Merleau-Ponty Coursework Questions

2. What Idea is Merleau-Ponty referring to when he speaks of an ‘Inner man’? What does he think is wrong with that idea?

One of the issues in philosophy that Merleau-Ponty tackles in his works is the idea of the ‘inner man’. As Merleau-Ponty puts it rather bluntly in the preface to the Phenomenology of Perception, “…there is no inner man…[footnoteRef:1]”. Yet what is meant by the term ‘inner man’ and what about it does Merleau-Ponty think is wrong? Essentially, Merleau-Ponty’s main criticism of the idea boils down to its attempt to separate the experience of the body from the body, displacing it unto some perceived ‘within’ to account for feelings and such. As follows is an examination of the main points of Merleau-Ponty’s criticisms of this idea.  [1:  M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. (London: Routledge Classics, 2002). Xii.] 

To begin, the idea of the inner man is an idea that has its interpretations rooted in both Christian thinking and the Scientism that emerged in the enlightenment and scientific revolutions of the 17th and 18th Centuries. For the Christian philosopher, the idea of the inner man is rather simple: it refers to the soul of a human being. At its simplest “a man is not just body, or just a soul, but a being made up of both body and soul…[footnoteRef:2]”. This idea posits that the body is a physical vessel for the soul through which we experience life, but it is the soul or ‘inner’ that is expressed through the body and is affected by the body’s experiences. Similarly, the scientism view, holds that while the idea of a soul is rather irrational, the idea of something within was intriguing and was elaborated on most clearly by Rene Descartes. As Descartes says in Meditations, “it is certain I am really distinct from my body, and can exists without it[footnoteRef:3]” In addition to this, Descartes expanded upon this idea by putting forward the notion that the human body, with its muscles and organs and such, was little more than a ‘machine’, a vessel perhaps. And while Descartes would note some difficulty with this conclusion, He did argue that in order to say a person is something beyond the mere language of physics; for example, defining an eye via how many millimetres it is in diameter; there must be something distinct and within the body, thus the idea of the inner man. It is this ‘inner man’ that perceives, feels and does related actions, a separate entity from the actual body.  [2:  Gareth B. Matthews, “The Inner Man.” American Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 4, no. 2, 1967, pp. 166–172. JSTOR, Available Online: www.jstor.org/stable/20009240. [Accessed 17/12/2019]. 167.]  [3:  R. Descartes, Meditations on First philosophy. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) part 6.] 

Now, Merleau-Ponty views the overall idea of the inner man as one with deep seated difficulty. He rejects the idea that there must be an inner idea of some kind that directs action or remains apart from the human body in order to perceive or experience. To reiterate the earlier quote in its entirety, “…there is no inner man, man is in the world, and only in the world does he know himself…[footnoteRef:4]” Dissecting this quote presents us with Merleau-Ponty’s view that the inner is non-existent in the conceptual sense and that is only the material body that exists. For Merleau-Ponty, the body and ‘inner’ are one and the same, that man does not process or experience the world separately, but rather only through his body. Furthermore, the idea that a part of us is outside the world doesn’t to Merleau-Ponty make sense, as to him this impacts the way in which we would experience objects in the world. If we were to have as Descartes claims a separate ‘inner man’ to process our experience of objects in the world, they would have to start out as determinate qualities. Yet the normal perceptive experience is to experience objects as they are significant to us or “it is through my body that I perceive things[footnoteRef:5]”. Simply, we experience an object in the meaning it has for us, not in a quality and identify style. For example, I know an apple through the meaning of it as food or as something in my hand, not as a roundish red blotch I must begin a though process within to decipher as Descartes would suggest. Therefore, while this is another topic entirely, it to Merleau-Ponty represents a key weakness in the dialogue of the ‘inner man’.  [4:  M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. (London: Routledge Classics, 2002). Xii.]  [5:  M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. (London: Routledge Classics, 2002). 216.] 

In addition, in order to further understand the weakness of the ‘inner man’, a slight diversion into the view of the body by those like Descartes must be done. For Descartes, the human body is a ‘machine’ or rather an object that is encountered in the world in the way one would a pen for example. As I can encounter it in the world, this ‘object’ is distinctive from me, separate and apart, and thus this to Descartes facilitates a dual notion of body and ‘inner man’. This to Merleau-Ponty is just wrong, as an object to him is defined as something that is in the world, a definition that Descartes puts forward, but rather Merleau-Ponty differs by saying it is something that is used and observable. A person’s own body is not like that, and thus the conclusion is that it cannot be an object in the world. Therefore, the idea that the body is separate from some ‘inner man’ is thus to Merleau-Ponty disproven, for if there were to be a separate ‘inner’ the body would have to be separate as well and this is not the case. To further illustrate this, one can observe one’s own hand in the world and from this conclude it is separate. But to Merleau-Ponty one is unable to do several actions that one could do to another object in the world, such as a book. While a book may be put down, observed from multiple angles or simply moved away from, the hand, and thus the body, cannot be. Therefore, it is not a separate object in the world, and thus cannot as Descartes puts it, be a separate object, thus disproving the notion that the body is somehow a separate thing in the world from a person in which a ‘inner’ could be housed. 
To conclude, Merleau-Ponty’s belief that the ‘inner man’ theory is false carries with it several merits. To myself, what he concludes does seem to reflect how one normal perceives things in the world and thus make it seem far more acceptable that other Scientism ideas are incorrect. 

