffable or
inaccessible to mediation. It i8 not & transcendence on the other gide
of our horizon, without a sign in the visible. Philosophy, he writes,
i "not a return to an immediate——which recedes in the measure that
philogophy wighes to approach it and fuse into it. The immediate is at
the horizon and nugt be thought a2 such; it isS only by remaining at a
distance that it remains itself.” (VI, 123} The horizon is a principle
of mediation. To have a horizon means that what is ‘'given’' always
presents itgelf from ‘somewhere’ and in relation to a point of view
(gituational as well as geographical) that organizes the scens. While
there can be no question of a seeing (or thinking) without horizons,
to have a horizon iS not to be confined in a prison of immanence and
to be cliosed to what is other, different, and new. Things present
themselves within a horizon, but they pregent themselveg with a

certain depth that can be explored. What is ‘inside’ is not fully
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determinate. ¥hen Merlesau-Ponty says that "the imnmediate i3 at ths
horizon" he means that what presents itse!lf within our horizon {(and is
thus mediated) is pregnant with depth and wiid possibilities that are
trangcendent with respect to our presSent point of view.

Vhat Merleau—Ponty says about the wvigual field applies egually
to the horizon: one cannat draw a Sharp line demarcating what is
‘ingide’ from what is ‘outgSide’, being and non—being, immanence and
trangcendence, the mediat2 and the immediate. Indeed, this is what
objective thought tries to do. It tries to put a frame around the
horizon, to circumscribe everything including its8 own contingent point
of departure. Everything, including its own situatednesg in a peint of
view, i8 sSwallowed up in ‘the great object’. To say, howsver, as
Merleau—-FPontiy does, that the horizon is open (and ‘openness’ is a key

theme in The Visible and the Invigible), means there is a kind of

undefined being in the distance or on the margins of what ig given
within our horizon, which i8 neither ‘being’ nor ‘non-bsing’ but, with
Husserl, ‘pre-being’. Therea ig a gap on ithe horizon, a
desire—angendering Space, a clearing in which Something new can
announce itsSelf and make it8 appearance.

The whole problem i8 to undarstand the relationship between the
immanent and the transcendent, the mediate and the immediate, without
opposing them a2s mutually exclusive terms. For Merleau-Ponty, there is
indeed something given, bhut this something i8 not completely or
exhaustively given., With respect to what i8 given, there i2 something
transcendent, but thig something iS not completely transeendent. [t ig

not ‘outside’ in relation to an ‘inside’ which by econtrast would
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contain everything that is. In a passage af crucial impartance,

Marleau-Ponty writes:

¥a are interrogating our eXperience preciSely to know how it

opens us tc what is not ourselves. 7hrs does not sven sxclude

the posgibrlity that we Find in our experience a movement

toward what could not in any event be present to us in the

original and whose irremedial abgsence would thus count among

our originating experiences, But, if only in order to sse these

marging of presence, to discern these references, to put them

to the test, or to interrogate them, we do indeed first have to

fix our gaze on what ig apparently given to us. (VI, 153
Againgst 'phencmenological positivism’, which demands of averything
that ‘is’' that it present itgelf before congSciousness, Such
interrocgation attempts to disclose something about what does not
pregent itsSelf and ig transcendent in relation to what ig given. Such
intarrogation nevertheless remains phenomenological in that it
digcloses what is transcendent starting from what is given. The
transcendent i8 not eXternal to the given. It is not ‘outside’. It is
not the absolute ‘other’ of what i8 present. The +transcendent, the
immediate beyond or beneath what has already been said or mnade
present, i3 not a thing-in—itself on the other side of all horizons.
The transcendent is ‘intertwined’ with or ‘hinged’ to the given, as
Merleau-Pénty would say.

¥hat Merleau-Ponty eays about the ‘given” in relation to

Berggon ig relevant here: "What i3 given, then, is not the naked
thing, the past itgelf such as it was in it8 own time, but rather the
thing ready to be Ssen, pregnant in principle as well as in fact——with
all the visions one can have of it....* (VI, 124) The perceptual world

i2 not 2 frontal object laid out ocleariy and digtinctly bafores our

view. It iS ambiguous in itS givenness and exhibits a certain depth.
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Things are given within our horizon and indeed can only be given thus,
but they have a depth in virtue of which they are unfathomable. They
are "pregnant” with pre-being. Because the given is indeterminate, it
neseds our viSions to bring its unborn pogsibilities into being. We are
the midwives of being, sSo to speak. Merleau-Ponty writes: “this
perceptual world ig at bottom Being in Heidegger’'s sense, which is
more than all painting, than all speech, than every 'attitude’, and
which, apprehendsd by philosephy in its wuniversality, appears as
containing everything that will ever be said, and yet leaving us to
create it (Proust)....* VI, 170} In its latency or pregnancy, the
perceptual world invokes expresgion from man as doeg a guestiocn.
Indeed, Merleau-Ponty sometimes speaks as if the initiative for
thig creation came from the world. He says that +the "existing world
oxigtg in the interrogative mood.® (VI, 103> As the landscape ingspires
the painter, the existing world inspires the philosopher to find the
words that will promote it to it8 +truth. This mnust be qualified,
however, for not everyone ig a painter or a philosopher. The landscape
exists in the "interrcgative mood” only for the interrogating sye of
the student of the landscape, the eye that does not settle for what is
given but seeks +to disclosSe its hidden gecrets. The world exists in
the interrogative mood only when it has been divested of its
self-evidence or taken—for-grantedness. Consider where Marleau-Ponty
locates the initiative in the following remarks about what he calls
‘hyper—reflection’:
1t must plunge into the world instead of surveying it, it must

descend toward it such a2 it is instead of working its way back
up toward a prior possibility of thinking it—-—which would
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impoge upon the world in advance the conditions for our control
over it. It must question the world, it must enter into the
forest of references2 that owr interrcgation arouges in it, it
must make ug say, finally, what in its silence ;t means to say.

(V1, 38-9>
The initiative here is on the side of man. To interrogate means not to
accept at face value, to probe what is said, to wrest a secret from
somecns. In the context of the preceding pagsage, the philogsopher (or
the painter) interrogates the already constituted to make it surrender
it8 Secrets.

Paradoxically, the return to Silence that HMHerleau-Ponty
advocates is a matter of learning how +to speak. To paraphrase Proust,
ons must know how to read (that i8, to s8peak) the gilence.
tlerleau—Ponty writes:

“the gensible is, like lifa, a treasury ever full of things to
gay for him who is a philosopher (that ig, a writer) And just
as sach findg to be true and redigcovers in himself what the
writer says of life and of the sentiments, 8o algo the
phenomenologists are understood and made use of by thoge who
Say phenomenology ig impossible. The root of the matter ig that
the sensible indeed offers nothing ons could state if one is

not a phileosopher or a writer, but that this i8S not because it
would be an ineffable in Itself, but because of the fact that

one does not know how to gpeak. (VI, 252)
The return to the gilent world ig at the same time 2 matter of finding
one’'s voice. For one who "doeg not know how to gpeak®, the world does
not exXist in the ®interrogative mcod” and offers no secrets or nothing
to be said. That is to say, it appears as if everything were already
said. The pregnant Silence i3 drowned about by the noigse or chatter of
familiar words and names.

"It is by considering language that we would begst sgse how ws

are to and how we are not to return to the things themselves,®
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HMerleau-Ponty says. (VI, 125) Contrary to what Sallis says, there can
be no guestion that Merlesu-Ponty seeks a self-effacing language, a
language that would erase itself and its effects.22 [t ig8 not a
question of sSpeech effacing itself in order toc coincide with an
ineffable silence on the other gide of speech. Indeed, Merleau—Ponty
says that "ths definition of philosophy would involve an elucidation
of philogophical expression itself (therefore a becoming conscious of
the procedurs used in what precedes ‘naively’, as though philogophy
confined itgelf to reflecting what ig) as the science of pre-gsciencs,
a3 the expression of what i8 before expression and gygtains it from
bohind,,.." (VI, 167
Philosophical expression is born out of a return to 8ilence. It
turne back upon speech in order to disclose a silence that "sustains
it from behind®. The silence to which it returns, however, ig not an
ineffable. It is not the absclute ‘other’ of language. After
describing philcgophy a2 the return to silence, Merieau—Ponty adda:
But in addition, what it finds in returning to the sources, it
sayg. It is itself a human construction, and the philosophser
knows very well that, whatever be his efforts, in the best of
cases it will taks its place among the artefacts and products
of culture, as an instance of them. If this paradoxX is not an
impossibility, and if philosophy can speak, it is because
language is not only the depesitory of fixed and acqQuired
gignificationg, because its cumulative power itself resulis
from a power of anticipation or of preposssession, because one
speaks not only of what one knows, So as to sest out a display
of it--but also of what one does not know, in order to know
it-—and because langusge in forming itsSelf eXpresses, at lsast
laterally, an ontogenesis of which it is a part. (VI, 102D

Philogophy sets itself the paradoxical task of returning to a ground,

to a certain 2ilence, not to coincide with it but rather to speak it,
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sffectively to bring it intoc being, to make it appear within the
horizon.

Thege matters are best understood with refsrence to the
digtinction between constituted and congtitituting speech,
‘philosophical expression’ being an insStance of constituting speech.
The silence to which we are invited to return is gilent only relative
to what has already beesn said. The immediate ig immediate only
relative to what has already been mediated or constituted. Wild being
ig wild only relative to being that has already been confined in the
lexicons of constituted spesech. This is another way of saying that
there is Something trandendent with respect to what is already given,
present, or congtituted. When Merleau-Ponty invokeg gilence or wild
being, this i8 in relation to constituted 3peech. Congtituted speech
is not exhaustive of being. There i8¢ something more yet to ba gaid,
something left out, Something not captured in constituted speech. [n a
senge this something hidden by constituted sSpeech, thig silencs
drowned by itg chatter, is ‘waiting’ to be Baid. The terminus ad gusm
of the return is as yet unsaid, but it isS not in principle unsayable.
If it ig gpeech (constituted) that hides it, it is also speech
(constitutingl} that will reveal it or bring it out of hiddenness.

¥ith respect to conStituted speech—to what has been said,
tamed in lexicons, flattenad ocut and rendered evident~—philosophy iz =
return to Silence. It 'starves things by not knowing them’', it places
itgelf at the origin of the world. This return does not literally take
ug2 to the beginning of higtory, a2t a time before there wad somsthing

gaid. [t is not a matter of erasing one’s point of viasw. It is rather
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a matter of creating an opening, a sSpace, or a gap in the fullness of
what has already been said or constituted, of making the already said
questionable. In the final analysig, this ig the significance of the
reduction for Merleau-Ponty, which, he says, underwent a “fresh
mutation® in Husserl’s later thought. Merleau-Pontiy writes: "The
reduction no longer invplves a return to ideal being, but brings us
back to the spirit of Heraclitus, to an interweaving of horizons, to
an open Being." (TFL, 108> According to Merleau-Ponty, Husser! once
believed that the reduction installed us in a sphers of immanence in
which being would be fully present without distance to a sovereign
transcendental ego. Thig sgo would not need to spezk in order to know
being. At best 'itg' sSpeech would efface itself in order to mirror.
semathing already fully formed on the othsr side of spasch.  In his
later writings, however, and spurred on by fresh investigations into
the ‘phenomenclegy of language’, Husserl began to see the reduction as
the creation of an opening. Being, such as it discloses itself through
this opening, azppears as something less determinate and more wild. It
ceaSeg to be something that could be circumscribed and contained
within the horizon of reduced thought and becomes rather ‘pre-being’.
It negeds the speech of +the philosopher to bring it into being. It
summons his Speesch as a question Summons an answer.

In the later philosephy of both Hugserl and Merleau-Ponty,
philogsophy iz presented as the enemy of what is today called "closure’
and ag the vigilant guardian of an open space {or gate) on the horizon
of our tradition. It becomes & matter of keeping an copen ear, aof

ligtaning for the voices of silence drowned out by the noise of the
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already constituted. The voices of sSilence for which the philcgSopher
ligtens, however, do not speak in an artioculate language such that he
could pretend simply to record or translate an original text. The
philosopher must read, write, interpret. Hig speech does not effacs
itgelf simply to make present a silence that is what it ig8 on the
other side of higs speech. Hig "language realizes, by breaking the
8ilence, what the silence wished and did not obtain,” Merleau-Ponty
gays. Vi, 1768-7

For Merleau—Ponty, there are thus essentially two ways of
misconceiving philoscophical expression. The first would be to construe
it as the attempt to achieve adeguation <{or c¢oincidence) with
pre—exXistent being. The speech of the philosopher would not penetrate
being but would remain external to it. It would not make a difference.
Indeed, to the extent that it did make a difference, it would fail to
achieve adequation, for its difference could only be a distorting one.
On this model, speech would have to efface itself in order to leave
its object ‘pure’ and ‘unmediated’. For Merleau-Ponty, however,
philosophical expression doeg not mirror, coincide, or fuse with
something that is what it ig without philogsophy. The originating
speech of tha philosopher does not afface itseif in order to present
something identical to itself on the other side of gpeech. Originating
speech is a creation.

One would equally  misconceive philosophical expresgsion,
however, if one separated this creation from its ground, from the
pra—besing it3 S=eks to sxpres3. Merlieau-FPonty indeed rejects 2 certain

model of adequation, but he does not abandon the goal of adequation
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altogether. To do so would be to reduce philosophy to the status of
groundless speech., In a working note, Merleau-Ponty writes:
Philosophy as creation, regting on itself-—-that cannot be the
final truth. For it would be a creastion that sets as its goal
to express as Uebi/de what is von selbst (the Lebenswslt), that
therefore negates itsSelf as pure creation....What there is is a
creation that ig called forth and engendered by the Lebenswelt

as operative, latent historicity, that prolongs it and bears
witness to it.* (VI, 174>

In returning to the sources (or resourcesg of speech) philosophieal
expression knows that it is indebted +to something that has preceded
it, to a ground of which it i8 an expression. There ig indeed
something with which expression is obliged to accord and to be
faithful, but this something ig2 not fully—-formed +to begin with. It
must be created.

