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INTRODUCTION 

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

philosophers of what they given others to think about) and a meditation disguised as a 

dialogue (in which we would ask the questions and give the answers) there must be a 

middle-ground on which the philosopher we are speaking about and the philosopher 

who is speaking are present together, although it is not possible even in principle to 

decide at any given moment just what belongs to each.   

The Philosopher and His Shadow (S:159) 

 

Merleau-Ponty is arguably one of the preeminent 20th century philosophers. His work is 

increasingly regarded as ‘classic’, not in the sense that its relevance is anchored in a remote 

time, nor that its concerns and strategies are classifiable in terms of a fixed style, but more in 

the opposite sense in that it continues to speak to and challenge philosophers and thinkers 

today opening up new paths of investigation. Even in France his work is belatedly 

experiencing a renaissance. Despite the delayed recognition of his enduring significance by 

the French Académie, some French philosophers have long championed the importance of his 

work – notably, Renaud Barbaras, Françoise Dastur, Emmanuel de Saint Aubert, Étienne 

Bimbinet to name a few. The extraordinary prescience of his philosophical insights conjoined 

with the broad range of his engagements spanning not only philosophy but also psychology, 

aesthetics, politics, physics and the natural sciences has led to a burgeoning recognition of his 

relevance to diverse fields. Included among these are: neuroscience, social cognition, dance, 

developmental psychology, social psychology, critical theory, sports science, aesthetics, 

artificial intelligence, play, feminist philosophy, language, environmental philosophy and 

most recently ethics. 
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Merleau-Ponty never developed an ethics per se, nonetheless, there is significant textual 

evidence that clearly indicates he had the intention to do so. In An Unpublished Text by 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty: A Prospectus of His Work (1962) he wrote that moving from the 

study of perception to that of expression would give not only a metaphysics but ‘at the same 

time give us the principle of an ethics’ (Pri.P:11, RMM:409). Furthermore, in the course of 

his defence of his thesis The Primacy of Perception before the Société Française de 

Philosophie in support of his candidacy for the Chair of Philosophy at the Collège de France 

(1946), he declared that he never considered in all his writings of the subject as anything 

other than an ethical subject (Pri.P:30; Pri.P:78,79). Despite the fact that he makes few 

explicit references to ethics, those that he does offer are highly suggestive and I propose that 

these allied to his ontological commitments provide the basis for the development of an ethics 

which is able to challenge the traditional conceptions of ethical theory and practice. Apart 

from these important explicit references, within all his works, including the aesthetic and 

political,1 there is an identifiable and persistent ethical current underpinning many of his 

central concepts and concerns. This book thus aims to explicate Merleau-Ponty’s implicit 

ethics, which arises out of his relational ontology wherein the interdependence of self, other 

and world is affirmed. Such an ethics would be markedly different from traditional and 

mainstream ethical accounts, which are founded on the assumptions of dualist or monist 

ontologies. Because of such ontological foundations the relations between subjects in the 

accounts of deontology, utilitarianism, consequentialism, contractarian  and virtue ethics are 

external. We could characterize such ethics as ‘high altitude’, in that they invoke a higher 

authority than the subject whether of divine ordinance, duty, utility, consequences, the social 

good or the valorization of a virtuous ideal. These are the ethics of norms, obligations and 

                                                        
1 I had hoped to include a chapter on Merleau-Ponty’s engagement with politics, his ethics writ large, but this proved to be a 
much larger undertaking than anticipated.  This will be on the ‘to do’ list for later this year.  Those who wish to pursue this 
line of investigation I would recommend the insightful article ‘Politics and the Political’ (Coole 2008) and book Merleau-
Ponty and modern politics after anti-humanism (Coole 2013), both by philosopher Diana Coole. 
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prescriptions, which engage at the level of reflection. Such ethics are able to offer not only 

justifications for actions and values but also cohesion, guidance and significant harmony 

within any society; however adherence to any one requires a certain degree of selective 

blindness. They cannot capture the complexities of experience and sometimes when 

rigorously applied lead to abhorrent outcomes or to outcomes essentially antithetical to the 

chosen ethical telos. As a consequence, the domain of ethics today is characterized by 

conflict, dogmatism, and reductionism.  

Merleau-Ponty’s ethics, grounded in the ontological interdependence of subjects within 

which internal relations obtain, demands an entire reappraisal of ethical questions. The 

questions that motivate my investigation are: What constitutes an ethical subject? What is the 

real nature of my responsibility for others and our shared world? If their well-being is 

inherently linked to my own, can I afford to be indifferent, negligent or destructive? How 

would an ethics of internal relations motivate action? What could this ethics offer to the 

resolution of seemingly irresolvable ethical problems and dilemmas? Is it possible finally to 

answer the amoralist, for whom ethical injunctions and ethical intuitions are at worst 

irrelevant and misguided or at best mere conventional conveniences? Such questions are in 

urgent need of illumination given the weakening and corruption of many of the traditional 

cultural structures whether social, political or religious, which have in the past served to 

constrain aggression, redress injustices and ameliorate inequities. This urgency is also 

underscored by the shrinking of our world through info-technology and travel. The citizens of 

the world can no longer claim ignorance and retire to the comfort of their immediate and 

personal concerns. In particular at this time, the Other has come to be most vividly embodied 

in the refugee and the terrorist. Both inspire profound fear, one because he demands our 

compassion, our generosity and the other because he threatens our security and confronts us 

with an entirely other point of view. The first threatens because he demands recognition as 
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equally deserving of the advantages we enjoy and the second because there is a legitimate 

basis for resentment in that, whether directly or indirectly, our comforts have often been 

achieved at the expense of these Others and, moreover, because he neither accepts nor trusts 

the so-called ‘egalitarian’ ethos of democracies. And so all the psychological and political 

mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion are set in motion, hurtling inexorably from one 

disaster to the next, from one outrage to the next, the atrocities escalating, the hearts 

hardening against each other, failing or refusing to recognize the Other as an-other suffering 

fellow human being. What is really going on? How do these failures become possible? Why 

within the general understanding of ourselves, others and the world do these problems appear 

intractable and inevitably tragic? We could retreat into the easy, reassuring comforts of 

discrimination against the irredeemable Other or invoke the psychological mechanisms of 

projection to explain what is happening. I, however, propose that through a careful 

explication of Merleau-Ponty’s implicit ethics, we can reveal the grounds of such problems.   

I propose that we are caught in a primitive2 perception of others and our world which is 

no longer viable. Just as our perception evolved to be able to accommodate ‘perspective’ and 

‘colour’, so too we need to evolve beyond oppositional perception to one that recognizes our 

deep interdependence. In this way the failure to recognize this interdependence can be 

compared to an optical illusion – our distorted perception persists in seeing others as 

inherently independent, radically separate entities, and it is this failure of insight that grounds 

and leads to ethical failures. Albert Einstein has made a similar comparison: 

A human being is a part of a whole, called by us ‘universe’ – a part limited in 

time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as 

                                                        
2 I use ‘primitive’ to not only indicate what has gone before, but also that these earlier perceptive capacities are less evolved 
– they have not captured the full range, complexity nor depth of our perceptive powers. Further to this I do not support views 
that would have humans as necessarily the peak of evolution, nor the assumption that evolution is a necessary historical 
progression to higher and more refined capabilities all in the service of survival – there may be other motivators than 
survival. Moreover, the evolutionary trajectory is uncertain, uneven and may in fact include periods of devolution. 
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something separated from the rest... a kind of optical delusion of his 

consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our 

personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must 

be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to 

embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.3 

The project to explicate a Merleau-Pontian ethics, thus arises from the ethical questions 

posed by the Other and begins with perception. It is this, which reconfigures the 

philosophical landscape to enable a new approach. Merleau-Ponty’s rehabilitated account of 

perception conjoined with the many suggestive ideas regarding perceptual intervolvement 

point towards his implicit ethics. I wish to interrogate these notions in the intersubjective 

domain, drawing out their implications so as to establish an ethics which is coherent with his 

overall aims. Although it may be said I am taking liberties with this philosopher’s work, I 

propose that this is justified in that I can offer sufficient textual support and also these 

‘creative liberties’ offer an account with not only explanatory power but also power to 

galvanize the domain of ethical debate.  