4. What is the confusion (if there is one) in representing the individual’s own body a tool – an object he encounters – in his dealings with the world?
Notions and ideas about personhood and the relation to our own body are nothing new in philosophy, with concepts stretching back to the early ideas of the Christians and earlier. Yet the case that shall be examined today is the notion that the individuals is a tool, akin to an object he encounters, in one’s dealings with the world. This is a particularly difficult idea, and it is one that Merleau-Ponty thoroughly disagrees with.
First off, it is necessary to identify how the philosophical idea that an individual’s body is tool came about and what the extent of it is. The idea of the body as a tool in the sense that Merleau-Ponty criticises originates with Descartes, which are expressed most clearly in his Treatise on Man. Descartes writes that “I suppose the body to be nothing but a statue or machine made of earth[footnoteRef:6]”, which argues that there is nothing special about the body and that from this, the notion of viewing it merely as another tool in the world begins to form. Furthermore, it is from this view as the body as something ‘earthly’ that Descartes’ view of an ‘inner man’ appears, meaning the body comes to represent something separate from the ‘soul’ or ‘inner man’ as was discussed previously. And as Descartes sees the body as being “capable of a greater variety of movements…[footnoteRef:7]” as well as “exhibiting more artistry[footnoteRef:8]” it is not too much of a leap for a conclusion to be drawn that the body as machine. Yet to Descartes what makes the body an encounterable object in the world is the mechanical complexity, the separate nature of the ‘inner man’ from the body and the distinctness from the true individual. Thus, he argues that the body is separate from the ‘inner’, the body remains a machine and therefore a tool that the ‘inner’ utilises like any other.  [6:  Lokhorst, Gert-Jan, "Descartes and the Pineal Gland", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), available Online: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/pineal-gland [Accessed: 18/12/19]]  [7:  Ibid ]  [8:  Ibid] 

However, to Merleau-Ponty and the phenomenology school of thought, this view of the individual’s body is radically misguided. For Merleau-Ponty, to label the individuals body as an object to begin with is wrong, which he proceeds to define as “that it exists partes extra partes[footnoteRef:9]” or that things exist not interdependently, but rather have their own external independent existence. To put this more simply, Merleau-Ponty is arguing here that an object in the world is something that can at the mot basic level be come across in the world at large. As one may know from experience, in order to encounter our own body in the world requires the use of external factors, ideally in this case another body to examine our original. Yet this is not possible to do. Of course it is possible to argue that it is possible to come across our body in the world through the use of technology such as cameras or videos, but that is just encountering a portrayal of the individuals body, not doing it in the way that truly makes the original individuals body an object. Moreover, to Merleau-Ponty, an object also has other factors attached to it. Take a pipe for example. A pipe can be taken by an outstretched hand, or misplaced in a moment of irritation, or more simply moved away from when one leaves the vicinity and so on. Now contrast that with the body. If you were to desire to, could you move away from the vicinity of your body? Of course not. The individual cannot move away from their body in any meaningful sense; baring a severe dismembering, of which is another matter entirely. Therefore, to Merleau-Ponty, the body can be discounted as an object and as an encounterable object in the world  [9:  M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. (London: Routledge Classics, 2002). 109.] 

Now onto the idea of the body as a tool. As discussed above, if the body is not an object that can be encountered in the world, it cannot realistically be a tool either. But this does require further dissection, which can be illustrated by a discussion on the nature of tools. A tool often has certain methods by which it can be manipulated in the world in order to get it to do things. For example, water can flow from a pipe by the turning of a valve, or a gun can be cocked by pulling the hammer back. But considering this in relation to the human body, there is nothing akin to this in it performing actions. Straight away, Descartes would suggest that it is a mental function: act of will, that enables such actions to occur, thus tying into his beliefs on the ‘inner man’. So, to illustrate Descartes point, when I wish to close my hand, I perform this mental task that allows it to happen, more than likely subconsciously. Still, to Merleau-Ponty this doesn’t make sense. The process that Descartes points to show how this is case cannot be described in any meaningful or satisfactory sense. As he puts it in the Phenomenology of Perception, “the position of my hand is not determined discursively by the angle which it makes with my forearm…[footnoteRef:10]”. By this he means that if it were to occur as Descartes puts it, then each movement would require a mental process or action, but this is not the case. It simply occurs and I close my hand without appealing to any other power to do it. As a result of this, the human body cannot be a tool, for the motions and processes that characterise the tool and its usages cannot be satisfactorily applied to the human body in Merleau-Ponty’s eyes.  [10:  M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. London: Routledge Classics, 2002. 116. ] 

To bring this to a close, the idea that the human body is a tool and an object that can be encountered in the world is false to Merleau-Ponty. For to him, the dualist arguments that characterise the body as both tool and object, fail to correctly define what both of these statements are, and thus are at their core incorrect assumptions. From my own perspective, Merleau-Ponty makes a rather clear case for the body not being an encounterable object, with the being as tool notion one that I see as worryingly reductive of the human body. Thus, to conclude, there is much confusion in identifying the body as an object and tool. 
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