Phenomenology and Foucault: notes on Merleau-Ponty

The Structure of Behavior, pp. 43-49
Like Husserl and Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty rejects a naturalistic account of intentionality (which M-P here calls “consciousness”), i.e., the attempt to view it in terms of (efficient) causes.  M-P also refers to naturalism as “realism”, “causal thinking,” and “objective thought.”  Note that M-P employs Jean-Paul Sartre’s term “in itself” for physical matter, and “for itself” for consciousness.  Traditionally, there are essentially four basic models for naturalism: 

1. Descartes’ straightforward metaphysical dualism, according to which mind and matter are two distinct kinds of substances, each completely independent of the other – with deterministic causality reserved for matter, and with the mind being completely (negatively) free, i.e., spontaneous.  Here, first philosophy as the science of consciousness consists not in figuring out causal laws governing acts of consciousness (since there are none), but rather what we can be absolutely rationally certain is true.  This view is called “rationalism.”
2. Thomas Hobbes’ materialism, according to which there is only one kind of substance: physical matter.  What we call our “thoughts” are just states of our brain, which is, like every other physical object, completely determined by causal laws.  Thus first philosophy is just physics.  This view is often called “mechanism.”

3. Spinoza’s “dual aspect” view, according to which mind and matter are two “attributes” of one and the same substance, like two sides of the same coin.  According to this view, there is ultimately just one set of deterministic causal laws governing both the mental and material aspects of substance.  On such a view, there is no (negative) freedom, or spontaneity, in either mind or matter.  In this sense, the sciences of physics and psychology both turn out to ultimately converge, and first philosophy must deal with both.  I think that what M-P here calls “dynamism”, the view of flowing “mental energy”, is essentially Spinoza’s view (even though M-P is surely thinking of the both Sigmund Freud [1856-1939] and the French philosopher Henri Bergson [1859-1941]). 
4. Hume’s view that mind and matter are both determined by their own causal laws.  Thus for Hume, there are two fundamentally different kinds of “first philosophy” – physics and psychology.  Hume believed that Newton had completed physics, and that Hume himself had completed psychology.  (This is complicated by the fact that Hume believed that we have no knowledge that either a mental or a physical substance exists, and also that we can never be absolutely certain of any causal law, be it psychological or physical.)  This view is called “empiricism.”
For M-P, each of these “naturalistic” views has been overcome by Kant (and, following him, Husserl).  Kant (and Husserl) argues that, although the conscious mind does not create any (intentional) objects, it does nevertheless constitute the objects of our experience, i.e., the intended as such.  Kant calls this overcoming of naturalism the “Copernican revolution” (66), in which, rather than the mind having to conform to objects (analogous to the pre-Copernican view that the sun revolves around the earth), the forms of the objects of our experience must con-form to the form of our minds (analogous to Copernicus’ view that the earth revolves around the sun).  In particular, our mind – what Kant (and Husserl) calls the “transcendental ego” – creates the very idea of causality (i.e., necessary connection among events occurring in time), which is necessary for any science, including physics (the study of the “world”, including one’s own body) and psychology (the study of the “empirical self”).  
In this section, we see M-P accepting the basics of Kant’s and Husserl’s views – although he will later reject what he will refer to as Kant’s (and Husserl’s) “intellectualism,” or “idealism”, i.e., the view that what constitutes the intended as such is a conscious mind (and not, as M-P maintains, a living body as the subject of experience).
Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 191-197:

At the end of the last section assigned, M-P refers to John Watson’s behavioristic psychology: the view that human and animal behavior can be profitably studied just by studying how the history of an organism’s performance of certain behaviors being followed by certain stimuli (either punishments for or reinforcements of that behavior) affects its present behavior.  This section picks up on this point, referring to it as our tendency to “acquire” (192) dispositions to behave from our past experience, which M-P calls the “past” of existence (192), or our “facticity” (193), “motives” (193), “sedimentary history” (194), and “the background of what I have said or done” (193), “this pre-existent world” (194), being in a “situation” (195), and, later “habit” (132) and “historicity” (133).

Question: What conclusions does M-P draw from this feature of human being about the degree to which consciousness can be completely explicit, transparent to, or certain of itself – as Descartes held?  M-P crystallizes his view in the provocative claim that “certainty is doubt” (195).  Try to explain what he means by this. 


Question: What does M-P mean when he claims: “According to the phenomenological conception, this dogmatism on the one hand and skepticism on the other are left behind” (196)?

Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 126-135:


M-P’s paragraph on p. 126 asserts the basic thesis of the Phenomenology of Perception, that what constitutes the conditions of the possibility of experience is not, as Kant thought, the transcendental mind, but rather the “transcendental” body – the subject of perception.

The paragraph on pp. 127-128 is an expansion of what was said in Structure of Behavior, pp. 43-49 (see comments above).

In the paragraph on pp. 128-130, M-P attempts to overturn Descartes’ notion that only the subjective mind is active, whereas physical things are passive objects.  Instead, our body is passive because it responds to the objects given to it and because its past gives it dispositions to thus respond (see P.P. 191-197 above).  And objects are active because they make our body respond to them with its appropriate dispositions (for example, the object we are touching itself determines how our hand must move in feeling it, the object we are looking at determines where to stand in order to get a good view of it, etc.).  How well does he do?