I would like to stress here at the outset, that seeking norms, obligations and prescriptions 

is not applicable for this Ethics of Insight. Some may claim that this does not then qualify as 

ethics. However, if it motivates skillful action, that is, action that avoids harming and may in 

its best manifestations promote the well-being of others, it would then be pedantic if not 

perverse to qualify it as anything other than ethics. And this skillful action is possible in 

virtue of direct prereflective insight, intelligent percipience4 into the real nature of our 

relation to others and the particularities of the given situation, not on any absolutist 

                                                        
3 The same viewpoints are central to Buddhism, and the analogy of the optical delusion/ illusion to denote this 
misapprehension is one regularly used in Buddhist texts and also by HH Dalai Lama. 
4 I elaborate on this notion of intelligent percipience/ pre-reflective insight later in Chapter Seven by using both Merleau-
Ponty’s aesthetic analyses, his idea of hyper-reflection and the Buddhist practice of mindful percipience; suffice to say here 
that this is an apprehension anterior to intellection/ reflection. 
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formulations, not in virtue of religious prescriptions, nor on principles founded on a 

metaphysics of man from which rights and duties are extrapolated, nor on the moral 

accounting typical of consequential or utilitarian ethics. 

The challenges confronting other ethical accounts 

Each of Merleau-Ponty’s major works begins by critically engaging with a provocateur, 

through which he delineates the problematique which he intends to address through an 

alternative account. Likewise, I follow a similar strategy, and so my critique of traditional 

normative ethics while not intended to be a thoroughgoing critique, both indicates in broad 

strokes the shortcomings of these accounts and serves as an entreé into the elaboration of the 

distinctive features of Merleau-Ponty’s implicit ethics. 

 

Within traditional approaches to ethics it is possible to distinguish three broad trends: 

deontology, consequentialism and virtue ethics. The first depends on a view of human nature 

according to religion or metaphysics from which are extrapolated notions of purpose, rights, 

duties and good, and it is these which prescribe or proscribe action; the second aims for an 

account that avoids religious dogmas and metaphysical assumptions about human nature so 

as to establish ethical action on the basis of a sought-after ‘good’, whether happiness or 

preference satisfaction, thereby maximizing overall beneficial consequences; and the third, 

promotes the cultivation of particular qualities or virtues in the individual and proposes that 

through the cumulative effect of this cultivation, both individual and societal flourishing can 

be achieved.  

The perspicacity of these approaches notwithstanding, that there has been a need to 

regularly qualify and refine these accounts in order to overcome objections and to better align 

the outcomes with our ethical intuitions suggests that there is something fundamental missing 
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in the formulations. Before elaborating on this lacuna, I wish first to outline the conflicts and 

challenges of each of these traditional approaches. In the first approach, traditional 

deontology, because of the plurality of religious and metaphysical allegiances it is impossible 

to establish a universally acceptable ethics. We know all too well that the worst atrocities in 

human history have been committed and continue to be committed in the name of ‘true gods’, 

‘chosen peoples’, a ‘superior’ human destiny or unwavering adherence to absolute principles. 

Even putting aside the problem of opposing religious or metaphysical allegiances, it is 

possible that the selfsame individual may experience irresolvable conflicts of duty and 

moreover, there is the ever present question about the legitimacy of partiality. Must partiality 

be eliminated from all ethical considerations and is it even possible to achieve impartiality? 

Another criticism of traditional deontology is that foreseeable but unintended harm does not 

merit reprobation and so too non-action and negligence are not considered culpable. The 

second approach, of which utilitarianism is the most predominant form, has great intuitive 

appeal. Not only does it provide a simple formula but it also appears to be offering a solution 

to the problem of plurality, by bypassing both religious and metaphysical considerations. 

However, this solution collapses when the following questions are posed. How is it possible 

to measure happiness for diverse individuals? What is considered beneficial? Who decides? 

Who can arbitrate when negative consequences for one may represent positive consequences 

for another? We well know that the utilitarian formula when applied consistently may lead to 

abhorrent outcomes (the various versions of the trolley case, the organ transplant case, the 

Jim and Pedro case). Moreover, minorities are immediately expendable. And in its strict 

formulation it becomes too demanding in that every action must come under utilitarian 

scrutiny. There is also the need to distinguish between short-term and long-term 

consequences and, the longer the view, the more difficult it becomes to predict consequences 

and therefore utility. Furthermore, there is the concern that utilitarianism does not take due 
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account of central ethical notions such as ‘justice’, ‘agency’, ‘responsibility’ and ‘integrity’. 

In addition to all the above challenges, there is the undeniable fact that utilitarianism crucially 

depends on the assumptions of an egalitarian motivation and that impartiality is always 

possible. The third approach, a virtue ethics approach, is without question more compatible 

with a Merleau-Pontian ethics, but still nonetheless cannot offer adequate explanations or 

justifications for why particular virtues should be cultivated and moreover it runs up against 

problems with the exception to the rule – that is, legitimate/constructive anger or 

patience/tolerance which colludes in exploitation and violence. Furthermore, there is the 

assumption that certain qualities and virtues are ‘natural’ for humans to have or value.  

All three approaches, without question, have made important contributions to the domain 

of ethical debate, without which they would have already been relegated to the annals of 

history. And so today, the more refined and qualified versions of these approaches are able to 

offer more nuanced and sophisticated accounts which escape some of the above-mentioned 

criticisms. However, there still remain two significant weaknesses in these accounts: their 

reductionist tendencies and their intellectualist assumptions of moral agency and moral 

cognition. Deontologists, for example, propose that within the various manifestations of 

morality it is always possible to identify a deontological structure. However, while it is clear 

that duties and rights play a central role in commonsense morality, there is much in moral 

practice that is irreducible to duties and rights, such as ‘the good’ as emphasized by 

consequentialists and the virtues as promoted by virtue ethicists. I contend that the absolutist 

ambitions of all these accounts need to be renounced in favor of a more inclusive and 

integrated approach which respects not only the important contributions of ‘right’, ‘good’ and 

‘virtue’ to our ethical understandings but also the essential underpinnings of such 

understandings in a pre-reflective ethical engagement. And this is where Merleau-Ponty’s 

ethics makes a crucial contribution. 
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Because such approaches rely on an objective view of humans and the world, the 

justification for ethical behavior is external to the subject whose self-understanding, emotions 

and perceptions are regarded variously as irrelevant, untrustworthy or inconsequential. Due to 

this lacuna, they promote a ‘top- down’ or ‘high altitude’5 approach in which notions of duty, 

utility or virtue are paramount, the ethical imperative being above and beyond the embodied 

particular subject. That being said, these approaches of course are concerned about 

application to particular circumstances and so the embodied particular subject is relevant as 

the final repository of these injunctions, imperatives and ideals which presumably inform 

their actions. So too the particular embodied subject may become relevant as that which alerts 

to the need for revisions, as a test-case in the applied ethical arena, as somewhat a guinea-pig 

in the ethical experiment – whether a thought experiment or a real-life scenario. However, 

what I wish to stress is that such ethics remain at the level of objective thought, of reflection, 

of intellection and so behavior can only be designated ‘ethical’ when it matches the 

justificatory requirements of the ethical framework, and these justificatory requirements are 

external to the subject. This intellectualist approach to moral cognition is especially apparent 

in utilitarianism and deontology, wherein normative moral judgments are traced respectively 

to principles of utility and maximization or to moral rules. The emphasis on emotional 

dispositions in virtue ethics seems to resist this intellectualist bias by arguing that moral 

competence cannot be adequately captured in formulas and rules. However, while virtue 

ethics is compatible with the account I am proposing, it nonetheless still does not capture the 

primordial level of ethical susceptibility of an ethics founded on internal relations between 

subjects. This primordial level is anterior to the dispositions represented in traditional virtue 

ethics. It is important to note here that the virtue ethicist takes an internalist stance in regards 

to ethics in that the subject cultivates virtues so that he is pre-disposed to behave according to 

                                                        
5 ‘High altitude’ or ‘pensée de survol’ is a term Merleau-Ponty used to designate objective thinking, in which gods-eye-view 
paradigms are assumed to be possible. 
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these virtues. The ethical orientation has become internalized by the subject and it is this 

which moderates relational behaviour. The difference with a Merleau-Pontian ethical 

approach is that it is the relation that is internal. Otherness is internal to the subject and it is 

this insight which drives the ethical motivation from a fresh starting point with each 

encounter, not in some pre-rehearsed manner that has come to seem ‘natural’. Such an ethics 

is demanding in the sense that it demands full presence when faced with the other and the 

particularities of the situation. Full presence is mindful and affectively embodied, not 

switching to auto-pilot even if a virtuous auto-pilot. 

Merleau-Ponty returns ethics to pre-objective reality, to pre-reflective percipience, to the 

immediate encounter stripped of all conceptual overlays. A Merleau-Pontian account is 

‘bottom-up’, it brings ethics ‘down to earth’ with the understanding of the subject as having 

intrinsic ethical capacities in virtue of his ontological interdependence with other subjects. 

And importantly these subjects are, perceiving, embodied, expressive subjects. An 

interrogation of this primordial level of ethical susceptibility is, I contend, able to throw new 

light on ethical questions and the whole domain of ethical debate. 