This ambivalence is what Merlsau-Ponty attempts to express when
he speaks of philogophical expregsion as a ‘creative adeguation’.
Philosophy (ingofar as it i8 originating? turns back upon what has
already been Said in an attempt to uncover Somsthing more fundamental.
This fundamental, however, iS not preformed such that the task of
expression would be to mirror or to coincide with it. To begin with,
it i8 a non—being (but a determinate non-being, a pre—being). It must
be expressed in order to come into being. Merleau—Ponty writes:

Philosophy, precisely as ‘Being spesking within us,’
expression of the mute eXperience by itself, is ocreation. A

screation that is at the same time a reintegration of Being: for
it i8 not a creation in the sense of one of the commonplace
Gebilde that history fabricates: it knows itself to be a
Gebilde and wishes to surpass itself as pure (Cebilds, to find
again its origin. It i8 hence a creation in the radical sense:
a creation that is at the same time an adequation, the only way
to obtain an adeguation. Being is what reguires creation of ug
for us to experience it. (VI, 1972
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Philosophical expression knowg that it ig a creation, knows that it is
gituated in a language and indeed a history of creation, but it also
knows itself as opening upon something thai has not yet been caught in
speech, something that will come into being only in being expressed.
Merieau—Ponty continues: ®Being is what reguires creation of us for us
to experience it.°

Let us focus this issue with reference to the problem of the

relationship between the Phenomenoiogy and The Visible and the

Invigible. That there is difference or change between thesce textis is
undeniable. In addition to hig explicit statements about his
dissatisfaction with his earlier works, Merieau-Ponty .introduces a
whols new set of iterms, a whole new vocabulary. He palls for a reform
of the very concepts thai were operative in tihe early works.23 He
proclaims his intention te ‘"reinspect and redefine the nmost
well—grounded notions, to create new ones, with new words to designate
them, to undertazke a true reform of the understanding....®” (VI, 3> How
ought we to interpret this change?

Two possibilities suggest themselves. One could say that the
fact that the language is different is not important, that language is
only a necessary inconvenience for presenting a truth on the other
side of language. The world that Merleau-Ponty described ir The

Visible and the Invigible ig the "same’ as the world described in the

Phenomenclogy and the diffsrence is only a2 nominal one, It is this

world, on the ‘other’ gide of all expression, that he soughi io
achieve edequation with and to which his different works merely

‘refer’. The other possibility would %be to eliminate the ‘referent’
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and to say that, 'there being nothing outside of the text’', the world
described in sach text is completely different.

Neither of these forced alternatives ig satisfactory. The first
ig to be rejected because it suppose@ that language and world can be
sharply geparated, whereas Merleau-Ponty teaches the intertwining of
language and world. Thq second possibility, however, is8 also +tc be
rejected. If Merleau-Ponty dcoes not belisve that one can meaningfully
talk about a world independent of language, he nevertheless balieves
that the world is more than what has already been sSaid. The worid is
given to us only through the mediation of language, but it also
eXceeds our mediation. In it8 excess or transcendence, however, the
world is not a thing in itself on the other gide of our zspeech. This
excess, this surplus of being, is given to wsS as a determinate gap on
the horizon of the constituted world, an indeterminate svmething that

will only come into being in being named.

One of the key terme in The Visible and the Invisible is the
‘flesh’ (/s chair). The fact that he typically describes the flesh in
a geries of negations is sgignificant for us. For example, he writes:
*The flesh is not matter, is not mind, i8 not substance." (VI, 138)
Such negative determinations 8ignify that what he calls the *flesh’ is
being that has not yet been said in constituted speech. Indeed, he
says that "there is no name in traditional philosophy to designate
it.® (Ibid., 138> The question we raise is this: are we to believe
that the ‘flesh’ was ‘already there’ even before Merleau-Ponty gave it

a name in his philosophy? .
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To be 8ure, 'Something’ pre-existed it8 expreggion. He who
spoke of the flesh was situated in a history. If the notion of the
flesh is born from a return to silence, this return to silence is not
a matter of erasing everything that had already been gaid. In
determining the meaning of this notion, it would not be extraneous to
consider the philosophy he had studied, the books he had already
written, and even the fact that he wag a Catholic. To undergtand the
*flesh’, it would be helpful to relate it to Such notions as the
‘intentional arc’, ‘physiognomy’, ‘style’, and ‘embodied meaning’,

which were already formulated in the Phenomenology. Such echoes are

not suprising because, after all, it ig8 in gsome genge the ‘same’
author who wrote each of these texts. Merleau-Penty no doubt changed
from one text to the next, but he did not and could never esrase the
history from which he spoke. One never speaks from a blank slats.

But neither does one speak from a slate upon which everything
that one will say is already written. As Merleau-Ponty says, “ons
speaks not only of what one knows, So a3 to set out a display of
it——but also of what one does not know, in order to know it...." (VI,
102> The fact that the notion of the flesh is created from sovmething
should not deafen wus to what i2 new in this notion, or lead us to
conclude that it is merely a different name for what is already there.
Indeed, if it were already there, why would the philosopher search for
new expressions? For Merleau-Ponty, as for Husserl, the philosopher is
a perpetual beginner who i8 conStantly interrogating what has already
been 8aid in order to uncover the sSpaces betwsen the words, the gaps

of silence. The desire that drives the dialectic of expression and
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that keeps thought from basking in its acgquisitiong8 digs beneath the
surface of constituted speech revealing that there is something more

yet to be said, Something perhaps concealed in what has already been

gaid.

This ‘something more’ is at first eXperienced only as an excess
or surplus of what is lived over what hag already been said, a
determinate gap, an open 8pace. Through this opening the philosopher
catches the indeterminate outline of a 8trange being lurking in the
shadowg2, in the 8ilent Spaceg between the words, a2 being that will
come out of hiding only when one calls it by its name. *For words and
languagde are not wrappings in which things are packed for the commerce
of those who 8peak and write. It is in tha word, in language, that

things first come to be and are.”29



CONCLUSION

La terre nous en apprend plus long Sur nous gue toug les
livres. Parce qu’ells nous résigts.
Antoine de Saint—Exupdry

The idea of philosophical expression as creative adequation is

central to the project of The Visible and the Invisible.! Indeed,

reading retrospectively, this idea appears ag the culmination of
Merleau-Ponty’'s philosophy. It echoes and resumes a2 tortucus
ambivalence that had appeared even in his early works. What he zays
about creative adequation, however, is far from satigfying. Certainly
he has provided nothing like a ‘theory of philcsophical expression’.

Orne could excuse him for this on the grounds that The Visible and the

Invisible is, after all, an unfinished work. Perhaps a fully developed
position, less vague and legs ambivalent, would have been articulated
had the work besen completed. In any event, the fazilure to render the
idea of creative adequation clear and distinct would not necessarily
be reproachable according to Merleau—Ponty’'s own standards. For
Merleau-Ponty, it is those thoughts that cannot be easily consumsd and
that leave something remaining to be thought that are meosSt interesting
and important. He writes:

If there is an ideality, a2 thought that has a future in me,

that even breaks through my space of consSciocusness and  hag a

future with the others, and finally, having become a writing,

hag a future in every possible reader, this can only be that

thought that leaveg me with my hunger and leaves them with
their hunger, that betckens a generalized buckling of my

280
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landecape and opens it to the universal, precigsely becauge it
is an wnthought. ldeas that are too nuch possessed are no

longer ideas; [ no longer think of anything when I speak
them,... (VI, 118-8)
Creative adequation would no doubt qualify as one of these thoughts
that, in virtue of its deviation from established standards, "breaks
through the space of my consciousness” and, with this opening, creates
a "hunger"®.

Indeed, what is gaid about several of the key ideas of The

Visible and the Invigible—the flesh, wild being, silence, the

chiasm~—leaves us hungry. Thig has to do with the incompleteness of
the meal, but also with the kind of cuisine that i3 offered. In
genaral, Merleau-Ponty’s later writingg are marked not only by an
increased emphasis upen language, but alseo by a change in the way that
he himself wuses language. There ig more frequent recoursSe to
metaphors, for example, which often bear the burden of the analysis,
Hig writing becomes much mors indirect and allusive. It is a 3tyle of
writing that, by the standards of traditional philosophy--the standard
of clarity and distinctness, for example--might well be judged a
failure because it ig frequently vague, indeterminate, ambiguous, and
gven paradoxical.

Merleau-Ponty, however, makes a virtue out of what traditional
philogophy has deemed a vice. In hig view, ideag that are clear and
distinet, “"that are too much possesged”, that satiate us, are SuSpsct
precisely for reagson of their clarity. Philosophy ag Merleau-Ponty
conceives it, a2 the interrogation of what has already bes=n said and

the sffort to express wild being, must incorporate 8comething of this
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wiidnesg in itS own use of language. Wild being discloses iiself only
in wild langusge, in words that free, rather than *contain®. *The
words most charged with philosophy,® he says, “are not those that
contain what they say, but rather those that most energetically open
upon Being, because they more closely convey the life of the whole and
make our habituzl evidence wibrate until they digjoin.® (VI, 102
These ‘energetic words’ are groping words. They aim at. an
indeterminate point beyond or beneath what has already been said. They
flirt precariously with non-sense because they venture beyond the
sense—legislating borders of constituted speech, beyond the safe
seif-evidence of what has already been thought ‘clearly and
distinctliy .2

These themes concerning 2 wild use of langusge arise again and

again in The Visible and the Invisible. With reference to a uge of

ianguage that would be 2 “panner of making the things themselves
speak,® he writes:® “It would be & language of which he {the
philoscopher] would not be the organizer, words he would not assemble,
that would combine through him by virtue of a natwral intertwining of
their meaning, through the occult trading of the metaphor——where what
counts is no longer the manifest meaning of each word and of each
image, but the lateral relations, the kinships that are implicated in
their transfers and their exchanges.) (VI, 125) The words spoken of
here are words that have meanings not yet contzined by lexicons, words
that do not have readily avzilable meanings that could easily be

circumscribed in taming definitions. In an important sense, they are

words that have not yet been maStered, words that the philosopher has
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not *organized”, words that "assemble” in clandestine "kinships" other
than those “"manifest” ones over which he dominates. They are words
that bear a thought that ig unthought.

It is mastery, the idea of a sovereign subject (an “organizer®)
using language as an inStrument to dominate things and bring them to
order, that is being attacked in the e&bove quoted passage and in so
many other Similar passages in Meleau-Ponty’'s later writings. For the
later Merleau~Ponty, influenced by Heidegger, it is language that has
us, and not we who have language. The philosopher, if he is to
disclose wild being, must abdicate his sScvereignty Cor illusion of
sovereignty) and let himself be carried by a power that language haz
over and above what he wilfully invests in it.

This relinquishment of mastery, however, should not be
construed to mean that Merleau-Ponty excuses the philogopher from the
task and responsibility of making himself intelligible to others.
Merleau-Ponty does not reduce philosophy to the status of automatic
writing or license the philosopher to say just anything. Although he
believes that gpeech that is truly philosophical must risk itself, and
risk not being understood, understanding {and communication)
nevertheless remains the tfelos of speech for Merleau-Ponty. The
understanding for which the originating philosopher reaches, however,
is one that will be achieved only by transcending who one already is
and has become. On the other hand, one who speaks according to and
under the ausSpices of constituted spesch can be sure of being
immediately understood, but sSuch immediate understanding wins nothing

new and only confirms what we already know or believe we know.
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Ironically, mastery, or the illusion of mastery, can be won only at
the price of a kind of slavishness to constituted speech., It is
secured cnly in the failure to ask fundamental qussticons and to take
risks.

Originating (consStituting) speech ig not simply different from
constituted speech, howayer. The spesch of the lunatic or the idiot,
after all, breaks the rules and transgresses the norms. In addition to
being nominally different, originating speech knows that it is
different, and knows what it is different from. Cézanne transgressed
many rules, as all originating painters do, but he knew that he wag
breaking rules, and knew what rules he was breaking. Creativity, in
spasech a8 in painting, iSs not creation gx nihidlo. It is in a
dialectical relation to constituted speech. It is not simply a nominal
deviation from constituted speech; it ig a self-conscious departurs.
It begins with an interrogation of what has already been gaid in order
to write Some new things between the lines and in the margins.

The above remarks suggest what i8 perhaps the best way to come
at the idea of creative adequation, namely, with refersnce to
Merleau-Ponty’'s divergence from what has already been =aid.
Merleau-Ponty, I have argued throughout this thesis, is a supremely
rhetorical writer, a writer who defines his position with polemical
reference to others. He forges new paths by navigating a sSpace in
between constituted positions, weighing upon them as markers by which
to keep his bearings. Descombes corrsctly identifies thisg as an
esgential feature of what he calls "Merleau-Ponty’s style”. "Whatever

the subject being broached,” Descombes writez, "an antithesis ig
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sketohed only to be rejected (Neither... nor...2."% In order to follow
the path of Merleau—Ponty’s speech, it i8 necessary to keep an eye on
the "neither® and the “nor® between which he moves. What is the
"neither® and the "nor" betwsen which the idea of creative adequation
navigates a course?

On the one side, there ig the ‘traditional’ wview that
philosophy ought to achieve coinecidence or adeguation with something:®
rature, being, experience, the given. On this view, philosophical
expregsion, in the best of cases, i8 ‘a mirror of nature’, as Rorty
puts it. The less language obtrudes, the better it Serves its
mirroring function. I[deally, philosophy should present its object as
it would be, or would have been, before anyone ever spoke about it.
The corporeality of worde 1i8 not significant, fince words are mersly
the external gigns or accompaniment of ideag or reflections.
Ultimately, it is not with words but with ideas that the philosopher
hag to do; ideas that are capable of mirroring precisaly insofar as
they are devoid of empirieal content, ineofar as, like a mirror, they
have no gurface and offer no resistance. The philosopher polishes his
ideas, makes them clear and distinct, 8o that they can better realize
their mirroring function and achieve adequation with something
‘undistorted’ by a point of view.

Merleau-Ponty rsjects this model of adequation because he views
language as sSomething othsr than a mirror. He attends to the repressed
fact that the philosopher speaks, and sees in the philosopher’'s own
instance of speech a prineciple of non-eceoincidence or non—adeguation.

For Merleau-Ponty, philosophy is indeed a return, but “what it finds
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in thus returning to the sources, it says. [t ig itgelf a human
construction, and the philosopher knows very well that, whatever be
his effort, in the best of cases it will take its place among the
artefects and products of culture, as an instance of them.” (VI, 1022
This is another way of gaying that the philosopher speaks from
somewhere, within a horizon that is not transparent to him, a horizon
in virtue of which what 1is given as being transparent is gdiven as
such, an invisible in virtue of which there is something vigible. A
philogophy, because it must needs be incorporated in a language, can
always be dated, and ironically what the philosopher says about
eternal Being will +take a place in the history of philosophy among
other dated sayings, some of which will be contradictory. A philosophy
is not a mirror held wp to nature but a human conStruciion, indeed a
human creation.

