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Merleau-Ponty: my experience of my own body

(To be read in conjunction with the handout of Merleau-Ponty quotes.)

One of the most lasting, and deep rooted, legacies of the scientific and philosophical revolution of 17c is the idea that the world encountered in sense experience is the world as described in physical science (‘scientism’). We see a particular instance of this in Decartes’s insistence that the human body is a ‘machine’. Part of the force of that is this: what I actually see when I look at another is to be described in mechanical terms: in terms of geometrical movements of matter eg this fleshy orifice stretched 3 mm. So if we are to say that a person is not something that is adequately described in the language of physics, we must hold that a person is something distinct from, something that lies behind, what we see. And with that idea, we arrive at the ‘problem of other minds’ ie what grounds can I have for supposing that there is a person here?
     We can reject that whole line of thought if we can reject the ‘physicalist’ assumption: that the world of extended things is a world to be described in the terms of physical science. (I will speak of this as ‘geometrical’ / ‘mechanical’ terms). In the context of our concerns, that is the assumption that we what encounter when to encounter another human being is a lump of matter no different in kind from any other. In opposition to this, I have stressed that we do not normally see others in these terms; and, with that, we have great difficulty in describing what we see in these terms. I see this as a person smiling at me, glaring at me, talking to me ie in terms that do not leave open the question of whether there is a person – a creature with a mental life – here; because the person is this thing that I actually encounter.

    The focus there is on my experience of others. I want to turn now to my experience of myself. D himself expresses worries about whether his picture is true to his experience of his own body: ‘I am not lodged in my body as a pilot in his ship’. But he doesn’t see just how deep the difficulty goes. The difficulty is developed most fully by the French philosopher, Merleau-Ponty (1908-61). M-P was part of the movement of ‘phenomenology’, whose aim was to capture the character of our immediate experience of the self and the world. Philosophers had tried to do this before: especially the empiricists. But the phenomenologists suggested what they offered was not at all an accurate description of our basic experience. It was a picture distorted by science: reflecting what science tells us our experience must be like. We have seen how this may be so in the case of our experience of others. M-P discusses that; but his main emphasis is on my experience of my own body. The best way into this is to start with some remarks he makes about perception. 
Perception

Here is a view of perception that is derived from science: an object in the world has an affect on my sense organs, which in turn causes an inner representation of the object; it is this inner representation that I am immediately aware of. Some philosophers then manage to convince themselves that this captures the character of our normal experience ie we experience an arrangement of patches of colour in our visual field, from which we infer that there is in the world a table, a watch, or whatever. M-P describes this as the ‘empiricist / intellectualist’ view. He suggests that if we can strip away the influence of science, we will see that it is not at all true to our normal experience: we have described perception as science says it must be; not how it is actually experienced.      
   We can note two ways science may be at work here: (i) There is what we learn from science about the mechanism of perception: light rays are reflected from the object, these affect our eyes, and these in turn ….. This can lead us to the idea that what really sees is an ‘inner man’; and, with that, it can lead us to the idea that my eyes – indeed, my whole body – are something distinct from me: something from which I receive messages. (55) (ii) We have the idea that a basic characterization of what I see is one in scientific – ‘geometrical’ – terms. (We might be tempted by this idea whether we suppose that what is really seen is an ‘inner picture’ or ‘objects in world’ – as when it is suggested that what I see in another’s face is really just arrangements of facial flesh.)
    Against this, focusing first on (ii), M-P argues that what is basic in normal perception is an experience of objects in the world as significant: I experience it as a table, as a watch etc. I do not start with ‘determinate qualities’, eg certain colours and shapes in geometrical relations, and work out what it is I am seeing (‘It is circular, has two black lines on the surface converging on the centre ….. So it’s a watch’): ‘I may … themselves’ (13). At the most basic level, I grasp an object in the meaning it has for me - not in geometrical terms. (Note. One will not have accepted M-P’s point if one says: ‘No conscious noticing of properties in geometrical terms is involved’. His claim is that no such noticing is involved – see the example of the crystal.)
    This seems correct as a description of our normal experience. Fully to see the force of it, we must take it with something else. What is most basic in my relation to things in the world is not a detached awareness of objects, but an active involvement with them. We inhabit the world we experience; so what we perceive necessarily has significance for us. I immediately experience the object as a chair in the sense that I immediately respond to it as, treat it as, a chair ie something to sit on. I immediately experience what I see in a face as anger in the sense that I cower in the face of it; I experience it as a smile in the sense that I respond to it with a smile; and so on. ‘It is through …’ (186). Perception, then, is not a matter of the world imprinting images on my mind; but of the way in which the person as a whole – the bodily human being – makes contact with the world. On the traditional view, the entity that really perceives - to which something is present – is a mind contained within the body. For M-P, the entity to which something is present is the same entity as that which acts in response to what is present to it.