Methodology 

I. My focus is primarily the original work of Merleau-Ponty and is less concerned with the 

ever-burgeoning scholarship based on his work. While much of this is important scholarly 

work, I am not concerned with pitting interpretations against each other except insofar as this 

may further my purpose in drawing out Merleau-Ponty’s core ideas with regard to his implicit 

ethics. I aim primarily though not exclusively for interrogative, responsive thinking inspired 

by the originals, a thinking alongside Merleau-Ponty himself. That being said, I must 

acknowledge my debts to the work of Renaud Barbaras, Martin Dillon, Shaun Gallagher, 

Francisco Varela and Dan Zahavi most notably. Furthermore, it is well documented that 
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Merleau-Ponty was not always consistent. He was constantly extending the reach and grasp 

of his own thinking and so in keeping faith with the spirit of his endeavours, I will pursue a 

similar tactic – reaching and I hope grasping fruitful conclusions on the basis of the 

indications in Merleau-Ponty’s work. This approach is endorsed by Renaud Barbaras who 

notes in his book The Being of the Phenomenon, that due to the unfinished nature of Merleau-

Ponty’s work, no final position can be identified and there is no ‘one text that allows us to 

resolve everything’. Rather, we must ‘take up on its own account and pursue the path that his 

thought opened’(Barbaras 2004). Merleau-Ponty also saw his own efforts in this way, 

especially with regard to his appreciations of the later works of Husserl, and so he wrote: 

By advancing the thesis of the primacy of perception, I have less the feeling 

that I am proposing something completely new than the feeling of drawing out 

the conclusions of the work of my predecessors. (Pri.P:27; Pri.P:72) 

 

There is debate among scholars of phenomenology as to the extent of Merleau-Ponty’s 

reliance on the work of Husserl. As Dan Zahavi has observed, there has been a puzzling 

persistence particularly with American scholars to mistakenly interpret Merleau-Ponty’s own 

acknowledgement of his indebtedness to Husserl as an indication of Merleau-Ponty’s 

generosity and humility. In fact, however, it is clear as Zahavi reveals in his paper ‘Merleau-

Ponty on Husserl: A reappraisal’ (Zahavi 2002), Merleau-Ponty’s declarations are a genuine 

recognition of his indebtedness to the later Husserl particularly. Zahavi notes that central 

notions, usually attributed to Merleau-Ponty, are actually pre-figured in the previously 

unpublished manuscripts of Husserl. These include the signature notions of reciprocity and 

reversibility, incarnated subjectivity, operative intentionality and that transcendental 

subjectivity leads to transcendental intersubjectivity. The last complete essay Merleau-Ponty 
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wrote, The Philosopher and His Shadow, bears eloquent testimony to his reliance on and 

appreciation for the thought of Husserl. Nonetheless, Merleau-Ponty extends many of 

Husserl’s key ideas and develops original lines of investigation, in part because of his active 

engagement with disciplines outside of phenomenology. His work is thus distinguished from 

pure phenomenology as advanced by Husserl through its creative and incisive deployment of 

the neurology and psychology of his day, applying the theoretical framework of 

phenomenology to the empirical domain. In this way we can see that Merleau-Ponty 

pioneered what is now commonly referred to as The Naturalist Turn in phenomenology.  The 

issue of whether phenomenology can legitimately engage with the natural and human 

sciences continues to inspire heated debate (Gallagher 2012a, Moran 2013, Zahavi 2002, 

Gallagher 2012b, Aikin 2006, Harney 2015).  

The original contribution of this book to philosophical scholarship lies in the 

extrapolation of Merleau-Ponty’s unwritten ethics. While there have been a number of 

insightful papers addressing the ethical within Merleau-Ponty’s work, to my knowledge, none 

have yet delineated the crucial distinctions between a Merleau-Pontian ethics and normative 

ethics, nor have they fully addressed the role his non-dualist ontology plays in establishing 

such an ethics.  

Merleau-Ponty has provocatively claimed that resolving ‘the problem of the Other’ would 

lead to an entire reconstruction of Western philosophy (VI:193, VI:246). There are two things 

to note about this extraordinary assertion: firstly, that he refers to Western philosophy, so it 

can be supposed that he knew this was not a problem for Eastern philosophy – and there is 

reason to suggest he means Buddhist philosophy; and secondly, he speaks of a reconstruction 

not a demolition. To my mind this will then require a reorganisation, a re-situating, a 

contextualizing, and a necessary deflation of certain absolutist ambitions. 
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In drawing out Merleau-Ponty’s implicit ethics, I propose that a parallel claim can be 

made with regard to ethics – that a reconstruction of the ethical domain is in order, not a 

demolition, so that a truly pluralistic approach is possible, one in which the veridical 

intuitions and strategies of each normative account can be honoured. The supporting claims 

are: firstly, that there is an ethical level anterior to the reflective level of normative ethics and 

this pre-reflective level constitutes the ground for the possibility of reflective ethics; and the 

second and stronger claim is that this pre-reflective level of ethical engagement itself directly 

motivates ethical behaviour through pre-reflective percipience, through direct insight. It is 

this ethical touchstone which ensures that any of the normative accounts remain true to 

ethical intuitions and do not stray from their own underlying telos. This Merleau-Pontian 

account thus offers an architectonic for ethics wherein all legitimate ethical intuitions can be 

accommodated. 

II. My methodological approach depends to greater and lesser extents on other 

phenomenologically based disciplines so as to support my claims and interpretations – 

neuroscience, aesthetics and Buddhist philosophy. 

 

The first of these, neuroscience, is the current domain of scientific research that intersects 

in interesting ways with phenomenology and these intersections have been exploited to useful 

effect in both directions. It is well known that Merleau-Ponty’s regard for science was 

complex, some might say ambivalent. Merleau-Ponty proposed that the tendency to esteem 

science as the paradigm for knowledge is seriously mistaken.6 He criticized science on two 

crucial points which challenge our usual assumptions about scientific knowledge. Firstly, he 

asserted that science presupposes an objective world of which its aim is to validate. Secondly, 

                                                        
6 As explained by Edith Stein, the phenomenological reduction eliminates all assumptions of science, natural experience, 
psycho-physical realities including those of the investigator – and applies itself only to that which is indubitable – the 
experience of a thing, whether by perception, memory or imagination – the phenomenon (Stein 1964) p.4; (Moran 2013) 
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that science does not question its means of access. Science has seduced us with its spectacular 

successes, and because of this we too readily overlook its failures. Science’s dazzling power 

over us is based on the claim that our senses, our perceptions are not to be trusted and that we 

must rather rely on reason, on inference and the expert knowledge of scientists. Perception, 

such scientists claim, gives us only appearances and it is the knowledge of scientists that can 

offer the ‘objective’ realities of physics, biology and chemistry. Merleau-Ponty argued that 

this so-called ‘objective’ reality is in fact only an abstraction on the basis of phenomena, and 

that our perceptive faculties have been extremely underrated.7 These ideas and concerns, 

introduced in The Structure of Behaviour, are extended and deepened in Merleau-Ponty’s 

opus, The Phenomenology of Perception, in which perception and body are shown to be 

integral and pervasive in all epistemic enterprises, going against the tendencies of science and 

common sense understandings which marginalize or claim to eliminate their contributions. 

The perceiver is revealed as a situated, embodied subject, not the pure Cartesian thinker and 

consciousness is first and foremost a pre-reflective bodily intentionality. And so, Merleau-

Ponty offers not just a rehabilitated account of perception, but one that recognizes the 

extraordinary philosophical consequences of a perceptual epistemology and correlatively a 

phenomenal ontology that will not only challenge the epistemic hegemony of science, but, as 

stated earlier, will eventually lead to an entire reconstruction of philosophy (VI:193, VI:246). 

For Merleau-Ponty, all knowledge is conditioned in a primordial percipience. 