Marleau-Ponty's critique of the notion of adequation, and the
view of language upon which it is based, is strikingly Similar both to
the post—analytic philosophy of Richard Rorty and to  the
decongtructive non—philosophy of Jacquea Derrida. Rorty's critigque of
the mirror idea and Derrida’s critique of the metaphysics of presence
both take their cue from the fact that the philosopher is someons who
speaks. In virtue of this fact or this facticity, of the corporeality
of hig language, his philosophy ig situated in a point of view. The
philosopher’s inherence in a language iS an embarrassing reminder of
his facticity (or historicity) and gives the lie to the illugion of a
positionless or presuppositionless seeing. It subverts the traditional

philogopher’'s pretense to a pristine, unmediated pregence.
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Merleau-Ponty (and phenomenology in general) has been grossly
misrepresented on these matters., Indeed, the very view of adequation
that Merleau—Ponty criticizes and rejects is often ascribed +to him.
Descombes’ critique of phenomenology, from the  standpoint of
deconstruction, is a typnical example of this. He writes:

[Jsconstruction appears to denote a negativa operation,
whereas8 description suggests the gimple sacceptance of the
given. In reality, the ‘phenomenological positivism’ of which
Merleau-Ponty speaks was never ‘the return to the things
themselves’, nor the 'decision to confine oneself to the given’
which it claimed to be, for it is no way given, like a fact
which would simply require description, that the given is given
‘to a consciousness’, in a ‘noetico-noematic correlation’ etc.®

Descombes has misrepresented Merleau-Ponty’'s *phenomenciogical
positivism”. For Merleau-Ponty, | have argued throughout this thesis,
“the return to the things themselves", even in the early works, was
never a matter of a presuppositionlesSs Seeing, and the "given" was
never something that could be described without point of view.

Indeed, if we take deconstruction in the sense Descombes gives
it, Merleau-Ponty’'s position on the idea of coincidence or adequation
with the given is itself dsconstructive.® Speaking of decongtruction,
Desconkes writes:

Such a programme is clearly critical, for the philogophical
Statement means to be, or would claim to be, governed by the
thing itself, and seeks only to make manifest the referent
which it invokes, to show it, or to ‘allow it to exist’. But
the deconstruction of philosophical statements destroys this
illugion. It i8 not because it reflects the thing itself,
thereby permitting the thing to declare itself to us, that the
Statement is constructed the way it is. The statement is only
constituted in this way as a result of the constraints inherent
in philosophical discourse.?

Not only i3 this ‘decong8tructive analygis' of the philosophical

statement, directed against Merleau-Ponty, compatible with what
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Merlezu-Ponty says, but he could have written it himself! Inde=d it is
what his oritigue of adeguation amounts to in S0 mpany words.
Merleau~Ponty does not need to be insStructed that ®*the thing itself
addresses you through the channels of the philosophical proposition.®#
Descombes {(and others whose voices he echoeg) needs to be reminded of
Merleau-Ponty's critique of unmediated access to the given and of
philosophical expression as a gelf-effacing mirror. He has missed the
fact that Merleau-Ponty realized, and indeed enphasized, that
philosophy "is itself a human construction,...land] in the besst of
case2 will take itg place among the artefacts and products of
culture....* VI, 162D

Given the ambivalence in Merleau—-Ponty’'s philosophy, his effort
to map out a territory between two apparently contradictory theses, it
i8 not sSurprising that he has been misunderstood in this way. It is
true that he understands philosophy as being essentially a return, and
this metaphor lends itself to migSinterpretation. He does not, however,
advocate a naive raturn of the sort that Descombes criticizes. On the
contrary, he criticizes such naivety. He does indeed advocate that we
return %o the things themselves, but 'the things themselves’” of which
ha speaks are not given ag such independsntly of our sffort to sxpress
them.

This leads us to the other position away from which
Merleau-Ponty steers a course. Hig affinities with deconstruction, and
with Rorty, become tenuous in that, risking the pessibility of being
migunderstood, he retaina the ‘'given’', the ‘'things themsslves’,

‘experience’, the ‘return’. To be sure, he dees not retain these
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things in 2 naive way, but he does nevertheless retain them. He
realizes and even emphasSizes that philosophy is a dated construct of
culture and not simply a mirror of some eternal Being and rejects
adequation in the genss of wmirroring, but he neverthslegs finds
gomething in the idea of adequation worth preserving. Against
adequation as traditionélly conceived, he appesis to the mediating
role of language and to the creativity involved in philosophical
expreggsion. Against the oppesite extreme of reducing philosophy to
statement8 and making of it a kind of groundless creativity, a
‘bottomless chessboard’, however, he appesals to adequation. It is
necessary to balance his eritiqus of philosophy as adequation with his
critifue of philosophy as a groundless creation.

Merleau—Ponty is sSpeaking against the idea of groundless
creativity when he says that philosophy "addresges itself to that
compound of the world and of ourselves that precedes reflection,
because the examination of the significations in themselves would give
us the world reduced to cur idealimations and syntax."” (VI, 102) He
retaing the idea of adeguation and brings it into play in his critique
of groundless creativity, because he iS senSitive to gomething about
ocur existence, about "that compound of the world and of ocurselves that
precedag reflection,” that both sustains and exceeds what we have been
able to capture in our Statement€ or our =Xpressions. Indeed, it is
this elusive something that fusls the desire to express in the first
place.

Te be 3ur=, this Somsthing i% not a thing in itself on the

other gide of all point of view and all language, and the tel/os of
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expresgion i not to mirror it. [t only properly comes into being
through our effort of exXpression, as what regists us, and yet sustains
ug, like the ground we walk upon. That there is no thing in itself
that language could reflect in a mirror image does not mean, however,
that we are left only with statements or things said. Our effort of
expression gropes toward sSomething indeterminate, Something which has
not yet been captured in what has been 2aid. The idea of expression
includes both the idea of something that engenders expresgion (the
pre-expressed or unexpresged, gilence? and of something that is
expressed or captured in the expression. Merleau-Ponty wants to hold
both of these together.

On the one hand, he wantg to avoid a rigid geparation between
expression and the pre—-expressed. He wants to avoid reifying the
pre—expressed and making of it Somsthing completely external to
expression, something that has its identity independently of
eXpresgion, a prigtine presence. On the other hand, however, hs wants
to preserve a difference between expression and the pre—expressed, the
idea of  gomething transcendent to  what is expressed. For
Merlesau~Ponty, expression i8 not groundless, although its ground is
not fully determinate such that expression could be its mirror image.
In the final analysis, the ground is an Abgrund. If we cut expression
off from its ground, from what sxXpression returns upon in desire, from
the life-world, we are left with a *world reduced to our idealizations

and syntax.® (VI, 102) The world loses its transcendence and its

mystery.
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For Merleau—Ponty, it is a vague experience of Something not
yet said, something that resists our clear and distinct ideas, that
awakeng in ug the desire, and indeed the need, to gpeak. If this
desire, this vouwloir 4ire, iz left out of account, it becomes
difficult to understand not only what speech opens onto, but also why
anyone sShould speak at all. For the interrogating eye or the perked
ear, the world exists in the interrogative mood, Dregnant with words
waiting to be delivered. It ig a life-world, a world not simply given,
but alive under our fset and under our express statements. If the
originating philosopher speaks, it is to respond to a barely audible
question poged by the whispering voices of the things themselves. We

conclude this thesis with a passage from The Visible and the

Invigible, which some will no doubt find unsatisifying because of the
ambivalence it leaves wus with, but which, in its ambivalence,
eXxpresses what ig8 perhaps most essential in the philesophy of
Merleau-Ponty:

What would there be to say if there sxisted nothing but things
8aid? It is the error of the semantic philosophies to close up
language as if it spoke only of itself: language livaes only
from silence; everything we cagt to the others has germinated
in this great mute land which we never leave. But, becauge he
has experienced within himself the need to gpeak, the birth of
spesch as bubbling up at the bottom of his mute experience, the
philosopher knows better than anyone that what is lived is
lived—-spoken.... (VI, 125-8)
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PREFACE

1. It should bs noted that Merleau-Ponty’s attitude toward the
term ‘metaphysice’ changes, perhaps ococasioned by the influence of
Heidegger's later writings. In Marleau-Ponty's early works, it is not
used perjoratively, as it is here. For example, see "Metaphysics and
the Novel® and "The Metaphysical in Man" in Sense and Non—Sensge.

INTRODUCTION: READING MERLEAU-PONTY

1. This eXpression originates with Roland Barthes. See "The Death
of the Author”, in The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1886). Barthes” meaning is quite clear from the
following passage:
To assign an Author to 2z text i8 +to impose a brake on it, to
furnigh. it with a final signified, to close writing....once the
author ig found, the text is explained....we must reverse the
myth—-—the birth of the reader must be reguited by the death of
the author. (pp. 53-42

2. For example, Merleau-Ponty writes:

The words and turng of phrase neaded to bring my significative
intention to sxpression recommend themselves to me, when [ am
spaaking, only by what Humboldt called inners Sprachform {(and
our contemporaries call WFortbegriff), that is, only by a
certain style of speaking from which they arise and according
to which they are organized without my having to represent them
to myself. {8, 88)

3. If the author is conceived as the master of his text and in
total control of all its pogsible meaning, and if the reader is
conceived as paSsively recording what ig8 ‘already there’, then
Merleau-Ponty anticipates both ‘the death of the author”™ and the
‘birth of the reader’. His reading of Husserl (by certain standards a
nigs-reading), for example, attests to his view that there is an
element of ‘creativity’' in all textual interpretation. He would no
doubt protest, however, that Barthes gives the reader an unrestrained
creativity. For Merleau-Ponty, reading is indeed creative, but it must
nevertheless Seek to be faithful to the author’s meaning, granted that
this meaning is not something that the author could ever totally
control.

In Michel Foucault’s works, the 'death of the author' appears
from a very different angle than in Barthes. In stressing the
effective higtory at work in textual production, Foucault goes too far
in the direction of reducing the author, the experience of creativity
invelved in authorship, to a mere effect of impersonal processes. See
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*What is an Author®, in Language, Counter—Memory, Practige, ed. Donald
F. Bouchard, trans. Donald Bouchard and Sherry Simon (lthaca: Cornell
Univeraity Press, 1877), Unlike Barthes, Foucault gshows no regard for
the distinction between constituting and constitutsd sSpeech.
Merleau—Ponty’'s notion of eXpression, I kelieve, manages to
incorporate what is valuable in the attack upon the author without
reducing the author to the status of an effect of language.

4, Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, trans. R. J.
Hollingdale (Middlesex: Penguin Books Lid., 18682, "How the ‘Real
¥orld' at last Became a Myth", p. 41.

5. Eugene Bertoldi, for eXample, sees an inconsistency between
Merleau-Ponty’'s use of dialectic, on the one hand, and his claimed
allegiance to phenomenology, on the other, According to Bertoldi,
dialectic proceeds by meang of a oritical eXamination of stated
positions on some subject, whereas phesnomenology dispenses with such
mediation and goes directly to 'the things themselves’'. He argues that
Merleau-Ponty’'s use of dialectic isg reproachable in "a work that
presented itself as a development of Husserlian phenomenology, a stiyle
of philosophy that claimed to return to the things themselves, that
claimed to be dedicated to neutralizing zny pre—conceived manner of
investigating problems in favour of a radical and faithful description
of what appears.” "Time in the Phenomenclogy of Perception®, Dialogue
Vol. XIII, neo. 4, 1874, pp. 7T81-2. The assumption here ig that
phenomenology requires us to prescind from things said, advocating
instead that we seek direct access to "what appears”". To be sure, this
conception of phenomenslogy~—which is shared by decongtructionists,
who go on to criticize it for being naive——can be justified on a
certain reading of Husserl. It 1is not, however, how Merleau-Ponty
conceives phenamenclogy (nor i2 it how he reads Husserl). I argue that
his conception of phenomenclogy, and to a legser extent Husserl’'s, is
itself more sophisticated, if somewhat ambigucus.

¥hen | use the +term ‘dialectical’ to describe Merleau-Ponty
style of philosophizing, [ mean that he approaches a given sSubject
matter with reference to what others have said about it., Since in most
cases he i8 critical of what others have said, and articulates his own
posSition in opposition to other positions, dialecticg amounts to much
the same thing as polemics.

B. The ‘detractors’ | have in mind here are deconstructionigts.
Derrida, for example, writes: "And contrary to what
phenomenclogy——which i8 always phenomenology of perception—-has tried
to make us believe, contrary to what our desire cannot fail 1o be
tempted to believe, the thing itself always escapeg." Spesch and
Phenorena, trang. David BE. Allison (Evanston: Northwestern University
Pregs, 18732, p. 104. If this remark, as seems likely, is directed
againgt Merleau-Ponty, then Derrida misrepresents Merleau-Ponty's
congeption of phenomsnology and his primacy of percsption thesis.
Merleau—Ponty, I shall argue, never believed that we could achieve
unmediated presence "to the thing itself" or that perceptual
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gxperience is something that could be s2imply 'given’ to reflestion in
full presence. If what Derrida argues against is indeed orthodox
phenonenology, then Merleau-Ponty is not orthodox and is as critical
of orthodoxy as is Derrida. Nancy Holland has stated this case well:
*Much of what Merleau-Ponty says, in The Phenomenology of Perception
[gicl, denies any primacy to, or often any possibility of, presence.
in this respect, Merleau-Ponty’s work often seems to foreshadow some
of the criticisms Derrida himself makes of traditional phenomenology.”
*Merleau-Ponty on Presence: A Derridian Reading®, in Research in
Phenomenology, Veol. XVI, 18886, pp. 111-2.

CHAPTER 1: THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL HERITAGE

1. The biographical details of Merleau—Ponty’s encounter with
phenomenology are well known and so I will not recount them here. See,
for example, Robert M. Friedman, "The Formation of Merleau-Ponty's
Philosophy®, Philosophy Today, Winter 1873, Vol. 17, pp. 272-8.
Certainly there were other important influences, Hegel, Heidegger, and
Marg to name the more obvious ones, but I have chosen to focus on
Husserl because he is Merleau-Ponty’'s major partner in conversation
throughout his authorship, higs alter egec, so to speak. Merleau-Ponty
keeps coming back to Husserl, interpreting him and reinterpreting him.
Indeed, one could plot the development of Merleau—-Ponty’'s thought
with reference to his sucgcessive reinterpretations of Husserl. To a
sertain extent, this is what I deo in this thegis.

2. See, for exampls, Edmund Husserl’s Logical Investigationg,
trans, J.N. Findlay {London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1870, Vol. 1.,

p. 252.: "Meanings inspired only by remoie, confused, inauthentic
intuitions—if by any intuitions at all--are not enough: we nust go
bact to the 'things themselves’.