My body as object
This account of perception has immediate implications for our understanding of what I am, and my relation to my own body. Descartes holds that the human body is a machine. We could split the force of that into two: (i) My own body is an object that I encounter in the world just like any other, and so is something quite distinct from me. It is marked off from other bodies simply by its particular mechanical complexity and the special closeness of its causal relation to me. With that, we can adequately characterize everything that takes place in it in terms of mechanical causal interactions between its parts.  (ii) My body is a machine in the sense of being an instrument that I use to attain my ends – as the scissors or ship are. (Descartes also thought that, like other instruments, my body was purposefully constructed to serve this function – by God. But that is not essential to the view. The crucial thought is that I stand to my body as I stand to an instrument / tool.) 
    M-P argues that this is quite the wrong image at both levels: (i) An ‘object’ is something that I come across in the world; that I reach out for when I need it, lay aside when I am done with it, can mislay and need to look for, can examine from different angles, can walk round, move away from, and so on. But my own body is not like that. For it to be so, I would need another body with which to explore the first. (ii) With an instrument, eg a ship, there are certain procedures that I follow in order to get it to move in the ways I want: I make it speed up by pressing this lever, and so on …; and I can give a beginner instructions in this. But there is nothing analogous in relation to my own body. On D’s account, I get my arm to rise by performing a certain mental event: an act of will. But that is a myth. There is no such thing. If there were, I should be able to describe it: give directions for raising one’s arm. But I find nothing to say. There are no procedures: I simply raise my arm. We could put the point this way. It is obvious that there must be some things that I do, not by means of doing something else. D insists all these are purely mental. But that is a philosophical prejudice.
My conceptualization of my body
On D’s – science inspired - account my fundamental understanding of the world is in geometrical terms: in terms of bodies in spatial relations. My own body is itself just one of the objects that I the encounter in the world ie it is something distinct from me. It is special only in this sense: perception of other things, and action on other things, necessarily runs through this body. I have stressed two aspects of this: (i) my body is an object that I encounter, (ii) it is a tool that I use. These go closely with something else: at the most fundamental level I conceive of my own body in geometrical terms – in terms of spatially arranged bits of matter.  So behind every action that I perform there must be a process of this form: I observe that this (‘my’) body is at a certain distance from an object I want moved (eg a piece of food), so I perform a mental event that propels this body over that distance. Or, when I scratch an itch on my nose: I am aware of the spatial relations between my finger and my nose, eg that my hand is at a distance of 3 feet below and to the right of my nose; so I perform a mental event that will cause my finger to traverse that distance in that direction. Another example: I know that certain facial movements of this body will have a certain affect on the behaviour of others, so I perform a mental event that gets these lips to move in the right way. This is ‘intellectualism’: I know what movements to make in that I have an internal representation of what is needed – it is this that enables me to make the movements correctly. And the internal representation is in the form of a geometrical map: the current arrangements of matter in space and where I need to get them to to achieve my goal.

    Now a first comment on this is that introspection reveals no such inner processes. (I will come back to this.) But further: I don’t in practice normally have any such understanding of my own body. This is an analogue of a point I made in relation to my understanding of what I see of others ie not spatial arrangements of flesh. Similarly with my own body. I know that I am smiling, and I can smile at will, without knowing what bodily movements are involved in a smile. My most fundamental grasp of what is on my own face is in ‘human’ terms. The same is true in most action eg I can tie a knot without having any grasp on the movements of my fingers that are needed; it involves a very unusual level of self-consciousness to be able to describe what I am doing in those terms. (‘Move second finger of left hand ……’) I do not normally conceptualize my own body in geometrical terms: in terms of spatial relations between its parts and to other objects.
Bodily know-how

On the traditional picture, I am fundamentally a thinking, perceiving thing. All action is the result of thought. The primary thing is an understanding of how objects are arranged in the world: ‘There is a round red object 3 feet to the left of a large square object …..’. This combines with a desire to lead to action. M-P rejects this: “Consciousness is in the first place not a matter of ‘I think that’ but of ‘I can’”. Bodily engagement with the world is more basic than deliberation about it. M-P gives great weight here to habitual actions, in connection with which he speaks of ‘bodily know-how’. The knowledge I have of the lay out of my own flat is not ‘in my mind’ but ‘in my legs’; the pianist’s or typist’s knowledge of the layout of the keyboard is ‘in his hands’. We are tempted to think that the ability to find my way unhesitatingly round my flat, or the keyboard, must flow from some ‘mental map’. But again, this is a prejudice: it is assuming that all bodily abilities must be underpinned by mental abilities – my ability to move round my flat underpinned by an ability to produce a mental map. But why shouldn’t my body itself contain such abilities? The knowledge, we might say, is in my body.