Notwithstanding these criticisms, Merleau-Ponty was not contesting the value of scientific 

research and in fact he used this extensively himself in a number of his works. Moreover, he 

held the Chair in Child Psychology at the Sorbonne (1949-1952) and later the Chair of 

                                                        
7 ‘All my knowledge of the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained from my own particular point of view, or from 
some experience of the world without which the symbols of science would be meaningless. The whole universe of science is 
built upon the world as directly experienced, and if we want to subject science itself to rigorous scrutiny and arrive at a 
precise assessment of its meaning and scope, we must begin by reawakening the basic experience of the world of which 
science is the second-order expression. Science has not and never will have, by its nature, the same significance qua form of 
being as the world which we perceive, for the simple reason that it is a rationale or explanation of that world’ (PP:viii, PP: 
ix, PP:lxxii, PP:8&9). 
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Philosophy at the Collège de France (1952-1961) and both these positions brought him into 

fruitful liaisons with members of the scientific community. The research of gestalt 

psychologists Gelb, Goldstein and Koehler was crucial to his refutation of the earlier 

accounts of behaviourism, and to his groundbreaking theorizing on perception. So too he 

recognized that science is evolving and that even in his time, scientific myths were being 

debunked. As he explained in the radio lectures, The World of Perception:  

[T]he scientist of today, unlike his predecessor working within the classical 

paradigm, no longer cherishes the illusion that he is penetrating to the heart of 

things, to the object as it is in itself. The physics of relativity confirms that 

absolute and final objectivity is a mere dream by showing how each particular 

observation is strictly linked to the location of the observer and cannot be 

abstracted from this particular situation; it also rejects the notion of an 

absolute observer. (WP:44) 

Given there is a precedent with Merleau-Ponty’s own engagement with the sciences of his 

day, I would like to consider Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical claims in the light of recent 

findings in neuroscience, many of which have been borne out by this research.8 And this is 

not to say that scientists in general and neuroscientists in particular have found only Merleau-

Ponty’s work instructive for the extension of their own work. It is well known that 

neuroscientists, psychologists, psychiatrists and philosophers working within the domain of 

embodied cognition have also drawn on the philosophies of other phenomenologists such as 

Heidegger or Husserl (Clark 2002, Wheeler 2005, Van Gelder 1999, Dreyfus 1992, Gallagher 

2012a, Zahavi 1996, Haugeland 1993, Thompson 2015, Berthoz and Petit 2006). With regard 

to the objection that the neuroscientific ‘empirical’ conceptual framework is antithetical to 

                                                        
8 One striking example was the confirmation of Merleau-Ponty’s claim that there was an intrinsic connection between vision 
and movement. The developmental dependence of these was demonstrated in the experiment with the kittens commented on 
by Varela (Meltzoff and Moore 1995) pp 43 – 69; (Varela 1992) p.13 
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Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological theorizing, I propose that this need not be a problem 

because while scientific theory is traditionally bracketed within the phenomenological 

enterprise, the scientific findings nonetheless can be interrogated through various lenses, and 

so can thereby serve a ‘phenomenological’ project. It is important to also remember that there 

is a two-way exchange between phenomenology and neuroscience; while phenomenology 

furnishes conceptual frameworks and alternative interpretations of the primary data, 

neuroscience provides a means of testing the ideas in the empirical domain.9 Specifically 

what interests me in neuroscience is the research on the perception of others: the recognition 

of sameness and difference, the recognition of mindedness, empathy, and the developmental 

processes of these capacities; also the pathological, where these recognitions are absent, and 

where empathy appears to be compromised or absent as in cases of sociopathology and 

psychopathology.  

The second phenomenologically based discipline, aesthetics, provides us with a parallel 

development in Merleau-Ponty’s thought in regard to others and his reversibility thesis – 

from phenomenology, through structuralism to the re-visioned ontology. These evolutions are 

mirrored in the three essays on aesthetics – phenomenology in ‘Cezanne’s Doubt’, the 

structuralist phase in ‘Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence’ to his re-visioned 

ontology in ‘Eye and Mind’. In Merleau-Ponty’s aesthetics, the philosophical issues 

examined in his principal philosophical works, The Structure of Behaviour, The 

Phenomenology of Perception, and The Visible and the Invisible, are refocused through an 

aesthetic lens; aesthetics with its ‘naïve’10 modus operandi is uniquely placed to reveal the 

intertwining he proposes between self, Other and world. Furthermore, it is important to 

remember the pivotal role that expression took in the later works. Merleau-Ponty proposed 

                                                        
9 A pertinent suggestion by philosopher Shaun Gallagher is that neuroscience would benefit from phenomenological input at 
the experimental design phase; he terms this - ‘front-loaded phenomenology’ (Gallagher and Sørensen 2006).     
10 I mean ‘naïve’ in the sense that it approaches the world innocently without fixed conceptual agendas. 
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that all relations are essentially expressive and so the significance of ‘the problem of the 

Other’ becomes even more conspicuous in the aesthetic domain. These others encompass not 

only subjects but also things, artifacts and artworks.  

The third phenomenological lens of my investigation is Buddhist Philosophy. As is 

evident from the first teaching of the Buddha,11 Buddhism is clearly a phenomenologically 

based ‘religion’, ‘philosophy’, ‘way of life’; it begins with lived experience and the first-

person perspective. How it is designated matters little. What is important is that it offers a 

unique field of research into not only human psychology but also philosophy.12 There is good 

reason why eminent scientists and institutions13 are seeking to gain inspiration from its theory 

and practice. As a Westerner who has had an inspiring and long-held regard for Buddhist 

Philosophy, it would be negligent to not acknowledge this from the beginning. Many of my 

thoughts when engaged with Merleau-Ponty, reflected back to Buddhist thought – where 

explicit, I have acknowledged these in the main text or in footnotes. While this is not a 

comparative work, I cannot deny that after over thirty years of engagement with Buddhist 

thought, this does not inform my thinking, and so I herewith declare this from the outset. 

Moreover, I am not the first to note the striking concordances between aspects of Merleau-

Ponty’s philosophical vision and Buddhist philosophy.14 It has become common knowledge 

that there has been subtle ‘infiltration’ of European philosophy by Buddhist philosophy 

through the philosophical interests of Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Heidegger and also 

                                                        
11 Gautama Buddha’s first teaching insisted that all those listening, test the ideas against their own experience – ‘test my 
teachings like gold’. He did not appeal to a higher authority nor to faith, but to direct individual experience – the first-person 
perspective. So too, the first Noble Truth – is the lived experience of suffering. 
12 HH Dalai Lama has declared on a number of occasions that where science definitively contradicts Buddhist Metaphysics, 
then Buddhism needs to rewrite these aspects of the Abhidharma (the principal text on Buddhist metaphysics); for example, 
the claim that Mount Meru is the centre of the universe. However, with regard to Buddhist philosophy and psychology, he 
proposes that these are entirely reliable. The successful application of such conceptual frameworks and methods today bears 
this out (HH Dalai Lama lectures at the Blue Mountain Course, Australia June 2015). 
13 John Kabbit Zinn, Mathieu Ricard, Barry Kerzin, Franceso Varela, Paul Ekman, Tania Singer, Thupten Jinpa Langri;  
University John Hopkins Medical Centre, MIT, Madison Wisconsin University, Havard University, the Max Planck 
Institute, Berlin and Leipzig, CCARE at Stanford University, The Dalai Lama Oxford Centre for Compassion, etc,.  
14 Hubert Dreyfus, Natalie De Praz, Michael Berman, Francisco Varela, Evan Thompson, Shaun Gallagher, Dan Zahavi, etc,. 
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Scheler.15 I therefore have used Buddhist philosophy to support, extend and strengthen 

Merleau-Ponty’s position on various points, notably with regard to - the break-down of the 

broad intersubjective field into the sub-fields of the friend, enemy and stranger. I also offer an 

original conversion of Merleau-Ponty’s ‘ultimate truth’ – the reversibility that obtains 

between the visible and the invisible, into Nagajuna’s tetralemma, which gives logical 

vindication of Merleau-Ponty’s reversibility thesis. Finally, because Merleau-Ponty has not 

given extensive discussion of his important concept hyper-reflection, the Buddhist 

counterpart, mindfulness, provides, in my view, an important key to consolidate this aspect of 

Merleau-Ponty’s later project.16 

Overview: Merleau-Ponty’s Map 

So what is morality for Merleau-Ponty? He clearly founds this on perception and writes: 

We observe it [morality] in an experience, which is the perception of others... 

Just as perception of a thing opens me up to being, by realizing the 

paradoxical synthesis of an infinity of perceptual aspects, in the same way the 

perception of the other founds morality by realizing the paradox of an alter 

ego, of a common situation, by placing my perspectives and my 

incommunicable solitude in the visual field of another and all the others. 