Husserl says much the same thing, albeit in a different
context, in *Philosophy as Rigorous Science", in Phenomgnology and the
Crisis of Philosophy, trans. Quentin Lauer (New York: Harper and Row
Publishers Inc., 1985), p. 86-7. *In the epoch of vigorous reaction
againgt Scholaticism the war cry was: ‘Away with empty word analyses!
Back to experience, to seeing, which alone can give our words sense
and rational justification.’ Very much to the point! But what then are
the things? And what sort of experience iS it to which we must return

in psychology?®

3. ¥hat Merleau-Ponty, with Kierkegaard, calls ‘objectivism’ or
‘objective thought’, wusually comprshends both ‘empiricism’ and
‘intellectuzslism’. In some places, however, he uses the terms
‘objectivism’ and ‘objective  thought’ more  restrictively as

appraximate equivalents of ‘empiricism’ (for example, see PhP, 4432,
Charles Flynn, for example, follows +this latter usage. I Gguote ths
foilowing passage from Flyvnn both because it clarifies this uSage and
because it is an excellent statement of Merleau-Ponty’s position:
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In the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau—Ponty again
elaborates his own poSition against the background of a
presentation and critiqus of objectivism and intellectualism,
empiricism and idealism. ¥hat he accomplishes by this procedure
ig to show that the positions at the opposite poles of the
philosophical spectrum share one common assumption, namely, the
determinancy of being. In their analyses of perception, both
cbjectivism and intellectualism relegate the ambiguity of the
perceived world, the trailing off of objects into an indefinits
horizon, to the status of  appearance....Being is itsgelf
determinate, it i8 merely for us that there is ambiguity,
indeterminancy, horizons. “Textuality and the Flesh: Derrida
and Merleau—Ponty", Journal of the British Socisty for
Phenomenpiogy, Vol. 15, no. 2, May 1984, p. 173.

¥hile this usage has some textual justification, [ prefar to use
‘objectivism’ or ‘objsctive thought’' as blanket terms esncompassing
both of the terms Flynn opposas.

4, In Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of the European Sciences, trans.
David Carr (Evangton: Northwestern Univer®ity Press, 19702, (Hersafter
Crigis.) See esp. p. 292 on the concept of cobjectivism, which tends to
have a more restricted meaning for Husserl than it does for
Merleau-Ponty.

5. Merleau-Ponty himself uges a number of ierms almost
interchangeably, e.g. ‘existence’, ‘expsrience’, ‘bsing-in-the-world’,
‘life—world’, “the phenomenal field’.

5. John Bannan, The Philcsophy of Merleau-Ponty (New York:

Harcourt, Brace and World Inec., 1987), pp. 3-4.

7. To be sure, the meaning of the terms is not exactly the sanme,
but such difference 1in meaning as may obtain is not significant for
our purposes.

8. E. Husserl, ldeas: Gensral Introduction to Pure Phenomenology,
trans. ¥.R. Boyce Gibson (New York: Collier Books, 18B82)., (Hereafter
Ideag.?

8. Concerning the issues involved in distinguishing between the
epoch®# and the reducticn, see Richard Schmitt, *Hugserl's
Trangcendenta l-Phenomenological Reduction® in Phenomenology: The

Philosophy of Edmund Husserl and Its Interpretation, ed. Joseph J.
Kocklemans {(Garden City: Doubleday and Company Inec., 1867, esp. p.
B1.

10. KFhat Hugserl calle the 'natural attitude’ could be roughly
mapped onto the discusg8ion of ‘actual reality’ in "Philosophy as
Rigorous Science”,
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11. Such analygig ig already cn the way to ‘teleological-higtorical
reflection’.

12, Carr maintaing that ths natural attitude, as discussed in
Ideag, i% an explicitly theoretical attitude {see +translator’'s
Intreduction in Crigis, pP. XxX¥Xix), and gives a textual reference in
support of thig claim. While [ agree that the particular passage that
Carr refers to lends itself to this interpretation (Boyce Gibson, in
his English translation [p. 45], seemS to interpret it this way), I
belisve that overall the Ideas does not support thig interpretation.
Chapter 3 ig especially relevant in this regard. For example, Husserl
writes: "But the naturs/ worlid, the world in the ordinary sense of the
word, is constantly there for me, 8o long as | live naturally and look
in itg direction. I am then at the 'natural! standpoint’, which is just
another way of stating the same thing." (ldeas, 84) In this passage,
Huggserl seems to be saying that ths natural attitude {standpoint) is
re-theoretical. Thig conclusion (and other passages could be adduced
in its favour) is also supported by ‘circumstantial evidence'. If the
natural attitude were indeed an explicitly theoretical attitude, then,
following Husgerl’'s logie, it 8hould have come wunder the philosophic
epoch&. This epoch& alone should be sufficient to put this attitude
out of play. In Ideas, Husserl does not grant the philosophic epoche
thig much range, howsver.

I grant Carr that the natural attitude i8 not neutral with
respect to theory, but I helieve that itg8 theory is only ‘implicit’.
If* one begins to reflect and to disclose what ig presupposed in this
attitude, the explicit theory that emerges is roughly what is called
‘naive realism’, In a 8ense, this theory has been present from the
beginning as pPresupposed, but it has not been made explieit. This is
how Merlsau-Ponty interprets the matter. He writes:

The natural attitude really becomes8 an attitude——a tissus of
judicatory and propositional acts——only when it becomes a
naturalistic thesis. The natural attitude itself emerges
unscathed from the complaintg which can be made about
naturalism, because it is "prior to all thesisg," because it is
the mystery of a Fe/tthssis prior to all theses. It is, Husserl
gays in another connection, the mystery of a primordial faith
and a fundamental and original cpinion (lUrglauba, Urdoxa) which
are thus not even in principle translatable in terms of clear
and distinect knowledge, and which—--more ancient than any
"attitude” or "point of view'-—gives us not & representation of
the world but the world itself. (8, 183)

13. Husser! says the following about his own brand of what he calls
‘phenomenolicgical idealism’:
Its sole task and service i8 to clarify the meaning of this
world, the precise sense in which everyone accepts it, and with
undeniable right, ag really existing. That it exists~—given as
it i8 a8 a wuniverse out there in an eXperience that i8
continuous, and held persistently together through a thread of
widsspread unanimity-—that if quite indubitable. (Ideas, 143.
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14, Paul Ricousr, Husserl: An Analvysis of His Phenomenclody, trans.
Edward G. Ballard and Lester E. Embree (Evanston: Northwestern

University Presg, 1987, p. 147.

15, See the gquotation from the appendix to the German edition in
the Crisis in Carr’'s footnote on p. 102. According to Hugserl, Part
111 stands in relation to the firgt two parts as an opera does to an
overture.

18. P. Ricoeur, Husserl, pp. 145-9.
17. D. Carr, Tranéiator’s introduction to the Crisis, pp.

XAXvii—¥MXviii.
18. Ibid., p. sxxii.

19, Hang-Georg Gadamer, Trutbh and Method, trans. anonymously (New
York: The Beabury Press, 1875), p. 245.

20. In addition to the version of this ‘s8tory’ in the Crigisg, see
also Husserl's Formal and Transcendental Logic, trans. Dorion Cairns
(The Hague! Martinug  Nijhoff  Publishers, 1868). The entire
introduction ig relevant, but eap. p. B.

21. "Rather it is ontically distinguished by the fact that, in its
very Being, that Being ig an sggue for it." Martin Heidegger, Being
and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Mew York: Harper
and Row, 1882, HiZ, p.32.

22 In this light the  fundamental humanism behind Husserl’'s
philosophical project is most apparent. The realationship between
phenomenclogy and humanism is expressed by David M. Levin, *Husserl's
Notion of Self-Evidence" in Phenomenclogy and Philosephical
Understanding, ed. Edo Pivecevic (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1975):

Phenomenology for Husserl ig a guardian of philosophical

humanism. And self-svidence ig the touchstone for this

humaniem....at the same time that we gain a deeper

understanding of ontology and discover procedures for extending

our acquaintance with the objects of the world, we shali come

to recognize in the phencmenological evidence of these objects

the wuniquely human contribution to  the texXtures and

tra jectories of our world., Phenomenclogy thus facilitates a

deeper and more subjectively meaningful ingtallment of man in

the midst of this objective world. Through phenomenclogy we are

offered ths chance to recognize what is reflected in and, in

effect, released by, the evidence of our intended objects; our

most primitive power to mean, our power to bestow meaning. We

are offered the chance, finally, to recognize ourselveas. (T8-7)
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23. Ricosur views the funotion of thess historical reflsctions from
a psychosnalytic perspective: "The aim of the entire history of
philosophy is the catharsis of the sick modern spirit.” In Husserl, p.
167.

24. Husser]'s discussion of the falsification of thes life-world ig
striikingly similar to the faisification of ‘this world’ Nietzsche
describes in Twilight of the Idols, “How the ‘Real World® at last
Became a Myth®, pp. 39-4i. For both Husser! and Nietzsche, the
immediately perceived and experienced world has been sSurreptitiously
digplaced by a2  construction or idealimation that has become

hypostatized as the ‘real world’'. In order to ‘break itgs gpell’, each
gshows that this suppesedly eternal world has a history. In tracing the
history of the ‘real world’, Husserl at the same time brings the

life—world out of concealment, since this history leads back to the
life-world as its hidden ground.

25. For another very interesting perspective on this igsue, See
Jean—Fran¢ois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1884, esp. pp. 27-31. Lyotard points
out that the Scientist, when called wupon tc explain or 'legitipate’
his own activity, musSt needs have recourse to a narrative (i.e.
life-world) mode of accounting which, according to his own standards
of knowledge, dosg not and ought not to have any cognitive force.

28. H. Gadamer, "The Phenomenclogical Movement® in Philosophiegal
Hermensuticg, trans. Bavid E. Linge (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1876), pp. 151-2,

27. H, Gadamer, Truih and Method, p. 218. The following passage is
also revealing: "Using a consScious counter—-formulation against a
concept of the world that includes the universe of what can be made
objective by Science, Hugserl calls this phenomsnological concept of
the world ‘life-world’, i.e the world in which we are immersed in the
natural attitude that never becomes for us an object as such, but that
conStitutes the pre—given basig of all experience.” (lbid.}

28, E., Husserl, Experience and Judgement, rev. and ed. Ludwig
Landgrebe, trans. James 5. Churchill {Evanston: Northwestern

University Press, 1873)., I am indebted to David Carr for pointing out
gome of the ambiguities that the following analysis attempts to
clarify. See "History, Phenomenology, and Eeflection® in Dialoguesg in
Phenomenology, ed. Don lhde and Richard M. Zaner (The Hague: Martinus
Ni jhoff, 1875). Also ses: “Husserl’s Problematic Concept of the
Life-World" in Husserl: Expositions and Appraisals, ed. Frederick
Elliigton and Peter McCormick (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dane
Press, 1877). I diverge from Carr on the following point: according to
Carr, the ambiguity under discussion occurs primarily BSetween the
Crigig and Experience and Judgement, whereas in my view the ambiguity




already ococurs within the Crisis, although it is certainly underscorsd
by comparing the two texts.

28. The ambiguity here arises, at least partly, out of Husserl’'s
rhetorical situation. When he arguss against science, he presents the
life~world as being an immediate evidence. It is what ig ‘given’,
whereas the objective world is not and could not be given. When he is
not arguing against Science, howeaver, the ‘given’ turns out to be more
problematic and less evident than it Beemed to be at first. This fame
rhetorically motivated ambiguity arises in Merleau-Ponty, as I shall
later argue {(chapter G, section 3J.

30. D. Carr, "History, Phenomenoclogy, and Reflection", p. 184.

31, The same ambiguity that we encountered in Husser!’s digcussion
of the life-world repeats itself with respect to his discussion of the
pre—given world. Does Husserl mean that science actually penetrates
the pre-given world such that we actually sxparisnce the world in its
light, or is he making the lesg bald claim that it is only at the
reflective level of how we wnderstand our experience that conceptual
systems are effective, our experience being what it is no matter how
we understand it? As is evidenced by a number of contradictory texts,
he seems to want to have it both ways here as well. I beliesve that, if
forced to choose, Husserl would probahkly choose the former. At least,
this sSeems to be more consistent with his overall project. If the
contrary were true, for example, the digtinction he makeg between the
life-world and the pre—given world would collapse. There are, however,
texts that could be adduced in favour of the latter option. Husser!
writes that the dominance of science is such that “we understand every
individual datum of our experience in its light."” (Experience and
Judgement, 433 By itself this text is ambiguous with resgpect to the
question I am raising. He gces on to 8ay, however, that "this
exXxperience in its immediacy knows neither exact gpace nor objective
time and causality®". (Ibid.) This would seem to imply that "experience
in its immediacy®™ is not itself modified by scientific concepts,
although the way we understand it is. Experience, the pre—given world,
ig what it is regardiess of the conceptual system that is dominant in
any given culture.

32. Carr praises Merleau-Ponty as someons who worked through the
ambiguities in Husserl’'s writing’s that I have thematized here and
takes the idea of historically mediated reflection further. Carr
writes:
This idea of historically madiated reflection,
incidentally, is found in practigse——though it is not dwelt upon
in Such a tortured way, in the work of Merlesau-Ponty. Like the
early Husserl he often seems to be saying that we must simply
turn our backs on historically derived conceptualization and go
directly to the world as we live it. Yet his phenomsnological
descriptions always emerge from a dialectical critique of what
he calls "intellectualism® and "ampiricism®, which constitutes

300
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ths two—sided +tradition in which our thought moves as the
historical beings we are. ("History, Phenomenclogy and
Reflection®, p. 174>

Carr’s characterization of +the ambivalence in Merleau-Ponty’'s
philosophy concerning "historically mediated reflection®, on the one
hand, and "direct® experience, on the other, is an sxcellent statement
of the problem my interpretation of Merleau-Ponty grapples with.

33. H. Gadamer, "The Science of the Life-¥orid®, in Philoscphical
Hermeneutics, p. 180.

CHAPTER 2: TRADITIONAL PEEJUBICES AND THE RETURN TO PHENOMENA

1. In the Translator’s Introduction to The Structure of Behavior,
John Wild writes of Merleau-Ponty: "he was certainly unaffected by the
Seinmystik which underlies this work [Being and Timel, by its lack of
concern for contemporary science, and by its neglect of perception and
the human body. One cennot imagine Heidegger engaging in the careful
study and criticism of Gestalt and Freudian psychology with which this
work begins.® (BB, xiii,)

2. Merleau-Ponty often useg these labels without reference to any
philosopher in particular. For a more detailed discussion of these iwo
pogitiong, see Adrian Mirvish, *“Merleau-Ponty and the Nature of
Philoscophy®, in Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. XLIII,
no 4., June 1883.

3. The basis for the contrast between explanation and description
here is not that the former is encumbered by prejudices while the
latter is somehow neutral or free of all prejudice. For Merleau—Ponty,
anything that can be said is ‘theory-laden’. His quarrel is with the
particular prejudices that inform what he calls ‘explanation’.
Explanation, for Merleau-Ponty, signifies the assumption of a certain
set of prejudices, and usually has the sense of ‘causal explanation’.
{8ee PhP, Tn., for exampled To explain something is to show it as the-
result of a causal chain. Description, on the other-hand, prescinds
from questions of causality and dwells upon.the immanent meaning of
the phenomenon. This does not mean - that description is without
prejudices, but only that it does not have the objectionable
prejudices held by ‘causal thinking'.