Descartes (and, to a certain extent, Kant) argues that all of our awareness of objects is ultimately con-science (con-scientia, or con-sciousness), i.e., self-awareness: direct awareness of ideas in yourself, of your judgments based on these ideas, and the degree to which the judgments you make are justified by your ideas.  M-P refers to con-sciousness in Descartes’ theory as “absolute subjectivity” (134), since it involves nothing but what’s contained within itself and thus, for Descartes, what it can be directly aware of.  In the paragraph on pp. 130-131, M-P argues to the contrary that our awareness of objects is primarily “anonymous”, “general,” “pre-personal,” “involuntary,” or “with no effort on my part.”  What’s his argument here?  (Note that this has much to do with the previous assignment (Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 191-197).


What does M-P mean by saying: “Sensation [that is, for M-P, sense-perception] can be anonymous only because it is incomplete” (131)?  Here’s the best that I can do with this, and I’m curious to know what you think.  This statement is equivalent to “If sense-perception were complete, then it would be completely personal.”  I think that for Descartes, every judgment is “complete,” i.e., everything involved in it is currently contained within the conscious mind, and does not “point,” or “refer” to anything possibly occurring in the past or future.  And this completeness is due to the fact that everything involved in the judgment (i.e., the judgment itself, the ideas on which this judgment is based, and our awareness of the degree to which the latter justify the former) is literally contained within the subjective, personal mind.  For M-P, however, as for Husserl, this is not the case, since in making a judgment (i.e., intending an object as something), one protends, or “adumbrates,” possible future experiences not yet in one’s mind that would either confirm or disconfirm the judgment.  Furthermore, in so doing, one retains (in Husserl’s “primary memory”) those aspects of the object that one has already experienced, and which are no longer in one’s mind (unlike the sensations – Husserl’s “primary impressions” – that one is currently having).  And these past and future experiences, of course, are made possible by the intentional object itself, something that is certainly not “reelly” immanent within my mind.  To formalize things, we can say that an experience is complete if and only if everything involved in that experience is at present literally contained (“reelly immanent”) within my mind.  That is, an experience is incomplete (as M-P believes all of it to be) if and only if there is some “absence”, “non-self”, or “otherness” involved in it.

Note that M-P’s definition of “sense” as “a thought subordinated to a certain field” (131) reveals that he employs the term more like Heidegger (i.e., the temporal direction of a movement) and less like Husserl (for whom it is the “static” intended as such).  A “sense” for M-P is impersonal because it is incomplete, i.e., it retains the past – primarily in our habitual dispositions to respond to things
 – and protends, or “adumbrates,” the future – primarily in the bodily stance we take toward the object we are perceiving (e.g., in touching it in a certain way, standing in the best place from which to see it, etc.).  Crucially, in carrying out habitual dispositions and in taking a bodily stance toward an object we are not primarily conscious of doing so.  It is therefore not our conscious mind that does this, but rather our body.
What does M-P mean when he says that my body “secretes time” (134)?
Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 79-84 and 135-145:


One way to read this passage is to see M-P as arguing that the lived body itself is actually responsible for individuating things, i.e., “carving up” the phenomenal world into distinct real “things.”  Each such thing, in turn, is constituted, or “posited,” as a synthetic unity of meaning, or significance, among the various data from the senses.  How does the body do this?

(“Ek-stase” on p. 83 is our always being already “outside ourselves” at things within the world.)
Phenomenology of Perception, 62-78:


How does M-P on pp. 63-65 deal with the “problem” that in 1945, 50 years after Husserl and 25 years after Heidegger began to write, there is still no general agreement about what “phenomenology” or “phenomenological method” are?

On pp. 65-67, M-P is mainly concerned to criticize Husserl’s “analytical reflection”, or “noematic reflection” on the intended as such.  He argues that, despite all its differences from Descartes and Kant, is still guilty of “idealism,” i.e., “intellectualism” (see comments above on The Structure of Behavior, pp. 43-49).  He characterizes this in St. Augustine’s terms as positing an “inner man”, i.e., the “constituting power” of “transcendental consciousness”, i.e., “an impregnable subjectivity, as yet untouched by being and time” (66), who can “act”, i.e., “deliberate[ly] tak[e] up… a position” (67).  What’s his argument against this here?


On pp. 67-71, M-P applies his criticism of Husserl also to Jean-Paul Sartre, for whom other consciousnesses were even more a problem than they were for Descartes.  Why are they such a problem for Sartre (following Husserl, who follows Descartes), and what’s M-P’s criticism of and alternative to Sartre’s view?  (Note that the beginning of this section, up through line 13 on p. 68, is M-P stating Sartre’s view, not his own.)

Pp. 71-73 strike me as a fairly dogmatic assertion that the “Vienna Circle” of “logical positivism” is wrong in claiming that philosophy can do nothing but analyze the linguistic meanings of words (Wortbedeutungen), and that phenomenology really consists in “rediscovering my actual presence to myself, the fact of my consciousness which is in the last resort what the word and the concept of consciousness mean” (72).  In the light of what M-P says about the incompleteness, absence, and impersonality of consciousness at Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 126-135, this seems quite misleading.  Can you make any sense of it?


On pp. 73-76, M-P argues that “because we are being in the world, we are condemned to meaning” (76), i.e., that we go beyond our individual selves and our acts to some ultimate goal of human history.  Can you find an argument here for this claim?  If so, what is it?


On pp. 76-78, M-P attempts to resolve – or, rather, dissolve – the problem he pointed to on pp. 63-65.  How does he do this, and what do you make of his attempt? 
� Note that there are two senses of our relating to the past going on here.  The first is Husserl’s retention of our past experiences of aspects of the intentional object that we perceive.  The second is Heidegger’s notion of our always finding ourselves already “thrown” into certain habitual dispositions to respond to things (discussed in Being and Time, section 30).  M-P appears generally to have the second in mind when he speaks of the past.