(Pri.P:26; Pri.P:70) 

This quote serves as a very condensed map for the launching and elaboration of a 

Merleau-Pontian ethics. The first thing to note is that Merleau-Ponty is unequivocal when he 

                                                        
15 Scheler’s Buddhist interests were bought to my attention in reading the introduction by Holger Heine of his translation of 
Edward Conze’s book, ‘Aristotle, Marx, Buddha: Edward Conze’s Critique of the Principle of Contradiction, ‘The outlines 
of a comparative approach connecting Buddhist thought with the western tradition can be found in the work of Max Scheler, 
Conze’s much admired teacher and mentor at the University of Cologne’  p. lxvii (Conze forthcoming). 
16 It is important, however, to keep in mind the spiritual aims of Buddhism which go beyond the phenomenological project. 
As the longtime translator of HH Dalai Lama has asserted in an interview for Tricycle Review ‘if Buddhism is reduced to just 
meditation, and if meditation is reduced to just mindfulness, then there is a problem’ (Langri 2014). 
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announces that ‘morality is an experience which is the perception of others’ thereby stressing 

the primacy of perception in not only the epistemological sphere but also in the ethical. The 

second assertion is that ‘perception of the Other founds morality by realizing the paradox of 

an alter ego’. There is another ‘myself’ within my world – a ‘myself’ with her/his own 

perspectives, interests and concerns which can potentially challenge my own. The third 

significant factor that perception reveals is that I share ‘a common situation’ with this alter 

ego. We are similarly embodied, with the same perceptive faculties, within the same 

perceptual field and our potential interactions, visual, verbal and physical can be harmonious, 

conflictual or disengaged. Fourthly, in virtue of this common situation ‘my perspectives and 

my incommunicable solitude’ are placed ‘within the visual field of another’ – I am able to see 

myself, judge myself, evaluate my own judgments from another vantage. Finally, there is not 

just the particular subject before us but also ‘all the others’, all the historical and potential 

other subjects that haunt the encounter and so Merleau-Ponty’s perceptual ethics can be 

universalized. Further to examining the ‘landmarks’ of this map over the first four chapters, I 

have included two crucial discussions: firstly, an examination of Merleau-Ponty’s analyses of 

intersubjectivity in the light of recent neuroscience and psychology – that our initial 

engagement with the world and others is through the ‘I can’ as opposed to the ‘I know’; 

‘know- how’ precedes ‘know-what’; body-reading precedes mind-reading. Secondly, the 

examination of empathy as being constitutive of intersubjectivity is crucial to the overall 

project in closing the affective gap between subjects. Bringing together all the preceding 

elements reveals Merleau-Ponty’s ethical interworld, and on this basis rests the case for an 

Ethics of Insight – an ethics founded on prereflective percipience.  

The first three chapters are primarily exegetical, laying the necessary groundwork for the 

later claims with regard to Merleau-Ponty’s ethics. These chapters track the development of 

Merleau-Ponty’s case for the interdependence of selves and others; that relations between 
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subjects are internal and correlatively alterity/ otherness is constitutive of the self; 

subjectivity is an intersubjectivity. 

Chapter One: Alterity – the trace of the Other examines Merleau-Ponty’s early analyses 

of alterity. Merleau-Ponty’s questioning in the direction of ethics begins in the 

Phenomenology of Perception by asking how can I know that other ‘Is’ exist as I do and that 

they experience the world as I do? But ‘this is precisely the question: how can the word “I” 

be put into the plural, how can a general idea of the “I” be formed, how can I speak of an “I” 

other than my own, how can I know that there are other “Is”’?(PP:348, PP:406, PP:364, 

PP:405). Initially, Merleau-Ponty approaches this typically epistemological articulation of 

‘the problem of the Other’ (the problem of other minds) with three strategies: firstly, he 

critically appraises the traditional response – The Argument from Analogy; secondly, he 

suggests that we do not even have certain access to knowledge of ourselves; and thirdly, that 

we may have more confidence of the existence of other minds than previously supposed.17 

While his criticisms of The Argument from Analogy follow those of Scheler’s (Scheler 1954), 

Merleau-Ponty does not just reiterate these but integrates them with the then current concerns 

of existentialism. With his second strategy, he reverses the usual presentation of the problem 

and undercuts Descartes’ Archimedean point – the cogito. Merleau-Ponty asserts that our 

hold on our past, present and the future is precarious; despite our fullest concentration, our 

memories, our knowledge of our past may be completely inaccessible or distorted or partial 

and the future is always an intangible just out of reach. Moreover, the present is no more 

certain than the past or future in that as we try to grasp our present mental states, they slide 

irretrievably into the past. The temporal nature of all mental events ensures that my 

awareness of them is always retrospective. As Merleau-Ponty describes, such events are 

                                                        
17 Philosopher Stephen Priest methodically works through Merleau-Ponty’s critique of the Argument From Analogy, putting 
it in philosophical context and connecting Merleau-Ponty’s analyses to the then current debates of his day (Priest 1998). 
Priest’s book is a very useful resource which tracks the development of Merleau-Ponty’s thinking as he critically engages 
with predecessors and peers, giving relevant historical and philosophical context. 
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‘differée’, that is, ‘deferred’ or ‘postponed’. In this way both ‘self-presence’ and ‘self-

understanding’ remain elusive within the terms of this early analysis. 

Merleau-Ponty’s third strategy, arguing that the existence and nature of other minds may 

be more certain than supposed, begins by employing the concept of the ‘trace.’ This notion is 

essential to appreciating the enmeshment he proposes between interiority and exteriority as 

against the purported clear and unproblematic distinction assumed by both empiricism and 

rationalism. Merleau-Ponty’s arguments for having more confidence in our certainty of others 

concerns initially the body of the Other, then the ‘trace’ of the Other discovered in artifacts 

and works of art and finally through the ‘consummate reciprocity’ revealed through language. 

Merleau-Ponty’s rejection of the distinction between interiority and exteriority and with it 

any reasoning from analogy, inferring from my mind to other minds, or from the appearance 

of the other’s exterior to their interior, rests on his notion of the body-subject, which is a 

psycho-physical whole, neither pure subject nor pure object. The body of the Other, while 

posing irresolvable problems for objectivist philosophies, paradoxically serves Merleau-

Ponty’s aim to resolve ‘the problem of the Other.’ Merleau-Ponty asserts that the very first of 

all cultural objects, which enables all the rest to exist, is the body of the other person as a 

vehicle of behavior. As soon as I perceive the living body of an-other, my environment 

attains significance not just as the context and means of my possible agency but also that of 

the other. Through the potentialities and actualities of interaction, our bodies form a system. 

The problem of other minds is thus only a problem if others are conceived as minds as 

opposed to incarnated consciousnesses (PP:351, PP:409, PP:366, PP:408).  

This ‘trace’ of the other not only confronts us in the body of the other but it also haunts us in 

the ruins and artifacts of ancient civilizations, in the cultural objects such as a pipe used by 

someone for smoking, the implements for eating, the tools for working; all are imprinted with 

the presence of the Other. As the imagist poet William Carlos Williams asserted – ‘no ideas 
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but in things’18 – to communicate how concrete facts and things are infused with human 

meaning. There are no bare facts. Facts are already infused with value and things with 

meaning. Merleau-Ponty likens artifacts to ‘human presences’ which invoke the creator and 

the user, their characters, their demeanors, their day-to-day habits and concerns. This notion 

of presence extends thus to artworks and art as yet another stage on which this ‘trace’ of the 

other performs. Through art, the Other is given as the artist, the viewer, the reader, the 

lineage of previous artists and the artwork itself. Our susceptibility to and comprehension of 

artworks requires that we lend our bodies to the encounter just as we do with other subjects, 

and in this way Merleau-Ponty puts his case for a gestural theory of art.  

The expressivist aesthetics which Merleau-Ponty develops out of the gestural theory of 

art, emphasizes the self as agent through the ‘I can’ (PP:137, PP:159, PP:139, PP:171) as a 

subject directed towards the possible fields of action, rather than through the ‘I know’ as a 

purely epistemic subject. The ‘I can’ intertwines the subject with the project, artistic or 

otherwise, and this intertwining has an essential affective dimension, a persistent and 

characteristic manner of engaging with the world, a movement towards or against the world, 

revealing a style, often more readily recognized by others than by the subject. The concept of 

style as articulated by Merleau-Ponty is thus not limited to the domain of aesthetics but takes 

on a wider significance within the requirements of his ontological project; it reveals not only 

the suchness of an entity, sentient or non-sentient, but also the ‘play’ between expressive 

subjects which delineates the horizons of alternative orientations. This notion is central to 

appreciating Merleau-Ponty’s non-substantive interworld, and his claim that the first 

recognition of an Other is not in virtue of their appearance, but rather through behavior, 

                                                        
18 William Carlos Williams (1927) ‘A Sort of Song’ - Let the snake wait under/ his weed/ and the writing/ be of words, slow 
and quick, sharp/ to strike, quiet to wait,/ sleepless./ -- through metaphor to reconcile/ the people and the stones./ Compose. 
(No ideas/ but in things) Invent!/ Saxifrage is my flower that splits/ the rocks.  
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through their manner of being ‘flesh’, through their manner of inhabiting their particular body 

and their particular life. Style is one of the themes that I revisit at various stages, setting it in 

varied conceptual contexts, so that Merleau-Ponty’s spiraling strategy is made more 

transparent to the reader and so that the philosophical work that it achieves is highlighted. 