4. Merlesau-Ponty differentiatses between ancient and nodern
science, and it i modern science against which he directs his
polemic, Indeed he says that "for the most part Aristotle’s physics is
oniy a description of the perceived world...". (8B, 1443 In some
respects, Merleau-Ponty's return i a return to Arisiotiian common

senge.
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5. For a2 complementary digcussion of the interrelation between
prejudice and experience, see Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 19700, esp.
Chapter X, "Revolutions as Changes of World View". For example: "What
a man Sees depends both upon what he looks at and also upon what his
previous visSual-coneceptual experience has taught him to gee." (113}

6. HMerleau-Ponty writes: "it is natural for consciousness to
nisunderstand itself precisely because it is consciousness of things."
(8B, 218-20> It is revealing to compare this early text with the
following text from The Vigible and the Invisible, which also
addreages the 'blindness of consSciousness’.
Fhat it [consciousness] does not see it does not see for
reasons of principle, it is because it is consciousnasg that it
does not see. Fhat it doeg not sSee is what in it prepares the
vision of the rest (as the retina is blind at the point where
the fibers that will permit the vision sgpread out into itl.
Fhat it does not see is what makes it See, iS it8 tie to Being,
i8 its corporeity, are the existentials by which world becomes
vigible, is the flesh whersin the object is born. It ig
inevitable that consciousness be mystified, inverted, indirect,
in principle it sees the things thArough ths other snds... (248

7. Far an excellent commentary on the texts I refer to here, see
John Szllis, Phenomenology and thée Return to Beginningg, (Pittgsburgh:
Buguesne University Press, 1873), pp. 53-4.

8. Cn the game matter, Merlesau-Ponty also writes: *The
psychologist’s hybrid way of thinking always runs the risk of
reintroducing intc the description relationships belonging to the
objective world.™ (PhP, 16) William James refers to this "hybrid way
of thinking® as "the psychologist’s fallacy", which he describes as
follows: "Naming our thought by ite own objects, we almost all of us
agsgume that ag the objects are, so too the thought must be. The
thought of several distinct things c¢an only consist of several
distinct bits of thought, or ‘ideas’; that of an abstract or universal
object can only be an abstract or universal idea." The Principles of
Pgychology (New York: Dover Publications, Inec., 1850), Vol. 1., p.
185. The entire section titled "The Sources of Error in Psychology" is
relevant (184-8),

9. Merleau-Ponty also writes: "The edge of the visual field is not
a real line. DOur visual field is not neatly cut out of our objective
world, and is not a fragment with sharp edges like the landscape
framed by the window....¥hen we reach the limits of the visual fisld,
we do not pass from vision to non-vision: the gramophone playing in
the next room, and not expressly Seen by me, still counts in my visual
fisld.® {(PhP, 2772

10. The examples given in the following passage are very
instructive with respect to this point: "A wocden wheel placed on the
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ground i8 not, for s5ight, the same thing 2as a wheel bearing a load. A
body at rest because no force ig being exerted upon it is again for
sight not the same thing a8 a body in which opposing forces are in
equilibrium. The iight of a candle changes its appearance for a child
when, after a burn, it s8tops atiracting the child’'s hand and becomes
literally repulsive.® (PhP, 52)

11. It is striking how much Merleau-Ponty’'s views on language
converge with and indeed echo his wviews on perception. On his
analysis, the word, like the phenomenon, is not 2 punctual unit, the
neaning of which is determined in relation to some referent. In the
Phenomenology (and thus even before he had mnade a gerious study of
Saussurel}, his view is that a given word has meaning in relation to
other words in its immediate context or co-present in the larger
horizon of language. In my view, Gestalt psychology did for the study
of perception what Saussurian linguistics did for the study of
language: it showed that perception is ‘diacritical’. Gestalt
psychology freed the study of the phenomenon from its alleged referent
in the objsctive world and in the space of this ‘reduction’ showed
that the meaning of 2 given phenomenon is a function of its
relationships with and differences from cther phenomena.

12. ¥hat Merleau-Ponty, im the context of hig digscussion of
perception, perjoratively refere to as ‘interpretation’, ig8 not what
hermensuticist’s mean by thisa term. In hermeneutics, interpretation
means that the meaning of the ‘cbject’ <(the thing, the text, etc.) is
always given in light of a certain point of view or within the horizon
of prejudices. The 'seer’ i3 implicated in the ‘'geen’. Merleau-Ponty
is a decidedly hermeneutical writer in this Sense.

13 The concept of Ayle in Husserl's sarly writings (ldeas)
unwittingly implicated him in the Cartesian dualism that Merleau-Ponty
attacks. Husserl later ‘abandoned’ this concept, but one wonderg to
what extent  terms like ‘perception’, ‘experience’, and the
‘life-world’, terms that designate an wultimate ground or evidence,
carry forward its sense.

14, Dascartes is of course correct that we can be mistaken in our
perception, and indeed it i8 the experience of being mistaken that the
dualiem of sensibility and intellect is constructed to account for.
For Descartes, if we are mnistaken about sSomething perceived, it is
only becausse we misjudge what ig ‘really there’, because tha intellect
jumps to a conclusion that is not warranted by the premises given by
the senses. For Merleau-Ponty, however, the fact that we can be
mistaken is ‘explained’ with reference to the ambiguity of phenomena,
to the fact that as given they are often vague and indeterminate. The
digcovery that we have been migtaken about something only oceurs in
light of incompatible future perceptions that rule our earlier
perception out of court. For Merleau—Ponty perception is always based
on the faith that future perceptions will accord with and thus confire
our present ones. A 'mistaken’ perception is no lesg a Derception than
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a ‘correct’ one, and it i85 only from the standpoint of other
perceptions, themselves subject to revision, that the 'judgement’ of
truth and falsity comes into play.

15. It is important to Stress that constitution, in the
phenomenclogical sengse, does not operate upon neutral sense—data. An
example from Merleau-Ponty’'s analysis of the meaning of the geSture
may be helpful here. In "The Film and the New Psychology”®,
Merleau-Ponty reveals some interesting connections beiwsen the study
of film and Gegtalt psychology’'s analysis of perception. A film, he
argues, is not a Succession of disparate images but a "temporal
gestalt?. He articulates this point with reference to the following
experiment:
One day Pudovkin took s& close-up of Mosjoukin with a completely
impasgSive expression and projscted it after showing: first, a
bowl of soup, then, a vyoung woman lying dead in her coffin,
and, last, a child playing with a teddy-bear. The first thing
noticed was that Mosjoukin sdemed to be locking at the bowl,
the young woman, and the child, and next one noted that he was
looking pensively at the dish, that he wors an expression of
sorrow when looking at the woman, and that he had a glowing
smile for the child. The audisnce was amazed at his variety of
expression although the same shot had actually been wused all
thres times and was, if anything, remarkably insxpressive. The
meaning of a shot therefore depends on what precedes it in the
movie, and this succession of 8cenes creates a new reality
which is not merely the sum of its parts. (SN, 543

What is 2aid of the still shot can also be said of the gassture. A
gesture is not in ths first place an isclated happening in a wvoid. It
pocurg in a certain setiing or zpainset a gertain background that
informg it8 nmeaning. It is configured {(that is, constituted) in a
total gestalt. The same gesture can therefore have a different meaning
in different contexts. The fault of classical analysis i to abstract
the gesture from the intentional context in which it is embedded. To
understand a gesture i8 also to understand the context in which it is
in an intentional relation with other things concurrently happening.
[f intentionality in it8 Dproper gense means that consciousnegs is
‘consciousness of ' something, in the case of the gesture one could say
that the gesture ig8 a ‘gesturs of’ or at least ‘at’ something, and
this something figures in the constitution of the meaning of the
gesture.

18. Eugene Gendlin, "Expressive Meanings®, in An Invitation to
Phenomanalogy, ed. James Edie (Chicago: Quadrangls Books, Inc., 188852,
p. 243,
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CHAPTER 3: THE PHENOHMENOLOGICAL POINT OF VIEW

1. Thig attempt to be objective——to be without prejudice——is of
course a disguised point of view. The concept of ‘objectivity’ is
itself a prejudice, a species of what Gadamer calls the ‘prejudice
against prejudice’.

2. Merleau-Ponty writes: "The philosopher describes sensations and
their substratum as one might the fauna of a distant land--without
being aware that he himself perceives, that he is the perceiving
subject and that perceptiion as he liveg it belies everything that he
says of perception in general.® (PhP, 2072

3. Merleau-Ponty says that objective thought "severs the link
which wnites the thing and the embodied sgubject.® (PhP, 3207
Behavicrism is a particular way of severing this link. The ®*link”®
spoken of hers is what Merleau-Ponty attempts to make comprehensible
with the notion of the ‘'intentional arc’.

4. Merleau-Ponty defines form as follows: "We will say that there
ig form whenever the properties of a system are modified by every
change brought about in a single one of its parte and, on the
contrary, are conserved when they all change while maintaining the
same relationship among themselves.® (SB, 47) Music is an excellent
example. The ‘same’ note in +two different melodies may not be
recognized as such depending on what else is happening arcund the note
in each piece. Similarly "the same melody can be played two times
without the two versgions having a single common element if it has been
transposed.” (5B, 87) Eisewhere, he writes: "The form ig a visible or
sonorous configuration (or even a configuration which ig prior to the
distinction of the senses) in which the gensory value of sach element
is determined by its function in the whole and varies with it....This
gane notion of form will permit us to describe the mode of existence
of the primitive objects of perception. They are lived a3 realities,
we havs said, rather than known as true objects.® (3B, 1882

5. Merleau-Ponty is sensitive to the charge that such descriptions
of animal bshavior as he gives are ‘anthropomorphic’. In a2 revealing
passage, which raises problems beyond the sgcope of our present
analysis, he qualifies his descriptions with an "as if". He writes:
Behaviora reveal a sort of prospective activity in the
organism, ag if it were oriented toward the meaning of certain
elementary gituationg, as if it entertained familiar relations
with them, as if there were an "z prior: of the organism’,
privileged conducts and laws of internal equilibrium which
predisposed the organism to certain relations with it8 milisu.
At this level there is no guestion yet of a real self-awarsness
or of intentional activity. Moreover, the organism's
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prospective capability is exercised only within defined limits
and depends on precigse, local conditionz. (PriP, 42

A good part of The Structure of Behavior is devoted to distinguishing
animal behavior {(the ‘vital order’) and human behavior (the “human’
order) on the bagis of a distinction betwsen sign and symbol. See esp.
pp. 145-184.

8. Husger! tends to concentrate on the gazs that merely beholds,
as opposed to ‘sight’ in the sgense of what Heidegger calls
*eircunspection® {(for example, Being and Time, HES, p. 98). Ricosur
has argued that Husserl's analyses were overly prejudiced in favour of
the analysig of ‘objectifying acts’, and that Husserl is therefore
weak on the velitional or practical dimension of seeing. In Ricouer’'s
view, this is true even of his later works: "His last philosophy, at
the time of the Arisis, ig much more centred on the problem of
perception and the ‘Lebenswelt’; it ig more concerned with a ‘view’
than with a theatre of action. To the end, the phanomenciogy of
Husserl remains an analysis of the 'to see’, phenomenology itself aims
at Seeing; its descriptions are an eXercise of visions applied to
vigions.® "The Philosophy of Will and Action", in The Philogophy of
Paul Ricosur®, ed. Charles E. Reagan and David Stewart, (Boston:
Beacon Hill Press, 1878), p. B88. MHerleau-Ponty goes further than
Husserl to integrate the bedy in his phenomenclogical descriptions and
thus emphasizes more the practical dimension even of ‘seeing’. The
paradigm for visual perception is not 8o much diginteregted sesing as
it i8 circumSpection, in Heidegger's sense.

7. Merleau-Ponty discusses these attitutes in several places, but
in particular ses 5B, p. 64.

8. The rhetorical device degscribed here ig wvery similar to one
used by Heidegger in Being sand Time. In order to show up our
primordial involvements with things, to show up what he calls "the
ready-to~hand”, he analysSes certain ‘deficient’ modes of the
ready-to-hand (conspicuousness, obtrusiveness, and obstinacy), H74, p.
104. When we are engaged in work, using a hammer let us say, the
wanner of being of the  hammer, its readiness-to-hand, is not
thematically present to us. It is when a tool doeg not work and thus
becomss merely ‘present-at—hand’ that we are able to appreciate its
lost significance as  something that was once ‘ready-to—hand’.
Heidegger writes: "The peculiarity of what is ready-to-hand is that,
in it8 readinesgs~to—hand, it must, a8 it were, withdraw in order to he
ready—-to—hand guite authentically.* (HBS, p. 88.) The idea is that as
long ag we are immersed in activity, we are blind to the point of view
in light of which things are given to us. A certain distance (such as
is afforded by thwartation, deficiency, etc.) i8 necessSary in order
for thig point of view to come to light.

9. The notion of ‘intentional threads’ used to de8cribe the
‘fabric’ of the given, indeed in a certain Sense the 'fabrication’ of
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the given, anticipates what Merleau—Pontvy will later call the 'flesh’,
la chair,

10. ¥hat Heidegger czlls ‘being—in—the world’ is very close to what
Husserl calls the 'life-world’. In the Phenomenology, Merlsau—Ponty
makes freguent reference to "being—in—the-worid' (etre auv monde), and
by comparisen the notion of the life-world plays only a small part in
his analysis. This emphasSis is sSomewhat suprising, Since in the
preface to the Phenomenology Merleau-Ponty says that *the whole of
Sein und Zest springs from an indication given by Husserl asnd amounts
to no more than an explicit account of the 'natfirlicher Weltbegriff’
or the ‘'Lebenswelt’ which Husser!, towards the end of his life,
identified as the central theme of phenomenology....® (PhP, wvii) On
the significance of ‘bsing-in—the—world’ in the Phenomenoclogy, pp.
78-8 are especially explicit.