   If we start from D’s idea of the body as a machine and the self as contained within it, it may seem that what M-P does is to remove the bit inside, leaving a picture in which the self just is a machine: as if habitual actions are just mechanical reactions - like a knee jerk only more complex. M-P insists that this is quite wrong. Alongside giving up the idea of the inner man, we have to give up the idea of the body as a machine: the idea that we can understand all its reactions to circumstances in geometrical / mechanical terms. M-P speaks here of a ‘power to respond with a certain type of solution to situations of a certain general form. The situations may differ widely from case to case’. A ‘mechanical’ response is where something responds to all situations of the same geometrical form in the same geometrical way eg the response in the movements of a car to pressure on the pedals, turning of the wheel etc. But our responses – the responses of our bodies – to situations are not like that. For the situations we respond to in a common way may, in geometrical terms, ‘differ widely from case to case’. M-P makes the point with the example of a man playing an organ (167-8). But the point could be made in the context of our responses to others. I respond in a range of distinctive ways to smiles. But, in M-P’s terms, smiles differ widely from case to case ie in terms of the arrangement of matter in space they may be very different. In this sense, the response is not mechanistic ie is not such that the same situation described in terms of arrangements of matter always produces the same response. My responses are to what is significant in the situation. In that sense, even though they are bodily based, they are intelligent rather than mechanical.
Breakdowns
M-P suggests that the force of these points can be brought out by considering cases in which there is a breakdown in normal functioning. I’m not sure that I completely follow his treatment of this. One strand is very close to a point I tried to make with Sacks’ account of autism (131). M-P speaks of a patient who does perceive the world in the way the traditional theory insists we all do and must ie as an arrangement of patches of colour, which we then interpret as being (or being produced by) a table, a watch etc. He has to work out that this is a watch, a person smiling, or whatever; he does not perceive it as such. This highlights the character of our normal experience by contrast. Similarly, there are patients for whom their own body, or a part of it, is simply an object in the world: he experiences his body as a lump of matter that he gets moving by doing something else that causes it to move. Again, we can contrast our normal relation to the body with abnormal cases to bring the first into focus. (Cf Oliver Sacks’ The man who mistook his wife for a hat; ‘The man who fell out of bed’, ‘Hands’, ‘Phantoms’.) 
     But there is another strand in M-P’s treatment here that seems different. He discusses cases in which a man can, in the normal course of life, act as the rest of us, but who can’t perform actions ‘in the abstract’. He can wash his hands, and blow nose; but if you ask him to rub his hands together, touch his nose, or even raise his arm – ie not in the context of a concrete action – he has great trouble. Again, he can’t describe the position of his limbs without looking at them; or say which part of his body we are touching, even though in the context of a practical situation he responds immediately to, for example, a mosquito bite at certain point. Now it seems to me the point in this kind of case must be different from that in the earlier cases. In a sense this is the reverse abnormality. In the earlier cases, the man perceives all objects, including his own body, in ‘objective’ terms: in terms of the spatial relations between their parts. In the second, he can’t think in those terms. And I take it the point is that this kind of breakdown ought not to be possible if the traditional picture were correct. For on the traditional picture, whenever a person does anything in a concrete situation, eg blow his nose, he does so by means of a knowledge of the spatial relations between parts of his body: it is only because he has that knowledge that he is able to get his hand to his nose. But if it were like that, it would have to be case that anyone who could blow his nose could perform the same movement in the abstract. The abnormal cases show that this is not so; so the traditional account is wrong ie that is not how we normally perform actions in concrete situations.
Tools
I have contrasted my relation to my own body with my relation to a tool that I am using: arguing that the traditional picture goes wrong in representing the first on the model of the second. I want to make one more point on this: to note a further twist that M-P gives it. In the case of my relation to, for example, a ship, I suggested that I get it to do something (turn left) by doing something else (moving my hands): this is a procedure that I could explain to another – as there are no such procedures in my relation to the movements of my own body. The other side of this: I find out that there is damage to the ship by noticing something else: the motion of a dial on the control panel – again in contrast to my knowledge of damage to my own body. So the thought was: my own body is special in that it is not, for me, an object that I encounter in the world: I move it immediately, and have knowledge of its condition immediately. Now M-P argues that certain things that we would normally regard as tools can become like a part of one’s body in that sense eg the blind man’s stick. When he is completely at home with it, he doesn’t infer from the sensations in his hands that there is a step ahead. He doesn’t notice those; he feels directly the position of the step. Similarly, he has no conception of the way he must move his hand in order to get the point of the stick to move in a certain way – any more than any of us has a conception of how we must move the muscles in our arm in order to get it to rise. In that sense, the blind man has incorporated the stick into his own body.    
    If this is right, the earlier objections to D’s representation of his own body as a tool were in a way misleading: they involved a misrepresentation of our relation to some tools. We might say: where the traditional picture models my relation to my own body on the (supposed) character of my relation to tools, M-P almost reverses this: we should understand our relation to some tools on the model of the immediate relation that we have to our own bodies ie the tool itself becomes a part of me in the sense that my arms or legs are part of me.
‘Mind’ and ‘body’

Finally, I note some general passages in which M-P rejects the traditional image of the person as inhabiting his body: located within it. He speaks of the ‘inner man’: suggesting, as I did, that we are tempted by obviously muddled imagery of a little man – human being – inside. Seeing clearly that this is the image we are tempted by should be enough to undermine the temptation. But it is a powerful and persistent temptation. M-P’s work is largely a repeated attempt to undermine it.