Language is the last of the domains through which Merleau-Ponty argues that our access 

to the Other becomes possible and is more assured. As mentioned earlier, with much of 

Merleau-Ponty’s work significant breakthroughs have often been provoked by his 

engagement with the work of other theorists. With regard to language Saussure becomes 

significant and Merleau-Ponty tackles the issues of diacriticality, infra-referentiality and 

extra-referentiality in pursuit of his own philosophical goals. This stage marks a transition in 

his thinking, from the phenomenological to the influences of structuralism, bringing to the 

fore the crucial issue of whether he could explain the transition from the originary world to 

the cultural one.  

Merleau-Ponty’s early interrogation of the issues surrounding alterity in terms of the 

notion of ‘trace’, laid essential groundwork to propel his project forward to challenge the 

absolute disjunctions of interiority and exteriority which have long sustained the skeptical 

agenda. Nonetheless, he himself eventually declares this early work as ultimately inadequate 

to the task in that this thinking was still subtly caught in the subject - object opposition 

(PP:174, PP:202, PP:179, PP:213; VI:183, 200, VI:237, 253). So from the notion of trace, 

Merleau-Ponty redirects his philosophical investigations of alterity towards expression, 

reversibility, chiasm, and ‘flesh’ within the Visible (the phenomenal) and the Invisible (the 

cultural). The reversibility which obtains between the Visible and the Invisible is for Merleau-

Ponty ‘the ultimate truth’ (VI:155, VI:204).  

Chapter Two, Alterity – Reversibility and the Visible introduces the controversial 

reversibility thesis and sets out its role in the development of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical 
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project. The reversibility thesis sought to overcome the limitations of the earlier work, which 

in its thinking and language tied it to Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical targets, and as such 

could not extricate itself from the subject- object dichotomies. What is at stake in the later 

work is whether Merleau-Ponty’s elaboration of the notions of Visible and Invisible commits 

him to just another dualism and whether the reversibility thesis alongside the notions of 

‘flesh’, unity-in-difference, and chiasm can uphold the irreducibility of the Other and the 

world, while maintaining real connection. Furthermore, does the idea of ‘nature’ as discussed 

in Nature:Course Notes from the Collège de France collapse his ontology into a monism? 

Retaining the focus on the primacy of perception through his analyses of touch and vision, 

Merleau-Ponty’s initially elaborates the Reversibility Thesis as it relates to The Visible, the 

phenomenal domain, of which there are three stages; reversibility is first examined within the 

body’s sensibilities, then with regard to external objects and the world and lastly in terms of 

the Other. This chapter follows the same structure of this elaboration, highlighting the 

controversial aspects, notably those of coincidence or non-coincidence, symmetry and 

reciprocity, vision and movement, and the development of the self-other distinction. With the 

last two of these discussions, recent neuroscience is able to offer some interesting insights 

and so I have briefly referred to these. The final discussion concerning the developmental 

psychology of the self-other distinction compares Merleau-Ponty’s analyses on the basis of 

the research of his day in his essay ‘The Child’s Relations with Others’ (trans.1964) with that 

of Shaun Gallagher’s and Andrew Meltzoff’s article ‘The earliest sense of self and others: 

Merleau-Ponty and recent developmental studies’ (1996). The comparison has indicated that 

the timings of some of Merleau-Ponty’s claims regarding the neonates capacities were 

inaccurate, but that nonetheless many of the essential insights are upheld. This is particularly 

so with regard to the important notion of ‘body schema’.  
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Chapter Three, Alterity – Reversibility and the Invisible, elucidates the Other side of the 

Visible, that is, the Invisible, the domains of reflection, language, expression and culture. In 

order to leave behind the subject-object dichotomy, and secure his non-dualist ontology, 

Merleau-Ponty must establish the relation between the originary, visible world and the 

cultural, invisible world, and how these apparently distinct domains are in fact mutually 

determining, how they are interdependent. These intersections and interdependencies are 

particularly evident in the reversibilities that obtain between linguistic subjects and Merleau-

Ponty claims that through a phenomenological interrogation of speech and meaning, the 

dichotomies of subject and object, central to empiricism and rationalism, can be completely 

undercut. 

My interrogations are structured according to the three domains as presented in the 

treatment of the Visible; firstly, looking at the reversible relation internal to the subject of 

language and reflection, followed by a discussion of the relation of language to objects and 

the world and finally looking at the linguistic relation between subjects.  

The linguistic reversibility within the subject requires a close phenomenological 

examination of the relation between thought and language. The ephemeral quality of thought 

is Merleau-Ponty’s first focus, and he asks – Can thinking exist apart from expression? Can 

thinking ‘catch itself in action’? This he notes leads to paradox and so thought must always 

be thought of something, and serves thus as a hinge between experience and expression. 

Language accomplishes thought, not in a causal sense but rather in a motivational sense, they 

are, Merleau-Ponty argues, two moments of the same reality, or two phases of the one 

process which is expression. At this point the discussion moves on to consider the role of 

attention in thematically structuring thought and how thought retains is corporal roots and its 

perceptual debts, even in its most abstract employment. The above concerns lead us to the 

next phase of Merleau-Ponty’s interrogations of language, to the influences of Saussure. 
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Contrary to Saussure, Merleau-Ponty argues for an interdependent connection between the 

diachronic and the synchronic systems and correlatively that there is an intrinsic connection 

between the signifier and the signified. Here the articulations of the two levels of language, 

sedimented and originary, are re-examined as respectively la langue and la parole, and so 

diachrony and synchrony feed into each other in a circular dynamic, ensuring not only 

linguistic coherence but also growth and change. 

The section headed, The Reversibility of Language and the World, tackles the post-

modernist adaptation of Saussurian linguistics with its claim that signifiers are endlessly self-

referring, that there is nothing outside the text. Here I contrast the Merleau-Ponty scholar 

Martin Dillon’s analyses with those of Derrida; the former argues for extra-referentiality and 

the latter for infra-referentiality. While extra-linguistic realities are not in question for 

deconstructionists, our access to them is. Alongside Dillon, I propose that Merleau-Ponty has 

pre-empted exactly the claims of the deconstructionists and soundly defeated them with his 

doctrine of autochthonous organization, as articulated in the chapter ‘The Intertwining – The 

Chiasm’, the core of his last incomplete work, The Visible and the Invisible.19 According to 

this doctrine, language is not only self-referential, but also refers to the world and this is what 

guarantees the intelligibility of both; language’s intelligibility rests on the world being 

meaningful and vice versa. Merleau-Ponty argues that without this reversibility of sense, it 

would be impossible to distinguish between reality and illusion; the logos of language reflects 

the logos of the world. 

                                                        
19 The central chapter, ‘The Intertwining – The Chiasm’, in The Visible and the Invisible which deals with the emerging 
ontology, has been the source of much debate in regards to its role within Merleau-Ponty’s last book. Is it part of the 
introduction, or a continuation of the previous chapter or an overview of the entire book? According to Barbaras, it cannot be 
regarded as either a prolongation of the introduction, nor as treating solely ‘The Visible’ because the concepts it addresses 
span the entire project; and so he proposes it must be considered as an overview. As Barbaras notes, Merleau-Ponty himself 
refers to this chapter as only a ‘preliminary outline’ (VI: 140, VI:185). Moreover, Lefort has alerted that it was not included 
in the last available outline (March 1961). To interpret this difficult text, which comprises many fragmentary notes, and 
reliably identify the direction of Merleau-Ponty’s thought, it is essential to also consider two other texts which lead up to the 
writing of The Visible and the Invisible, that is, The Philosopher and His Shadow and Eye and Mind. 



Daly, Anya. Merleau-Ponty and the Ethics of Intersubjectivity. Palgrave 
Macmillan (UK), Springer, 2016. 
 

27 
 

The third section of this chapter concerns the reversibility between linguistic subjects, and 

this Merleau-Ponty declares testifies more than any other interaction to the shared world we 

inhabit, in that ‘my thought and [that of my interlocutor] are interwoven into a single 

fabric…. we are collaborators for each other in consummate reciprocity’ (PP:354, 

PP:412,413, PP:370, PP:412). The discussions in this section move from the general and 

historical roles of speech to analyses of voice and listening, after which Merleau-Ponty’s 

critical engagement with both Sartre and Malraux is examined in regard to the dualisms that 

each of these thinkers promoted; the former regarding the dualisms of perception- 

imagination and prose-poetry and the latter regarding the supposed objectivism of classical 

art as opposed to the subjectivism of modern art. So the discussion of language segues into 

the more general expressivist domains of art and culture and once again I revisit Merleau-

Ponty’s analyses of style and  his discussions of the related theme of historicity. 