11. The discussion of the ‘ready-to—hand’ and the ‘present—at-hand’
ocours in Being and Time, esp. HB3-92, pp. 81-125.

12. This question concerning the order of ‘foundsdness’ is a key
problem in phenomenology. Heidegger puts the Qquestion concisely!:
" Readiness—to—hand’ is thes way in which entities as they are 'In
themselves ' are defined ontologico-categorically. Yet only by reason
of something present—at-~hand, ‘is there’ anything ready-to—hand. Does
it follow, however, granting this thesis for the nonce, that
readiness—to—hand is ontoclogically foundsd upon presence—-at—hand?”
{(Being and Time, H71l, p. 101D
In Merlieau-Ponty’'s philosophy, this problem is described in

terms of the relationship between the ‘'natural’ and the ‘cultural’
world. He &acknowledges duality, but reproaches dualism. On the one
hand, he insists upon the difference betwsen the cultural and the
natural, insists that culture ig founded. 0On the other hand, however,
he insists that the cultural and the natural cannot be separated. as
two distinct realms, and that the cultural is not merely superimposed
upon the natural. They are not two distinct and independent strata. He
writes:

For it is quite true that every cultural object refers back to

&2 natural background =against which it appears and which may,

morscvsr, ba confuBed and remcie. Cur percsption SsnSes how

near is the canvas wundernsath the picture, or the crumbling

cement under the building, or the tiring actor under the

character. But the nature about which empiricism talks is a

collection of stimuli and qualities, and it is ridiculous to
pretend that nature thus conceived is...the primary object of
our percepiion: it does in fact follow the experience of

cultural objects, or rather {1t is one of them. We shall,
therefore, have to rediscover the natural worid too, and its
rode of exXigtence, which i8S not to be confused with that of the
scientific object. (PhP, 24}
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In short, Merleau-Ponty accepts that it ig8 meaningful to talk about
nature, but believes that =2cience ig only one point of view upon the
natural. Merleau-Ponty also writeg: "the natural world...can always be
discerned underlying the other I[the culturzsl worldl, as the canvag
underlies the picture and makes it appear insubstantial.® (FhP, 283

138. It ig not that Merleau-Ponty believes that talk of ‘retinal
impressions’ is meaningless or that the nervous system counts for
nothing. The point is that explanations of behavior in such terms,
although they may sexplain a great deal, do not help us to understand
behavior. Even assuming that a series of events in the nervous system
could be rigorously linked in a causal chain with the retinal
impresgion on one end and the stopping of the vehicle on the other,
this would still not advance us one step further in understanding the
behavior in question. The stop sign is behaviorally gignificant in
virtua of its meaning or value in a eertain code and its broader
gignificance in a culture.

14, There iz a wonderful irony in Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of
Schneider in that this brain—damaged person in fact answersg to
objective thought’'s understanding of perception, behaviaor, and so on.
Schneider exemplifies objective thought, ironically he confirms8 it. He
ig in fact the human being as understood by objective thought, or what
the human being would be if objective thought were true. This irony is
a good oexample of what Merlesau—Ponty means by saying that the
psychologist under the gway of objective i8 out of gear with himself.
In describing the body, his own bodily being, he ig in fact describing
someone like Schneider. Indeed, in cne place Merlesau-Ponty describes
Schneider with reference to the scientist. He writes: "The sensory
givens are limited to Suggesting theSs meanings a8 a fact suggests a
hypothesis to a physicist., The patient, like the scientist, verifies
mediately and clarifiegs his hypothesis by gross—-checking factse.,...”
(PhP, 1313

15. In another place, Merleau-Ponty writss: ®‘Psychical facte have
a meaning”’, Freud wrote in one of his earliest worksg. This meant that
no human behavior is gimply the result of some bodily mechanism, that
in behavior there i2 not a mental center and a periphery of
automatism, and that all our geStures in thsir fashion participate in
that single activity of making explieit and gignifying which is
ourselves.” (5, 228)

18. Faul Rigoeur, "ConsSciousnesd and the Uncongcious", in The
Conflict of Interpretations, ed. Don Ihde, trans. ¥Willis Domingo
{(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1874), p. 108,

17. Another way at coming at thig idea of ‘recognition’ is8 through
an examination of the relationship between "lived experience” and
"Structure”. Marleau-Ponty discusSes this relationship at Soms length
in "From Mauss to Claude Lévi—Strauss”. Sociology and anthropolegy, he
argues, teach that there i8 a certain ‘lawfulness’ to livad
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experience, of which Subjeots3 are normally unaware. "The 2ubjscts
living in a Society do not necsssarily know about the principle of
exchange which governs them, any more than the speaking subject needs
to go through a linguistic analysis of his language in order to
speak.” (5, 117> Lived experience i8 structured, and the study of its
structures must initially look at lived exXperience from the outside,
so to speak. Structure, in thig gense, is like the Freudian

unconscious.
At the same time, however, Merleau—-Ponty cautions against

reifying Structure, against regarding it ag the ultimate reality in
relation to which lived experierice would be but an epiphenocmon. He
writeg: "When the sScientist formulatss and conceptually determines
structures, there is no question for him of substituting the model for
reality. A8 a matter of principle, structure is no Platonic idea.”
(1bid.> Thus lived experience remains primary for him: structures are
gtructures of lived experience and we should be able to recognize the
physigonomy of lived experience in them. He writes: *There ought to be
a sort of lived equivalent of that structure,...The variables of
anthropology...mugt be met with Sooner or later on the levsl at which
the phencmena have an immediately human significance." (Ibid., 118} In
these terms, Merleau-Ponty’'s eritique of behaviorism is that there is
no "lived eguivalent” for its "wvariables”. They cannot "be met with
sooner ar later on the level at which the phenomena have an
immediately human gignificance".

The  wundserstanding of anthropology that  Merlsau-Ponty
articulates in this essay is algo affirmed by Clifford Geertz. Gesrtz
paintaing that "our formulations of other peoples’ symbol systems must
be actor—oriented.” The Intsrpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic
Books, 1873}, p. 14. He explains that this means "that descriptions of
Berber, Jewish, or French culture must be cast in terms of
congtructions we imagine Berbers, Jews, or Frenchmen to place upon
what thay live through, the formulae they use to define what happens
to them."” (15) In other words, lived experience remaing the final
court of appeal for the anthropologist’s descriptions, even though
such third person descriptions may {and sven must) go beyond what
actors are explicitly conscious of in their ordinary daily living.

CHAPTER 4: THE PHENOMENGLOGY OF PHENOMENOLOGY

1. Merleau-Ponty attempts to Structure the Phenomenclogy in terms
of a transition from ‘the phenomenal field’ to the ‘transcendental
field’', perhapg consciously or unconsSciously imitating the plan of
Husserl’'s Crigis. In my view the text is not successful at this levsl.
The relationship betwsen the stages, and the transition between them,
remains very obscure. To the best of my knowledge, thig topic is not
given any sustained treatment in any of the literature on
Merleau-Ponty, and no doubt this is becaugse it i3 so obscure.

In interpreting thig trangition, [ have taken my ocue from the
fact that, each time the transition ig discussed {and this only occurs
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twice), it is cornected with the idea 2f 2 “phenomenclogy of
phenomenclogy®. The relevant texts on this transition are on pp. B0-3
and 354-5.

2. Jacgues Taminiaux describes this ambivalence as follows: ¥In
one instance, there is the primerdial affirmation of immediacy, of
identity, and of indivisibility; in the other instance, the gradual
emergence in the description of the motif of non-presence, of breach,
and of difference.® *“Experience, Expression, and Fore" in Dialsctic
and Difference, ed. James Decker and Robert Crease, +trans. J. Decker
(New Jersey, Humanities Press, 1885}, p. 138,

3. John ©Szllisg, Phenomenclogy and the Return toc Beginnings,
(Fittsburgh, Duguesne University Fress, 1973, p. 1i0.

4. In hig gpening remarks, Merleau-Ponty responds to some written
objections submitted to him by his colleagues, but he does not
identify them by name. With regard to the objection that we have
mentioned here, he says "let wus say a word about the other objection
which was addressed to uS! you go back to the unreflected therefore
you renounce refliection.” (PriP, 182

5. Taminiaux, reading with Jacgues Derrida in the background,
thematizes thig tension in terms of the discussion of language
(verbalized perception) and percepticn (lived perception? in

Merlieau-Ponty's early works. He arguss that one of the distinguishing
features of the later works is that this relationship becomes nuch
more problematic and that Merleau-Ponty moves away from conceiving
this relationship as an opposition between separate and mutually
exclusive terms. “Experience, Expressicn, and Form®, esp. pp. 141-5.

B. In The Horizons of the Flesh, ed. Garth Qillian {Carbondals:
South Illinois Press, 18732, pp. 892-113.

7. Sellars warrante the consideration of Merleau-Ponty scholars
because he takes aim a3t empiricism’s “characteristic claim that the
perceptual given is the foundation of empirical knowledge,” and

Merleau—-Ponty's primacy of perception thesis seems to be within his
scope. (1702 What Sellars calls the ‘the myth of the given', the
effort to "break out of discourse io an arche beyond discourse” (186),
is a species of what Derrida calls ‘the metaphysics of presencse’.
Indeed Sellars himself talks about “knowings in presence’. (170)
“Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind", Science, Perception and
Bealitv {(London: Routledge znd Kegan Paul, 1883). 8ee also p. 185, p.
188.

8. The ‘clearest’ exposition of the concept of the ‘transcendental
gignified’ that 1 know of is in Jacgues Derrida, Positions, trans.
Alan Bass (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1882, pp. 189-20.
Derrida {(wrongly) believes that phenomenology is an inStance of what
he calls the ‘metaphysics of presence’ . His ‘critigue’ of



311

phenomenology is most explicit in Speech and Phenomena, trang. David
B. Allison and Newton Garver (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
18973). See also &f Gremmatology, trans. Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore: The
Johng Hopkins University Press, 1878), esp. p. 48; pp. 80-65.

¥hen Derrida says that the "theme of ‘pure presentation’, pure
and primordial perception, full and simple presence, eic., makes of
phenomena logy an accomplice of clasgical psychology——indeed
constitutes their common metaphysical presupposition,® he probably has
Merlieau-Ponty in mind as well asg Husserl. (Spesch and Phenomena, 45n.>
It is the idea of perception as a kind of ground or foundation that is
being attacked when he ‘affirms’ +that "perception does not exigt”
(45n.2, or again, that “there never was any ‘perception® {(103).
Merleau-Ponty’'s primacy of percepiion thesig, howsver, is noi based on
the metaphysics of presence that Derrida rightly calls into guestion.
As Holland argues, “there is perception in Merleau-Ponty, but not in
the sense that Derrida argues against because it is not a ‘purse’
perception, but rather an indeterminate, immanent experience.”
("*Merleau-Ponty on Presence", 113)

8. Admittedly, I am ‘stretchind” Sellars’ idea of "the logical
space of reasons” to incorporate = hroader notion of ‘reason’ than is
assumed in his works. '

10, ° Gary Madison gives a concise  and cogent analysis of
Merleau-Ponty’'s criticism of Gestalt psychology. As Madison presents
it, the issue goncerns the "mode of existence of form" (or meaning).
Gestalt psychology falls short of phenomenoclogy insofar as it believes
that such form as ig presuppoged -and disclosed in its descriptions is
already there in the world waiting to be discovered, ag it were. The
psychelogist’'s descriptions, the consciousnegss of form or the point of
view of the oniooker, adds nothing to what is already there. Gestalt
psycholelgy effaces (or even represses) its own point of view and the
difference that it makes because it is spell-bound by an ill-conceived
concept of objectivity. For Merleau-Fonty, however, the gQuestion of
point of view and the stztus of one’s own reflective intervention is
ceritical, Madison writes that *in order to construct a philosophy of
form it is not enough to describe structures...one must analyse their
mode of existence. And what a first movement of reflection shows
is...the essential ideality of form." The Phenomencleagy of
Merleau—-Ponty, trans., G. Madison (Athens: 0Ohio University Press,
19732, p. 1B8. To spesk of the ®"ideality of form" is to acknowledge the
significance of the point of view of the onlooker, relative to whom
the forms are revealed (i.e. it is ruled out that the cat
‘understands’ itg behavior in the terms with which the psychologist
describes it and thus renders its immanent intelligibility).

This is not +to say, however, that deseription is & matter of
‘projecting’ form onto a reality that is in itself devoid of form to
begin with. If Gestalt psychology errs on the side of naive realism,
at the oppoSite exireme there is a danger that the "ideality® of form,
emphasized by what Madison calls "oriticist® philosophy, will be
construed in idealist terms. Madison presents Merleau—Ponty as trying
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tp Steer a course between "the antinomy which inevitably seems to
arige between nature and idea®, according toc which “form nust be
either 2 thing in nature or an idea of a constituting consciousnessg.®
{ibid., 152 [ am coming at this same antinomy between naturs and idea,
the 'in—-itself’ and the ‘for—itgelf’, from a different but convergent

angle.

1. Merleau-Ponty is not rigoroug in his terminology. He speaks of
‘radical refliection’ in several places (PhP 218, 241, 2B85, but other
terns are also used to communicate basically the ‘same’ idea! for
example, ‘authentic reflection” (PhP, 41) and, in the later writings,
‘hyper—reflection’ VI, 3B8).

12. Sallis, Phenomenology and the Return to Beginnings, p. 30.
13. The relationship between the ‘phenomenal field’ and the
‘transcendental field’, perhaps the most opagus theme in the

Phenomenology, can be understood as follows! the phenomenal field is
the world 25 it is disclosed +to the phenomenclogical peoint of view;
that is with reference to its being for someone. Gestalt psychology,
in these terms, proceeds from the phenomenclogical point of view and
‘discovers’ the phenomenal field. The transition from the phenomenal
field to the transcendental field, however, comes with the realimzation
that the phenomenal field is not a part of nature, that it i8 not
something that the onlooker {(phencmenologist or Gestalt psychologist)
simply ‘discovere’. Rather it is given relative te the point of view
of the onlooker. The “phenomenal field becomes a transcendental field®
only from the standpoint of a phenomenology of phenomenology, from the
standpoint of the onloocker who inguires intoc the “mode of existence”
of the phenomenal field, as Madison would say. Gestalt psychology does

not make thig transition.
14, Eugens Gendlin, "E¥pressive Heanings®, p. Z2d4.

H=9 Sees Wittgénstein’s digeusgion of this figuwre in Philosophical
Investigstions, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe {(Oxford: Bastl Blachkwell,
186872, third edition, Part II, Section xi, pp. 183-8.

168, ¥olfgang Kiehler as well was probably a major influence as
concerns Merleau—-Ponty’s wunderstanding of the relationship between
Science and experience, the objective world =and the life-world,
Indeed, the similaritieg between Kiehler and Husserl! on this matter
are striking.

¥hen ! talk about a chair, I mean the chair of my evervday life

and not Some subjective phenomenon.

On the other hand, we have Seen, the chair of objective
experience cannot be identified with the chair as part of the
physicist’s world. Now, since the world of diresct experience is
the first I knew, and Sinece 2ll | now know absut the phyusipal
world was later inferred from certain events in the experienced
world, how can 1 be expected to ignore the experienced world?
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After all, it 8till remain3 mny only bagig for any gusEsmsE about
physical facts., If I choose, I can, of courge, raise the
guestion whether, in a certain Sense, the physical world is
perhaps the more important one. But even then | must admit
that, from the point of view of acquaintance or access, the
experienced world is prior to that of physics; also, that my
only way of investigating physical realities is that of
obgerving objective experiences and drawing from them the
proper conclusions. Gestalt Psychology {New York: Mentor Books,
1947, pp. 18-9.

Chapter 1 of Kgehler’'s text consists of a critigue of behaviorism that
is very illuminating as concerns Merleau-Ponty’s critiqus.

17, It i8 rather sirange that Merleau-Ponty should make this

eriticism of Bergson, whom he wusually criticizes for higs theory of
intuition as coincidence. For example, see IPP, p. 12.

