Question 1: Merleau-Ponty characterizes phenomenology as an attempt ‘to give a direct description of our experience as it is’. (Phenomenology of Perception, vii) Why is that important, why is it difficult and why is it philosophy?

In this essay I will attempt to address the importance and difficulty of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s characterization of phenomenology as giving a direct description of the truth of human experience. A brief description of phenomenology will be the starting point, followed by the empiricist and intellectualist arguments that Merleau-Ponty focuses on, and the importance of the position he puts forward. The importance of framing phenomenology as a direct description is shown by the failings of the popular empiricist and intellectualist positions, and through Merleau-Ponty’s arguments we reach a better position to explain perception. Secondly, I will discuss the difficulty that exists in understanding Merleau-Ponty’s position. This will include a brief discussion on Cartesian Dualism and Empiricism pre-existing influence on the human condition. My final section of this essay will focus on how the argument that Merleau-Ponty provides, goes beyond science and into philosophical nature. 
To begin with, phenomenology concerns itself with ascertaining the most appropriate way to accurately describe human experience. Maurice Merleau-Ponty is one such phenomenologist whose primary objective in his book Phenomenology of Perception[footnoteRef:1] is to decipher human experience through the sensation of perception. In his own words, Merleau-Ponty outlines the importance of his inquiry through a declaration that the question of phenomenology has yet to receive a pertinent answer.[footnoteRef:2]  [1: Maurice Merleau-Ponty., Phenomenology of Perception, trans by Colin Smith (New York: Routledge Classics, 2005)]  [2:  MP, ibid., preface vii] 

Merleau-Ponty focuses on empiricism and intellectualism as the main problems of accepted expositions of perception. Empiricists take ‘sense-perception to be the basis of all genuine knowledge’[footnoteRef:3]. He takes issue with the empiricist position because, as he understands it, it only provides a causal explanation of experience. Empiricism does not accurately explain what perception entails, only gives a scientific overview of the physical processes that lead to our perceptual experience. This entails breaking down the world around us into discrete parts that come together to form a recognisable entity. This is known as atomism.[footnoteRef:4] Intellectualism goes a step further to correct some of the wrongs of empiricism. However, it still has a reliance on the atomistic approach to perception. Therefore, both are not suitable explanations of perception, according to Merleau-Ponty.  [3:  Eric Mathews., The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, (New York: Routledge, 2002), Chapter 3, P 47]  [4:  David Cockburn., ‘Perception’, Lecture Notes, UWTSD, Lampeter, December 2019, page 1] 

He highlights in the preface of Phenomenology of Perception that the traditionally held view of perception through empiricism fails because unlike physical objects, such as a table ‘human experience is not reducible to a sum of atomistic parts.’[footnoteRef:5] If phenomenology, as Merleau-Ponty defines it, is an attempt ‘to give a direct description of our experience as it is’[footnoteRef:6]. Then necessarily through empiricism this is not fulfilled. The scientific background of which empiricism is built on necessitates that the results found under the microscope will be manipulated by the contextual lens that overlays the reality of what is being perceived. Merleau-Ponty removes this contextual lens in his inquiry and delves into what remains of the raw experience. [5:  Cockburn., ibid., page 3]  [6:  Merleau-Ponty., ibid., preface vii] 

The difficulty of Merleau-Ponty’s position is exacerbated by the pre-existing influence of Cartesian Dualism and Empiricism. Seemingly, his position strikes a chord as being coherent, but without further explanation, can fall victim to claims by empiricists that ‘it all happens so fast you don’t notice the complexity of the process.’[footnoteRef:7] Added to this, the pre-existing notion of a separation between mind and body, found in dualism, which influences us, as humans, to understand perception through a two stage process where-by the outside world impacts our physical body and we, as a mind, process this information as a perceptual experience. The reality for Merleau-Ponty, is no such occurrence is true, there can be no separation of experience, nothing that is perceived can be split into more than one experience. The confusion that occurs, upon presentation of Merleau-Ponty’s position is hard to shake, due to this precedential confirmation of mind-body separation. [7:  Cockburn., ibid., page 3] 

In his attempts to defend himself against the empiricist argument, Merleau-Ponty divides into two arguments: the first, states that our perception of elements of objects we perceive depends on the context surrounding those elements. Useful examples of this, which Merleau-Ponty draws upon, are optical illusions such as the Adelson illusion, where two identical squares are perceived to be different based on the colour surrounding them despite no difference in the wavelength of light being reflected into our eye. The second, is a question of how we section the inputs given to us into distinct objects. Empiricists claim that we do this from our past experiences where patterns have indicated distinct objects, but Merleau-Ponty argues this is the wrong way around, it is through our perception of objects as distinct objects that allows us to see the resemblance to previously perceived objects. This way of understanding perception goes against many commonly accepted notions of how we experience the world around us, the most notable ones being dualism and empiricism. This leads to complication is accepting the arguments that Merleau-Ponty offers in defence of his position.
Whilst the foundation of his position relies heavily on Gestalt psychology, Merleau-Ponty’s position goes beyond psychology into the realms of philosophy. Even though psychology deals with concepts of human nature and how one experiences things, it is still a scientific way to approach the problems that phenomenology attempts to address. As he has already highlighted issues with the scientific approach, it seems only logical that any solution for the problem of perception can only be found in philosophy. If we secede that Merleau-Ponty’s approach is not philosophical in nature, then the closest definition of what he says of perception, would be empiricism. Since Merleau-Ponty explicitly argues against empiricism, we must conclude that his explanation of perception is philosophy.
In conclusion, Merleau-Ponty characterises phenomenology as being a direct description of human experience, and I agree with this characterisation. His argument, whilst difficult to process, leaves a ruminating thought that challenges the entitled explanation of perception that finds itself entangled in dualism and empiricism. I have shown that this is an important argument because of the still problematic questions in phenomenology that before Merleau-Ponty, were left unaddressed and unanswered. 
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Question 2: What, if anything, is wrong with the idea that what is given to me in visual perception is an arrangement of patches of colour in my visual field on the basis of which I form a judgement about an object out there in the world?