Finally we come to the ‘ultimate truth’ (VI:155, VI:204) as Merleau-Ponty designates it, 

the reversibility between the Visible and the Invisible, which is the ‘flesh’ of the world. In 

order to tackle this multifaceted topic, I have opted to focus my investigations primarily 

through the aesthetic lens, specifically the essay Eye and Mind, it being a complete work, 

unlike The Visible and the Invisible, and also because as Sartre has noted that ‘Eye and Mind 

says all, provided one knows how to decipher it.’20 What requires deciphering ultimately is of 

course the notion of ‘flesh’. Before interrogating this key notion, however, it is useful to 

follow Merleau-Ponty’s direction in laying the groundwork for this and so I have organized 

my discussion around three broad themes: scientistic perversions versus artistic vision, the 

metamorphosis in vision, and finally depth, desire and flesh. 

So what then is ‘flesh? ‘Flesh’ is that place where the apparent oppositions of perceiving 

body and expressive gesture meet; it is the relationship characterized by reversibility of the 

                                                        
20 Les Temps Moderne (184 - 85. Oct. 1961: 372) 
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visible and the invisible, the particular and the universal, of existence and essences, of the 

phenomenal and the cultural, of the sensible and the intelligible, of facticity and logos. All 

these are just different, distinguishable but inseparable, modalities of the ‘there is’ which is 

‘flesh’; the relation between each of these binaries is reversible, is chiasmic21 and this is the 

‘ultimate truth’ (VI:155, VI:204). Herein, Merleau-Ponty achieves his non-dualist, non-

monist ontology. 

Chapter Four: Objections to the Reversibility Thesis, considers in detail the objections put 

forward by Lefort and Levinas to this thesis. This is a useful strategy I propose, not only in 

that it serves to clinch the claims that I am making in support of my reading of Merleau-

Ponty, but it both highlights the radicality of his philosophical vision and identifies the 

crucial differences between the ethical commitments of Levinas and Merleau-Ponty. 

The non-dualist ontology22 elaborated in Merleau-Ponty’s later writings represents his 

endeavour to get beyond the dichotomies of object and consciousness which rendered the 

earlier articulations of his project vulnerable to both skepticism and solipsism. The 

controversial reversibility thesis and his notion of flesh are central to this ontology and these 

notions are the targets for criticisms originating from his contemporaries and interpreters, Le 

Fort and Levinas. They propose that Merleau-Ponty’s Alterity has failed and his Other is 

merely a projected or introjected Other and as such cannot uphold the requirement of 

irreducibility and so they argue, like Husserl before him, Merleau-Ponty falls victim to 

solipsism. While recognizing that there are some inconsistencies in the writings of Merleau-

Ponty, I propose the interpretations of Martin Dillon offer a most coherent and satisfying 

                                                        
21 ‘The chiasm is that: the reversibility.’ (VI:263, VI:317) 
22 Some writers prefer to use the term ‘relational ontology’ rather than ‘non-dualist ontology’. In my view they are indeed 
both valid; however, I am choosing for the most part the term ‘non-dualist ontology’ for two reasons; firstly, to retain the 
emphasis on the idea of an identifiable duality which occurs only at the level of reflection and language, but which at the 
level of ontology is non-dual; secondly, because on a superficial reading of ‘relational ontology’ it may seem to constitute a 
collapse into monism, wherein ‘the relation’ absorbs all difference. This is of course not how it should be understood when 
addressing Merleau-Ponty’s later work; the identity-in-difference captures both the relation and the relata. 
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response in terms of Merleau-Ponty’s overall project. Dillon directs us to a suggestive quote 

which when unpacked provides the philosophical means of countering these criticisms. 

Central to his case is that Merleau-Ponty’s notion of ‘flesh’ is not substantive and his use of 

the term ‘element’ of being needs to be understood adverbially. So too, Dan Zahavi responds 

to Levinas on behalf, as it were, of Merleau-Ponty, highlighting the very different 

destinations of each of their philosophical projects. 

While recognizing that Levinas offers a very persuasive account, this is only so, I argue, if 

one accepts the underpinning theistic metaphysics which he endorses. Not only does his 

account become philosophically implausible at important junctures, but also, I contend, the 

‘self’ he promotes seems to be one characterized by persecution and abasement. These 

criticisms notwithstanding, Levinas’ ethical vision, as also Merleau-Ponty’s vision, represent 

important challenges to the hegemony of reflective ethical accounts with their reinstatement 

of the concrete, the embodied encounter, at the heart of ethical consideration. Pivotal in both 

accounts is the decentering of the ethical subject, asymmetrical for Levinas and relational for 

Merleau-Ponty; and while the asymmetricality of one and the relationality of the other ensure 

two very different approaches, the themes of proximity, vulnerability, the demands of the 

Other, and unavoidable responsibility establish a common ground for concern and useful 

dialogue. 

Chapter Five: Intersubjectivity and the Neurosciences, introduces one of Merleau-Ponty’s 

later concepts - The Interworld. This ‘Common Situation,’ this interworld while unitary, can 

be investigated according to two broad fields – perceptual and intersubjective. Merleau-Ponty 

(Pri.P:26;Pri.P:70) proposes that there is a symmetrical though not equivalent dynamic in our 

perceptions of things and our perceptions of others. A figure on a background is the simplest 

sensation/ perception/ experience given to us and it is as Merleau-Ponty describes ‘the very 

definition of the phenomena of perception’ (PP:4, PP:4, PP:4, PP:26). Moreover, this 
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perception of something forms a field. In the case of things, it is the phenomenal field or the 

world and within this broad phenomenal field more specific sub-fields can be identified – the 

visual field, the aural field etc,. So too, perception of others forms a field; this is the 

intersubjective field. While Merleau-Ponty himself did not offer an explicit breakdown of the 

intersubjective field, I propose that within this broad field we can identify three specific sub-

fields – the intersubjective fields of the friend, the enemy and the stranger; each with readily 

identifiable emotional attitudes, stances and strategies.23 Like the world of phenomena, this 

broad intersubjective field is also the always presumed context of all perception, of all 

experience. Indeed, it is only in virtue of this interworld that a self and an Other can be 

apprehended at all. Just as our attention shifts between figure and background and can never 

coincide, so too our awareness shifts between self-awareness and other awareness and this 

can also never coincide – in this way Merleau-Ponty upholds the irreducibility of the other; 

there is no fusion (VI:123; VI:164) and the other is a subject sufficient to himself.  

So accusations of relativism or subjectivism are misplaced and Merleau-Ponty asserts that 

this interworld, this intersubjective field is the remedy for skepticism and pessimism both of 

which are only possible if one’s apprehension of an-other is through ‘disembodied reason’. It 

is also important to note that there is an affective dimension to these perceptions, these 

encounters – the intersubjective sub-fields are charged with emotion or lack of, they are not 

mere intellectual apprehensions and this affectivity, while not being sufficient in itself to 

ascertain the existence of another, is germane to all encounters. 

Chapter Five sets out the arguments for intersubjective access, drawing primarily on the 

research of developmental psychologist Colwyn Trevarthen, and the philosophers Dreyfus, 

Kelly, Gallagher, Noë, Hutto, Myin and Clark whose work is situated at the interface between 

phenomenology and neuroscience. I begin by briefly positioning Merleau-Ponty’s work 

                                                        
23 This parallels the Buddhist formulation. 
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within the context of the sciences of his day, showing that one of the most significant and 

lasting contributions that phenomenology in general and Merleau-Ponty’s analyses of 

perception in particular have made to science, is in the challenge to objectivism. Pivotal in 

any objectivist accounts whether scientific or philosophical has been the reliance on 

representational approaches to knowledge. The papers of Dreyfus, Kelly, Clark, Gallagher, 

Noë, Hutto and Myin (Dreyfus 2002, Kelly 2002, Clark 2008, Gallagher 2005, Noë 2010, 

Hutto and Myin 2013) which draw on different neuroscientific research, definitively show 

that representation and inference play a much more circumscribed role in epistemic 

endeavours than generally supposed. They demonstrate that both learning and engaging with 

the world involve predominantly non-representational capacities of operative intentionality – 

‘know-how’ as opposed to the ‘know-what’ of thetic intentionality.  

