
The Profound Philosophies of Merleau Ponty
And The Face Of The World

When exploring the realm of existential phenomenology, one cannot overlook the
mesmerizing theories put forth by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. This French
philosopher delved deep into the nature of perception, embodiment, and the
interconnectedness between the mind and the world. In his renowned writings,
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Merleau-Ponty presents a unique perspective on how our perception shapes our
understanding and experience of the external world.

The Embodied Experience

One of Merleau-Ponty's central ideas is that our perception is not an isolated
activity confined to the mind but instead, a bodily experience that occurs in the
physical world. For him, our body is not just an object we possess; it is the very
means through which we engage with and understand the world.
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According to Merleau-Ponty, our perception relies on the integration of our bodily
senses, such as sight, touch, and hearing. This integration allows us to form a
more comprehensive understanding of our surroundings. For instance, when we
look at an object, our perception is not solely based on visual cues. We also rely
on our bodily senses to grasp the object's texture, weight, and temperature,
thereby creating a holistic experience.

Perception as an Active Process
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Merleau-Ponty challenged the prevailing notion that perception is a passive
reception of stimuli from the external world. Instead, he argued that perception is
an active process in which we actively engage with our surroundings. Our
perception is shaped by our intentions, desires, and expectations, which influence
how we interpret the sensory information we receive.

This active engagement with the world can be observed in everyday experiences.
For example, when we enter a crowded room, our perception is not limited to
passive observation. We actively scan the environment, searching for familiar
faces, objects of interest, or potential threats. Our perception is thus influenced by
our subjective preferences, highlighting the intricate interplay between our mind,
body, and the world.

The Primacy of the Body

Merleau-Ponty emphasized the centrality of the body in our perception of the
world. He argued that it is through our body that we gain the most immediate and
intimate understanding of the external reality. Our body serves as the bridge
between our consciousness and the world, enabling us to navigate and interact
with our surroundings.

Merleau-Ponty challenged the Cartesian dualistic view that separates the mind
and the body, instead proposing a more holistic approach. He believed that our
bodies are an inseparable part of who we are, and they shape our perception
from birth. Our lived experiences, as embodied beings, profoundly influence our
understanding of the world, establishing a direct connection between our
physicality and the meaning we ascribe to our surroundings.

Merleau-Ponty's profound philosophies have had a significant impact on our
understanding of perception and the relationship between consciousness and the



external world. His ideas have transcended the boundaries of traditional
philosophy, resonating with disciplines such as psychology, sociology, and
anthropology.

By emphasizing the essential role of the body in perception, Merleau-Ponty
invites us to reconsider our understanding of the world around us. Our perception
goes beyond a passive reception of sensory information; it is an active, embodied
experience that shapes and is shaped by our consciousness.

Merleau Ponty's intricate theories encourage us to explore the depths of our
perceptions, challenging us to engage with the world in a more attentive and
embodied manner. Through his philosophies, he unveils the multifaceted nature
of human perception, showcasing the profound connection between the face of
the world and our own.
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Before his death in 1961, Merleau-Ponty worried about what he saw as
humanity's increasingly self-enclosed and manipulative way of experiencing self,
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others, and the world—the consequences of which remain apparent in our
destructive inability to connect with others within and across cultures. In Merleau-
Ponty and the Face of the World, Glen A. Mazis provides an overall consideration
of Merleau-Ponty's philosophy that brings out what he sees as a corrective
prescription for ethical reorientation that is fundamental to Merleau-Ponty's
thought. Mazis begins by analyzing the key role that silence plays for Merleau-
Ponty as a positive, powerful presence rather than a lack or emptiness, and then
builds on this to explore the ethical significance of the face-to-face encounter in
his thought as one of solidarity rather than obligation. In the last part of the book,
Mazis traces the development of what he calls "physiognomic imagination" in
Merleau-Ponty's work. This understanding of imagination is not fancy or make-
believe, but rather brings out the depths of perceptual meaning and leads to an
appreciation of poetic language as the key to revitalizing both ethics and
ontology. Drawing on Merleau-Ponty's published works, lecture notes,
unpublished writings, and the work of many phenomenologists and Merleau-
Ponty scholars, Mazis also offers incisive readings of Merleau-Ponty's work as it
relates to that of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Gaston Bachelard, and Emmanuel
Levinas.
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