CHAPTEE 5: EXPRESSION

1. The very fact that there is something odd about thinking of
reflection a8 being situated testifies to the inappropriatensss of
thig term for Merleau-Ponty’'s purposges.

2. The effacement of language is a s8pecies of the effacement or
repression of the body, which we have already considered. In each
cagSe, it i8 & matter of sSuppressing what confesges our inherence in a
point of wview. This 1is motivated by an ill-conceived concept of
objectivity, according to which having ‘a’ point of view is asgociated
with distortion and falsity. A point of view could only be a screen
between ug and the objective world, the world 8uch as it is in itself

or ag a God might conceive it.

3. Merleau-Ponty explicitly analyzes DesScartes with respect to his
oblivion to hig own use of language, but he does not integrate thisg
with higs discussion of radical reflection.

4, M. Heidegger, ®"The Eggence of Truth®, in Bagic Writings, trans.
David Farrell Krell (New York: Harper and Row, 1877), pp. 122-5.

5. The point here is not one that could be established simply by
counting up the oceurrences of each word, although [ believe such a
count would weigh heavily on the gide of sXpression. The claim
concerns the weight that is placed upon each concept in his analysis,
the centrality of the role each playg in his exposition.

B. 1 qualify thig remark here because, to the end, Merleau-Ponty
continues to eXpress hig problematic in term8 of the relationship
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betwesn the reflected and the unreflected, sven though he becomsz much
more critical of the 'philosophy of reflection’.

7. ¢. Madigson interprets thess remarks of Merleau—Ponty’s in light
of "transcendence® or a “"teleplogy of consciousness" that becomes
especial ly apparent with reference to the phenomenon of expression.
See The Phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, p. 71. My interpretation, to
relate it to Madison’s, could be summed up as follows: In the sarlier
writings and under the domination of the metaphar of reflection, there
is a greater emphasis upon the backward turning moment of the resturn,
upon reflection turning back in search of its ground. With the shift
from reflection to expression, however, it i3 not so much a matter of
thought turning back in gearch of a ground but rather of a ground
surging up from below, so to speak, and demanding to he expressed. The
initiative, one could say, i on ths side of the world, which solicits
expregssion from the thinker. In the later writings, this is what is
announced in Such descriptiong (no doubt inspired by Heidegger) of
philosophy ag "Being speaking within us.” VI, 197

8, Merlsau-Ponty describeg this duality exhibited by the body as a
dialectie of roctedness and transcendencs. For an extended discussion
of this dialeetic in these term8, sgee Gary Madison, The Phenomenology
of Merleau-Ponty, pp. 45ff.

8 On thesSe matters, a% on So many otherg, Merlesu-Ponty is not
rigorous in hig terminology. What I am here calling ‘constituting
speech’ i8 wvariously called ‘“speaking sSpeech’, "thinking speech’,
‘original speech’, ‘transcendental speech’, and ‘authentic speech’.
The game terminolagical shifting applies to what I am here calling
‘constituted speech’.

The distinction between constituted and constituting speech in
some way2 resembles Saussure’s distinction between language (/a
langue} and speech (/s parois}, but the analogy is rather complicted.
Saussure distinguishes language and speesch as follows: “"Language is
speech less speaking. It is the whole set of linguistic habits which
allow an individual to understand and to be understocd.” Course in
General Linguisticg, ed. Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye, trans.
Wade Baskin (New York: McGraw—Hill Book Company, 1886}, p. T77. In a
superificizl way, both constituted and constituting Speech come under
the heading of what Saussure calls 'speech’. Both are instances of
speech, speech acts, events as opposed to the system of language.
Saussure locates the dynamics of change in language (gystem) at the
level of sgpeech (event). Merleau-Ponty is even more Dprecise in
lpcating it in consStituting speech. For Saussure, speech is not
necessarily creative or ‘constituting’ in Merleau-Ponty’'s sense. That
igs, it need not be a divergence with respect to the established system
of language. What Merleau-Ponty calls ‘conStituting Speech’, on the
other hand, ig always creative (if not for the system of language
congidermd a8 a cultural whole, at leagt for the gsystem of language as
it exigsts for or in the individual). Constituted speech, on the other
hand, ig like what Kuhn calls ‘paradige articulation’. It merely



315

instantiates the sSystem, in & senge repeats what has already been
said. In this sense, constituted speech could be likensed to what
Saussure calls ‘language’. It is an event that merely apes the system.
1t does not change or modify it.

Although much has already been written on Merleau-Ponty and
Saussure, many gusStiong remain to be sorted out. For an insightful,
but by no means exhaustive study, @8ee Thomas Hohler, ®The Limits of
Language and the Threshold of Speech: Merleau-Poniy and Saussure®, in
Phi losophy Tedazy, Vol. 286, 1982.

10. Roland Barthes’ discussion of syntagms, which belong to what
Merleazu~Ponty calle ‘constituted speech’, helps to situate or frame
the problem of inauthenticity in terms of language, aithough he does
not himself mzke this application. See Elements of Semioleogy, trans.
Annette Lavers and Colin Smith (New York: Hill and Wang Publishers,
1984), p. 18.

11. G. Madison, The Phenomenpliogy _of Merleau-Ponty, p. B81.
Madison’'s interpretation of the phenomenon of expression is also to be
recommended because he quite rightly acknowledges the figure of Hegel
looming in the background of HMerleau-Ponty’'s discussion and makes the
relevant connections, e.g. the dialectic of the ‘in—itself’ and the

‘for-itself .

iz2. Certainly Hegel is zlsc an important figure in this regard, as
is convincingly demonstrated in G. Madison’s interpretation.

13, Against those who interpret Husserl exclusively with respect to
his commitment to the ideal of science, it is worth recalling that
Husser!l said that *the egc constitutes himself for himself in, so to
speak, the urnity of a ‘history' L[Geschicte, storyl.® Cartesian
Meditations, trans. Dorion Cairns (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 18777,
P. 75,

14, G, Madigon, The Phenomenology of Merieay-Ponty, p. 128. On the
whole, Madison’'s interpretation of Proust has been very helpful io me.

iB. M. Merisau—Ponty, PhP, p. 44£3. Faor the saks of terminological
congistency, [ am substituting the term ‘empiricism’ for what
Merlssu—-Ponty, in the passags under consideration calls ‘objective
thought’™ (/s penste obkjective). In his philosophy, ‘objectivism’ or
objective thought i8 usually wused as a blanket term to cover both
empiricism and ideaiism, and this is the usage [ have followed
throughout. (See my note #3 in chapter 1.2

i8. Scme ascribe this empiricist view to Marx, but for
Merisau-Ponty this is only a crude interpretation of Marx’s writing on
history. In the Phenomenology, the idealist posSition is represented by
Sartre.
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17. Merleau-Ponty here speaks disparagingly of the terminoclogy of
the ‘in itself’ and the ‘for itself’, but eigsewhere he himself uses it
sympathetically. The apparent contradiction arigses from the faet that
both Sartre and Hegel! use this terminclogy. Merleau—Ponty approves of
Hegel's use of the terminology {and in fact works with :t himself),
but he is very critical of the use to which Sartre puts it. In the
present ceontext, it i8S very ciear that he has BSartre in nind.
Merleau-Ponty’'s own pesSition here is in fact consistent with Hegel,
even inspired by him.

18. The connection with reading here i8S not an arbitrary one. After
the Phenomenolpgy, Merleau-Ponty attempts to Felaborate the category

of prose beyond the confines of literature to give it a sociclogical
meaning.® (PriP, 8) This was the project of hig unfinished book The
Progse of the World. He came to believe that Saussurian linguistics
furnicshed a new key for interpreting history, zlthough HMerlszau-Ponty
never worked this out. He does, howsver, give uf certain signposts.
For example: ®“The theory of 8igns, as developed in linguistics,
perhaps implies a conception of historical meaning which gets bayond
the opposition of things versus consciousness.” (IPP, 54} Also: "Fhat
Saussure saw is precisely this masking of chance and order, the return
to the raticnal, the fortuitous. One could apply his conception of the
history of language to history as a whole. The driving force of
language is the will to communicate ('we are thrown into language”,
situated in language,...historical rationality does not eliminate
chance. [t furng chance or uses chance.” {(CAL, 102) [No doubt, Derrida
would disagree with both Saussure and Merleau-Ponty about this ®*will"
to communicate® and its significance.l

19. In his fereative” reading of Marx as a phenomenologist,
Merleau-Ponty is conveniently silent about Marx’s use of the rhetoric
of science. In my view, Merleasu—Ponty’s interpretation of Marz on the
creativity that comes into play in revolutionary sSituations is
somewhat sStrained. Marx does tend to ground his speech in science,
which serves as a kind of authority beyond Qquestion. In other words,
by appealing to science Marx tend® to repress the fact that historical
materialism is interpretative and indeed creative. On the subject of
revolutionary rhetoric and itS repression of its own giatus as
interpretation, 8See Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, trans.
Annette Lavers and Colin Smith (New York: Hill and Wang, 1883), pp.
18-28. :

20. Here 2gZain it is8 egignificant that Merleau-Ponty compares the
revolutionary with the artist and not with the scientist. One wonders
if HMarx would have agresd to this comparison.

21. Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, esp. pp.
10-43, pp. 111-136.

22, A number of gquesticns arise surrounding my phrasSe ‘catches on'.
What does it mean for constituting speech to 'catch on’ (or fail
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to catch on)? ¥hat doeg it ‘catch onto’'? For Merleau-Ponty, it catches
onto to the pre—sxpressed, to a pregnant Silence, to a meaning held
captive in thingas and waiting to be 8aid, ag it wers. Indesd,
Merleau—Ponty spsaks about phenomensclogy as a cultural movement in
Similar term8. He writes: "It ig less a question of counting up
guotaticns than of determining and expressing in concrete form this
pPhenomenclogy for ourselves which has given a number of present-day
readers the impression, on reading Husser! or Heidegger, not So much
of encountering a new philosophy as of recognizing what they had been
waiting for.” (PhP, viii) That is, Husserl and Hsidegger caught onto,
geared into, gave expression to, a certain pregnant Silence enveloping
their contemporaries like an atmosphers.

23. Richard Rorty, generalizing on Kuhn'gs distinction,
distinguishes between ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal discourse’. Rorty’s
distinction is very clogse to Merleau-Ponty’'s distinction between
constituted and constituting  speech. Merleau-Ponty’'s analysis,
however, ig much richer becausse he brings the phenomenon of expression
into play. Merleau—Ponty enable ugs to understand what motivateg the
passage from constituted to constituting speech, whereas for Rorty the
two are gimply juxtaposed as being different. Rorty has nothing to say
about what it means for abnormal speech to ‘catch on’ by giving
expression to something that i3 waiting to be said. There is no
efquivalent in hig philosophy for Merleau—Ponty’s ‘pregnant silence’.
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1978, pp. 315-358, esp. p. 320,

24, M. Heidegger, An Introduction to HMetaphysicg, trans. Ralph
Manheim (Garden City: Anchor Books, 18582, p. 9.

25, Etymology also reinforces Merleau-Ponty’s arguments against an
external relatonship between sSpeech and thought. To learn that the
term ‘understanding’ derives from ‘standing under’, for exampls, is to
learn gomething important about what it means to understand. Freud’s
use of etymology is also interesting in this regard. Freud points out
that "most abstract words were originally concrete, their original
significance having faded.” Etymology is of wusSe to Freud because he
believes that the unconscious ‘speaks a concrete language’. In
interpretation (of dreams, for example), one “can represent the
‘poszessing’ of an object as a literal, physical ‘sitting upon’ it
(possess=potis + sgedeo).” Sigmund Freud, A General Introduction to
Psvchoanalygig, trans. Joan Riviere {(New York: SBimon and Schuster,
18633, p. 156.

Etymology focuses the whole question of the ‘original’ and of
the 'origin’, which has come under attack in contemporary philosophy
{Foucault and Derrida, for example)., In my view, Freud (and Heidegger)
has a tendency 1o reify the ‘origin’, to turn it into something
literal, to ‘a2 once upon a time’', as if one could ever return to and
circumscribe 'a proper meaning’ at the beginning of a tradition.
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28. In the Phenomenology, Merleau—Ponty did not link hig discussion
of the phenomenclogical reduction with his discussion of language. He
discusses the reduction in terms of reflection and does not bring
iangauge into play. Similarly, he does not explicitly talk azbout the
reduction in his discussion of language, although in my view this
would have been a natural move for him to make. Here too we can see
the importance of the move from reflection to expression,

27. See Peter Berger, Invitation to Sociclogy (New York: Anchor
Books, 18632, esp. p. 23 and p. 51, but pp. i-B80 in general for an
excellent discussion of +the relevance of cultural alternation for
social science methodology. See also Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann,
The Seccial Congtruction of Reality (New York: Anchor Books, 1887), pp.
B7-72 for a digcussion of language and sgedimentation from the
standpoint of the socicloey of knowledge.

28. Blaise Pascal, Pensésg, =d. Louis Lafuma, trans. John
¥arrington {(London: J.M. Dent and Seons Ltd., 1873), p. 35.

28. Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. from Fir Haben Ein Erscheinung.

30. Here I am elaborating on what Merleau—-Ponty, borrowing from
André Malraux, rcalls ‘coherent deformation’. See Pr¥, p. 91, pp.
142-4.

31. In his eritique of the ‘metaphysics of presence’, Derrida goes
too far and makes of writing or speaking Something that is entirely
groundlegs. There is no place for the “significative intention” in his
philosophy. ¥riting (speaking) is a groundless creation. Reading
Derrida (and the same applies to Rorty), it ig diffiecult to say why
the writer writes. It seems that he writss simply for the sake of
writing. For Merleau—Ponty, on the other hand, the writer writes
because he has something to say. 0f course, thig 'something to say’ is
not something that the writer already knows before he says it,
something of which his speech or writing would only be a mirror image
in the visible (Derrida is very convincing in his critigue of this
model?. Rather the writer writes in order to know what it is that he
wants toc say, to sxXpress it.