Transposing this understanding into the intersubjective domain necessitates an entire 

reappraisal of the current Theories of Mind – Theory Theory and Simulation Theory. Within 

this understanding it becomes clear that other subjects and their experiences are no longer the 

impenetrable mystery previously supposed. The absolute disjunctions of interiorities and 

exteriorities, of self and Other, are replaced by mirroring, continuities and intertwinings 

thereby affirming Merleau-Ponty’s reversibility thesis. Here I draw on the work of Shaun 

Gallagher who aligns the philosophical reasons and the neuroscientific evidence with 

admirable assurance so as to establish an alternative account – The Interactive Theory of 

Social Cognition, which challenges the predominant TT and ST accounts. Interactive Theory 

of Social Cognition reveals the inadequacies of the mainstream theories in accounting for 

infant and animal intersubjective engagements. This primary intersubjective engagement is 

the core around which the secondary and tertiary levels can develop. This Russian Doll 

account of subjectivity/ intersubjectivity follows the developmental stages as set out by 

developmental psychologist Colwyn Trevarthen (Trevarthen 1998), arguing that the earlier 
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stages are never superseded and that later stages build on the basis of previous ones not in 

any sense of discrete progression but rather as overlapping feedback loops. 

This chapter examines in detail the arguments Gallagher makes for Interactive Theory of 

Social Cognition: firstly, in terms of Merleau-Ponty’s claims for the body schema and body 

image which are borne out by the neuroscientific research; secondly, the roles each of these 

play in the important distinction between ownership and agency (Gallagher 2005, 2012a), 

which as dual aspects of subjectivity are relevant to ethical sensibility and responsibility; 

thirdly, how the mirroring mechanisms in the brain not only vindicate Merleau-Ponty’s 

assertion that otherness is internal to the subject but also how they explain the phenomenon 

of neonate invisible imitation. The research based on invisible imitation reveals that the 

neonate has capacities to recognize both sameness and difference and also goal-directed 

behavior. This research while not resolving all the questions concerning the relationship 

between consciousness and body, nonetheless completely undercuts not only reductive 

materialists’ accounts in which mind equals brain, but also those accounts which depend on a 

mind/ body dualism. 

The next focus of investigation is the emergence of language, both ontogenetically and 

phylogenetically, and this considers the question of the relationship of language to 

intersubjectivity. One important conclusion of these discussions is that cognitive and 

linguistic processes depend both on the embodied organism and the overall context. There is 

no acosmic cognizer nor is language a mere vehicle for meaning. Rather, language is the 

subject ‘taking up a position in the world of his meanings’ (PP:193, PP:225, PP:199, 

PP:235). Furthermore, I argue in agreement with Myin, Hutto (Hutto and Myin 2013) and 

many Buddhist scholars that representational content is not indispensible for cognition and 

perception (Tenzin Gyatso 2006, Thompson 2015). It is possible to have contentless 

cognitive and perceptual experiences. Notwithstanding these claims, representation cannot be 
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totally disregarded as it may come into play at the level of secondary intersubjectivity 

depending on individual dispositions, and is crucial to tertiary intersubjectivity wherein 

reflective distantiation and metadiscursive skills are paramount.  

Towards the end of this chapter I examine the phenomena of affect and emotion. I 

propose that affect is integral to the body schema thereby enhancing the subject’s 

engagement with the world by feeding into the ‘fight’ or ‘flight’ reactions basic to survival. 

This interdependence is obvious when we consider that, without the body, emotion/ affect 

would evanesce.24 This anchoring of emotion in the body parallels Merleau-Ponty’s assertion 

that language completes thought and prevents it from evanescing; emotion and body have a 

similar structural relationship as thought and language. Thus through the affectively informed 

body schema we have a dual orientation towards the physical and the intersubjective 

domains. 

Chapter Five focuses primarily on the issue of intersubjective access – how is it possible 

that from one subject’s seemingly self-enclosed interiority, a subject may come to know that 

an-Other is minded in the same way as s/he is. Chapter Six: Primary Intersubjectivity: 

Affective Reversibility, Empathy and the Primordial ‘We’, proposes that because of the very 

nature of primary subjectivity, intersubjective access is simultaneously responsive; there is 

not an initial access, apprehending that the Other is minded in the same manner as the 

subject, followed by a reaction, an affective response, which informs and motivates any 

subsequent action towards this Other. Rather, responsivity in non-pathological cases co-arises 

with access, and further, this responsivity crucially depends on the capacity for primary 

empathy. It is in this way, that the capacity for primary empathy becomes the touchstone for 

ethical action.  

                                                        
24 This mirrors the view advanced by William James in his essay ‘What is an emotion?’(James 1884) 
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How are we to understand this notion of primary empathy? There is much confusion in 

the current literature in regard to both the terminology and the processes involved in 

empathy. By way of preliminary clarification, I propose that when the various manifestations 

of empathy are located at the appropriate level of subjectivity/ intersubjectivity according to 

Trevarthen’s seminal work, then the confusions dissipate. 

Empathy is a direct, irreducible intentionality separable in thought from the other primary 

intentional modes of perception, memory and imagination, but co-arising with these. In 

regard to the inter-personal level, the concrete relations with others, primary empathy as 

fellow-feeling is both the ground for the possibility of the secondary manifestations – pity, 

perspective taking, etc,. and motivates them. Finally, it is the movement in the core of 

subjectivity initially generated by shifting attention between the ‘I’ and ‘we’ perspectives and 

later ‘solidified’ through affect to become shifting identification, which opens up the 

intersubjective domain. So we can affirm that we are not only born into sociality but our 

sociality goes to the roots of our being as Husserl, Scheler and Merleau-Ponty have claimed. 

Chapter Seven: The Social Matrix: Primary Empathy as the Ground of Ethics deepens 

and extends the arguments of the previous chapter. I propose that the primordial ‘we’, of 

fellow-feeling, of primary empathy is not merely a cognitive apprehension of belonging to an 

intersubjective sphere, but it is essentially embodied so that the ‘I’ within the ‘we’ reveals a 

belonging to sex, family, race, species and arguably sentience.  Secondly, I examine Max 

Scheler’s seminal work The Nature of Sympathy, in which he asserts that empathy and 

fellow-feeling can never be the basis for an ethics, but then makes contrary assertions later in 

the same text.  Thirdly, other more recent objections to the empathy account of ethics are 

evaluated at this point. I then situate my reconfigured empathy account of ethics with regard 

to normative accounts.  Primary empathy, I argue, underwrites central ethical notions such as 
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the ‘universalising principle’ of deontology and also the ‘everyone considered’ of 

utilitarianism.  It also resolves the persisting problem of ethical motivation.  

 

Chapter Eight: The Ethical Interworld integrates the conclusions of the previous chapters 

so as to sketch a resolution to ‘the problem of the Other’ as the Other of ethical concerns. 

Resolving the epistemological problem of the Other, Merleau-Ponty has claimed would lead 

to a complete reconstruction of philosophy, and I have argued that a parallel claim can be 

advanced in regard to ethics.  

In this chapter I consider Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the interworld and propose that this 

interworld defines the perceptual, the intersubjective and the ethical dimensions of existence; 

rather than oppositions and disjunctions these dimensions involve intertwinings and 

dependencies. At the core of the interworld is the primordial ‘we’ and in recognising the 

‘we’, having insight into the ontological interdependence between self and Other, the welfare 

of the other is already my own and is non-negotiable. This ethical dimension, I claim, is 

implicit in and completes Merleau-Ponty’s non-dualist ontology. I further contend that the 

primary ethical level, founded on fellow-feeling, is able to respond to the amoralist’s 

challenge – why be moral? 

I then examine the ‘fact-value’ debate according to Merleau-Ponty’s challenge to this 

distinction. According to the terms of his non-dualist ontology, he argues that there are no 

valueless facts; meaning and value are not mere superimpositions on things, events and the 

world, ‘like the butter on the bread’ (VI:155); things, events and the world are their own 

meaning, they constitute their own value through relation. This is the autochthonous 

organization of the world. While meanings and values are not derived nor are they intrinsic; 

rather meaning and value are emergent, they emerge from the web of relations. 
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Finally, I present my case for the correspondence between Merleau-Ponty’s notion/ 

practice of hyper-reflection and the Buddhist notion/ practice of mindfulness. Mindfulness 

adds another dimension to the knowing capacities of perception and concentration; it shifts 

awareness from the content of experience to the process. It is through cultivating this 

capacity that insight arises not only into the nature of our true relations with others and our 

shared world but also this insight allows the possibility of extracting ourselves from 

conditioned reactivity. The field of awareness revealed to us through hyper-reflection is the 

field of contingently arising events, whether perceptual or intersubjective. Contingency is 

emblematic and essential to the kinds of beings we are – beings who are always situated and 

without a gods-eye-view. 

 

Merleau-Ponty’s ethics thus depends on direct insight; insight into our own interdependent 

natures, the ‘I’ within the ‘we’ and the ‘we’ within the ‘I’; insight into the real nature of our 

relation to others and the particularities of the given situation. 
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