In the following, I will answer the question of what is wrong with visual perception that enhances my judgement of objects in the world. To do this, I will start by outlining where Merleau-Ponty starts from, which is through opposing empiricism.  After briefly explaining what empiricism attempts to achieve, I will then touch upon the idea of an inner man being an element of the processing of sense-data into what we perceive as distinct objects. Following this, I will discuss of the two questions that Merleau-Ponty feels the argument against empiricism opens up. Firstly, that sense-data alone is insufficient to explain how we perceive certain objects the way we do given the context they are in. Secondly, of the explanatory gap between the sense-data we receive and the judgement that we make on what objects we perceive. Finally, I will conclude that Merleau-Ponty’s questioning of empiricism opens up the issues with taking visual perception to be just an arrangement of patches of colour that from which we form a judgement of an object.
The starting point for Merleau-Ponty’s view is based in its opposition of empiricism. Empiricism is the view that our knowledge comes from sense-data from the outside world. An example of the empiricist story can be found in their view on visual perception. This story follows that, light reflected off matter enters our eye and through a process in the brain, we receive a visual perception. As such, the question I aim to provide an answer for, can be understood as, what is wrong with the empiricist framework of visual perception? 
	The most common way to construe visual perception is that following the physical story outlined above, intentionality is added through some ‘inner man’[footnoteRef:9] that processes the sensory information received and categorises what is perceived into distinct separate objects. When looking around my room, I take in a variety of sensory information, but I am also able to determine each object held within. Therefore, the arrangement of patches of colour in my visual field allow me to formulate judgements about the objects held within my room. Whilst this physical story may seem plausible to those who have knowledge of the science behind the physical process of perception, for Merleau-Ponty as a phenomenologist there remains further questions to answer. Firstly, how is it possible that we can perceive objects differently despite the identical physical make-up between the two varying perceptual experiences? Secondly, a convincing explanation is still required to move from the physical process that grants us colour patches in our visual field to the distinct objects that we commonsensically perceive every day. From here, I will look at Merleau-Ponty’s two main arguments in more detail. [9:  David Cockburn., ‘Perception’, Lecture Notes, UWTSD, Lampeter, December 2019, page 2] 

Merleau-Ponty poses his argument in two forms. The first argument, in chapter 1 of Phenomenology of Perception, consists of a disagreement with the atomistic approach taken in empiricist theory.[footnoteRef:10] Merleau-Ponty states that holding atomism as a reliable theory is incorrect, by negating the importance of atoms independently of the whole object.[footnoteRef:11] To support his accusation he draws upon the Müller-Lyer illusion[footnoteRef:12] to elucidate his comments involving the ‘perception of things perceived’.[footnoteRef:13] The illusion is the two lines of identical length, that appear to be different as a result of protruding arrow lines that invert and evert either side of the lines. The empiricist-atomistic theory does not stress the importance of the surrounding context of the objects we perceive, therefore cannot explain the phenomena that occurs when we perceive the lines to be of varying lengths. Merleau-Ponty stresses that the object as a whole is more important than the parts of the object, at least in the case of perception. This argument can easily be applied to the example of colour patches in our visual field, if we were to see patches of orange and black the empiricist would argue that we can extrapolate from these patches, alongside previous experience, that we are seeing a tiger. However, it is clear from Merleau-Ponty’s position, that while we are able to assign the property of orange and black stripes to a tiger, it is only because we are able to see the tiger as an object before its properties or parts. [10:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty., Phenomenology of Perception, trans by Colin Smith (New York: Routledge Classics, 2005), p 6]  [11:  Merleau-Ponty., ibid., p 6]  [12:  Merleau-Ponty., ibid., p 6]  [13:  Merleau-Ponty., ibid., p 5] 

The second argument that Merleau-Ponty offers against the empiricist theory of perception is against the move from receiving sense-data to the separation of distinct objects in our perceptual experience. The empiricists argue that we are able to perceive distinct objects as a result of our previous experiences of similar sensory information that we now associate with the distinct object that it is. However, Merleau-Ponty argues that this is the wrong way around, and that when we see an infer an object from previous experience, what we are actually doing is seeing the object in itself as a whole and then applying that to previous experience as an after-thought. There is an explanatory gap for empiricists moving from patches of colour to inference of distinct objects because as Merleau-Ponty points out, it is only as a result of our previous perception of these objects that allows us to see the resemblance between what we are presently perceiving and what we have historically perceived. Therefore, it cannot be the case that it is purely the arrangement of the patches of colour in our visual field that allows us to form a judgement about an object. 
	Overall, the idea that a visual perception is just an arrangement of colour patches from which we form judgements of objects is found wanting after facing Merleau-Ponty’s objections. I have shown how the combination of both arguments he provides leads to a position of perception unable to be summarised through an empiricist framework. These arguments showed that the empiricist view of perception cannot explain how the same sense-data can lead to different perceptions based on the context the sensory information is surrounded by. Furthermore, the empiricist position is unable to reconcile the issue of moving from an arrangement of colour patches to judgements made of objects in the world and as shown by Merleau-Ponty, the explanation offered by the empiricists gets it the wrong way around. 
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