CHAPTER 8: PHILOSOPHICAL EXPRESSICON

i. Taminiaux rightly points out that Merleau—Ponty interprets the
Hegelian dialectic to his own end. He argues that numerous remarks he
makes about Hegel (about his ‘existentialism’, for examplel, "oniy
nake genge when they are understood, not in terms of the Hegelian
relation between natural conSciousness and absolute knowlsdgs, but
againgt the background of Merleau-Ponty’'s conception of the relation
between the unreflective and reflection.® *Merleau-FPonty: From



319

Dialectic to Hyperdialectic', in Dialectic and Difference. 1 arges
with TaminauX that Merleau-Ponty’s reading of Hegel (like his reading
of Marx, and Husserl) ig strained in its creativity. In my opinion,

however, it is less against the background of the relation between the
unreflective and reflection that Merleau-Ponty interprets Hegel, than
it iz against the background of the distinction between the
unexpressed and the expressed. Merlsau-Ponty himgelf writes: "So ths
Hegelian dialectic is what we call the phenomenon of expression, which
gathers itself step by step and launches jtgelf again through the
mystery of rationality.® (Pr¥, BS)

2. Merleau—Ponty‘s ~distinction (following Husserl) betwseen
introspection and reflection is gignificant here. He writes: “This
introspection is supposed to consist in the presence of data internal
to the subject, which he observes and which are revealsd to him by the
mere fact that they are “in him’. This is an internal perception, the
noting of an event with which I coincide. But reflection i8 not at all
the noting of a fact. [t is, rather, an attempt to understand. It is
not the passive attitude of a subject who watches himself but rather
the active effort of a sSubject who graspgs the wmeaning of his
experience.” {(PriP, B4) ‘

3. In faect, even in the Phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty is ambivalent
toward Husserl's talk of esssences. 0On the one hand, he comes to
Husserl'’'s defense and attempts to ‘redeem’ the language of esssnces,
as if it is only in the hands of Hugserl’'s ‘'misinterpreters’ that ths
notion of esssSences becomes problematic. On the other hand, however,
Merleau-Ponty claims that Husser! "in his last period...becams fully
aware of what the return to phenomena meant, and tacitly broke with
the philosophy of essences.” (PhP, 49n.) If Merleau-Ponty helieves
that it is a good thing that Husserl “broke with the philosophy of
esgences”, then ons wonders why he takes such paing to redeem
Husserl’'s talk of eSsences in the first place. The Phenomenplogy is
full of contradictions of thig 8ort, which in my interpretation
signifies that Merleau-Ponty is gearching for his own voice in this
text.

4. Merleau—Ponty believes that Huzsgerl’s later “*phenomenology of
language® wag converging with 8Saussure’s linguisties: "There ig no
doubt, I believe, that Husserl was here approaching certain insights
of contemporary linguisticsg, especially that of Saugssure.” (PriP, 85

5. It ig significant that Derrida first developed his critique of
the ‘metaphysics of presence’ through a reading of Husserl. Derrida
translated Husserl’'s QOrigin of Geometry intc French and his first
book, Speech_and Phenomena, is a careful analysis of the ambiguities
surrounding meaning and expression in Huggerl’s writings. The issus
Derrida fixes on, not sSurprisingly, concerns language and idsal
existence. He writes:

Husserl no doubt did want to maintain, as we shall See, an

originally silent, "pre-expreseive" stratum of experience. But
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since the possibility of constituting ideal objects belongs to
the essence of conscicousnegs, and since these ideal objects are
historical products, only appearing thanks +to the acts of
creation or intending, the element of consciousness and the
element of language will be more and more difficult to discern.
¥ill not their indiscernability introduce nonpresence and
difference {(mediation, signs, referral back, etc.) in the heart
of self-presence? (Speech angd Phenomena, 153

B. As Rorty tells the story, philogophy has conceived truth as
correspondencs, and, in  keeping with the demands of +this model, has
conceived itsgelf ag a gelf-effacing mirror of the way things are in
themgelves.

7. J. Derrida, Grammatology, p. 186. ©See also Positiong, p. 22:
"¥hen I speak, not only am [ conscicus of being pregent for what I
think, but I am conscious also of keeping as close 28 possible to my
thought, to the ‘concept’, a signifier that does not fall into the
world....Not only do the gignifier and the signified seem to unite,
but also, in thig confusion, the Signifier seems to erase itgelf or to
become transparent, in order to allow the concept to present itgelf as
what it i$, referring to nothing other than its presence."”

8. Charles Flynn argues that, "in his late works, Merlesau—Ponty
hag elaborated a profound critique of the metaphysics of presence.”
"Textuality and the Flesh: Derrida and Merlsau-Ponty", p. 178. [ argue
that "a profound critigue of the metaphysics of presence® is at leagt
implicit in Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of language in the
Phenomenalogy. Derrida himself, judging from Nancy Holland’'s report of
some remarks he made during a Seminar, equivocates on thig guestion.
Holland reports that, asked whether "Merleau-Ponty’'s work would fall
within the metaphysics of presence, Derrida said it would, "and cited
the chapter on time in the Phenomenclogy as evidence. ("Merlesau-Ponty
on Presence®, 111) 3She goegs on to relate the following, however:
"Derrida made it clear that the case was not ao clear—cut, given the
breadth and complexity of Merlsau-Ponty’s work, and left us with an
interesting thought—if one could argue that The Phencmenology of
Perception [sic} falls within the petaphysics of presence, with The
Visible and the Invisible ‘it is sven harder to Say’.” Derrida’s
apparent raluctance to unequivocally situate even the Phenomenglogy
within the metaphysics of presence cculd be interepreted as a
confirmation of my point that the Phenomenology is a divided text. 1
argue that Merleau—Ponty’s discussion of language and expression ig at
odds with other parts of the text (Derrida cites the chapter on time,
I would cite the chapter on the cogito) that lean +toward the
metaphysics of presence. The following passage from Holland on the
gimilarity between Derrida and Merleau-Ponty i8 interesting in thisg
regard:

If language and thought cannot be rigorously sSeparated, the

intagral unity of thought itself wouild be put into jeopardy.

This ig the main thrust of Derrida’s argument against Husserl
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in Speech and Phenomena:!...the elemsant of consSclousBness and the
glement of language will be more and more difficult to discern.
Will not their indiscernibility introduce nonpresence and
difference {mediation, signs, referral back, etc.? in the heart
of salf-presence?’ (Spsech and Phenomena, p. 15).

Interestingly, it is exactly this indiscernibility of
speech and thought that lies at the core of Merleau-Ponty’'s own
account of language.("Merleau-Ponty on Presencs", 117)

8. Fithout denying Derrida’s gdenius and originality, ny reading of
Merleau—Ponty shows that in gsome of its details the critique of the
‘metaphysics of presence’ has been around for some time. The notion of
‘effective history’ in Gadamer, for example, i8 likewige dirscted
againgst the ‘metaphysics of presence’.

10. *There ig, of coursSe, every reason to distinguish betwsen an
authentic speech, which formulates for the first time, and
second—order sxpression, speech about speech, which makes wup the run
of empirical language. Only the firat is identical with thought."
(PhP, 1783 Ses also Pr¥, p. 110: *Man feels at Aome in language the
way he never will in painting. Ordinary language or the givens of
language provide him with the illusion of an absolutely transparent
expression which has achieved its8 goal. But in the end art itself also
pasSges into custom and becomes capable of the same ingrained
evidence.®

t1. J. Derrida, O0f Grammatology, p. 160.

12, Stephen Watson argues that in its teaching concerning the tacit
cogito “the Phenomenology remains a thoroughly classical work.®
"Pretexts: Language, Perception, and the Cogito in Merleau-Ponty’s
Thought®. Eesearch in Phenomenclogy, Vol. X, 1880, p. 148. He believes
that the chapter on speech, however, pulls in a direction away from
clagsical restraints ('the metaphysics of presence’) and along a path
that will lead to The Visible snd the Invigible. Commenting on s
pasgage from The Vigible and the Invigible, Watson writes: "But this
ig just to say what Merleau—Ponty had held in the chapter on
expression and speech and which was sxcl/uded from the doctrine of the -
Cogito in the Phenomenology.” (1802 The tacit cogito, in Watson's
view, is a remnant of the metaphysics of presence, and thig is what
the chapter on eXpression calle into question. Watson continues: *the
geparation which Merleau-Ponty refers to in higs criticism of the
Cogito tacite divides the Phenomenology of Perception against itself."
{1807

13. The original reads: "En suivant le sens des mot8 et le lien des
idées, j'arrive % gette conclusion qu’'en offet, puisque je pense, je
suis, mais ¢’'est 13 un Cogito sur parcls, je n'ai Saigi ma pensée et
mon existence Au’'i travers le madium du langage....” Phénoménologie de
la perception (Paris: &ditions Gallimard, 18945, p. 488,
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14. The presentation hare i3 gimilar io ths one wa snoountersd in
Husserl’'s account of the life-world. As we saw, HusSerl sometimes
speaks ag if the life—world were a virginal presence, an uncorrupted
given upon which history and culture are Superadded. In these terms,
there is no interpenetration between the two,

i5. The following note taken by George Klein at Merleau-Ponty's
Feb. 18585 Coll&ge de France lectures bears this out as well: ®In my
book on the phenomenclogy of perception I underestimated the richness
and complexity of the perceived world. || paid teoo much attention to
the perception of the mere things, and thus did not devote attention
to the gaps and incompleteness in our perception....0ur perception is
mostly of symbols, vectoral, full of guesStion and exclamation marks.®
{Quoted in Watson, "Pre—texts®, p. 1B8, footnote 22.)

16. Ratson has commented on this shift, but he has not related it
to Merleau—-Ponty’'s rhetorical stratsegy. He writes: "To accomplish its
goal it [the latter work of Merleau-Pontyl necessitated disglodging the
analysis of what it called our opening unto Being from the metaphysics
of the Cogito——-sither at the ‘level’ of thought, or by mnoving
underground to the level of the ‘lived’. For thig underground, asg the
development of Merleau-Ponty’'e work demonsSirates, is no more a fixed
point than any other of the grounds of eclassical thought.”
("Pretexts", 1B83-4)

7. M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomasnology and Pgychoanalysis: Preface to
Hesnard’'s L ‘veyvre de fresud in The Essential Writinge of
Merleau-Ponty, ed. and trans. Alden L. Fisher (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and World Inc., 1863).

18. Note how hegitant Merleau-Ponty igs hers about the "something®,
about what is ‘'given’. Note how vague the "something" is. One cannot
imagine him arguing this way against science in the Phenomenolggy. In
the Phenomenclogy, percaptual experience, the ‘phenomenal field’, was
not o “"hidden® that he could not make poSitive statemeniS about it to

counter sciencsa.

18, More and more, the later works emphasize ‘non-presence’ and
issue in what could properly be called a critique of the '‘metaphysics
of presence’. Compare the following texts from Derride and

Merleau—Ponty:
Contrary to what phenomenology——which i8 alwaye phenomenology
of perception——has tried to make us believe, contrary to what
our desire cannot fail to be tempted into believing, the thing
itself always escapes. {(Speech_and Phenomena, p. 104)

We have to pass from the thing <(spatial or temporal) as
identity, to the thing <{(gpatial or temporal) as differsnce,
i.a. a8 transcendence, i.e. as always “behind”, beyond,
far—off...the present itself i3 not an absolute coincidence
without transcendence; even the (rerlsbnis invelves not total
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coincidence, but partial ooincidence, becau®e it has horizons
and would not be without them——the present also, is ungraspable
from clogse-up, in the forceps of attention, it is an
encompagsing. (VI, 1853

20. The problem of mediation is indesd a persiStent theme
throughout his works. In the earlier works it is digscussed in terms of
the relation between the unreflected and the reflected., In the later
works, however, it is discussed in terms of the relationship between
the unexpressed and the exXpressed. Language is made thematic in this
light, whereas in the Phenomenology language had not been explicitly
discussgsd in relation to the transition from the unreflscted to the
reflected. .

2t. In order to avoid the conclusion of the "unhappy
conSciousness”®, Merleau-Ponty says2, one must develop "a theory of the
savage mind®*. (VI, 178)

22. The problem in Sallig’ analysis can be traced to the falge
premise that Merleau-Ponty seeks a *gelf-effacing speech”.
{Phenomenology and the Return to Beginnings, 1(1i)

23. In the same vein, Merlsau-Ponty also writes: “Replace the
notions of concept, idea, mind, representation with the notions of
dimengions, articulation, level, hinges, pivots, configuration——The
point of departure = the critique of the usual concepticn of the thing
and its properties....” (VI, 224)

24. M. Heidegger, quoted in Sallis, Phenomenology and the Return
to Beginnings, p. 112,

CONCLUSION

i. To be sure, the expression 'cresative adequation’ i8 mentioned
only a few times in The Visible and the Invisible, and even then only
in the working notes. The problematic it addresses, however, is taken
up again and again throughout the text. Indeed, it is present from the
very beginning of his authorship, as reflected in the ambiguities
surrounding the idea of the return.

2. John Bannan puts this ‘groping sSpeech’ in &an interesting
perspective. He writes:
It can be said that Merleau-Ponty concede3 too mnuch to the
groping character of philosophical effort, and exempts himself
too easily from the conventional standards for judging a
philosophy...it [his work] is congistent with the incomplete
gtate of philosophy, an item on which there would be wvery
subgtantial agreement between Merleau-Ponty and his eritics. It
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raige2 guestions about the very avaiiability of gtandarde——ths
universality and completenegs——-which philosophers uge when they
criticize sach other. No one pretends that philosophy is
complete, that the final comprehensive view has been attained.
But do not most, once they have made the ritual admission that
philosophy must grope——that it must ask itself where it is and
at what hour—-—-do they not then place themselves in the light
beyond all the groping and incompleteness? Merleau-Ponty, along
with all his other accomplishments, contributes to the
elimination of that nonsense. "The ‘Later’  Thought of
Merleau-Ponty”, Dialogus, Vol. V, no. 3, pp.402-3.

3. In the sentence previous to what iS guoted here, Merleau-Ponty
calls this "a language of coincidence”. This i8 an unfortunate way of
putting things since, as I have argued {(and as becomes clsear hy the
time one has reached the bottom of the paragraphl), he does not believe
that coincidence is the ta/os of philosophical expregsion. The Vigible
and the Invigible, it mugt be kept in mind, i3 very much an
‘unfinished’ work. Perhaps Merleau-Ponty would have gorted out 8Such
‘inconsistencies’ had he had ths opportunity to make a final revision
of what he had written,

4, Vincent Descombes, Modern French Philogophy, trans. L.

Scotti-Fox and J.M. Harding {(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

18802, p. bB. James Edie has made the same point. He writes:
he [Merleau-Ponty]l proceeds  dialectically, using  an
existentialist version of what analytic philosophers call
"Ramgsey’'s Maxim”. Ramsey’s Maxim States that in those cases in
which apparently antithetical or contradictory positions,
neither or which is satisfactory, are in conflict, "it iz a
heuristic maxim that the truth lies not in one of the two
disputed veiws but in some third posgibility which has not yet
been thought of, which we can only discover by rejecting
gomething assumed as obvious by both of the disputants.® "The
Significance of Merleau—Ponty’'s Philosophy of Language*, in
Dialogues in Phenomenolegy, ed. Don lhde and Richard Zaner (The
Hague: Martinus Ni jhoff, 1875}, p. 254.

B. V. Degcombes, Modern French Philosophy, p. 78.

B. Indeed, my reading of Merlsau-Ponty leads one to Suspect that
Derrida, who has certainly read Merleau—Ponty, learned 2 lot more from

him than he would have us belisve.

7. Descombes, Modern French Philosophy, pp. 78-B0.
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ibid., p. B1l.
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