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The Apriori of the Visible: Pato˚ and Merleau-Ponty

James Mensch
Jan Pato˚ka and Maurice Merleau-Ponty share a number of remarkable similarities. Born but a year apart, they belong to the same philosophical generation.
  Pato˚ka was one of Husserl’s last students, while Merleau-Ponty, though not directly a student of Husserl, read his unpublished manuscripts in Louvain.  Both were influenced by Heidegger’s critique of Husserl, and both were prevented by circumstances from the full development of their thought.  Pato˚ka’s carrer was blighted politically—first by the German, then by the Soviet occupation of Czechleslovakia.
  Merleau-Ponty’s life was prematurely cut short by a car accident.  Philosophically, at the end of their lives  they were moving towards the same goal.  They both attempted to get beyond Husserl’s subjectively oriented phenomenology by focusing on manifestation or visibility as such.  For Pato˚ka, the return to the visible is embodied in his claim that “manifesting is, in itself, something completely original.”
  Such originality signifies that “manifesting in itself, in that which makes it manifesting, is not reducible, cannot be converted into anything that manifests itself in manifesting.”
  It is not some objective material structure.  It is also not the structure of mind.  Both exist and both can manifest themselves.  But “showing itself is not any of these things that show themselves, whether it is a psychic or physical object.”
 Merleau-Ponty expresses a similar view when he writes: “What there is, then, are not things first identical with themselves, which would then offer themselves to the seer, nor is there a seer who is first empty and who, afterward, would open himself to them …” 
   What is prior to both is an interconnection of the seer and the seen, which is, in fact, the priority of visibility itself.  Thus, for Merleau-Ponty, the redness of  a red dress is “a momentary crystallization of colored being or of visibility.”
  Yet, in spite of this emphasis on manifestation or visibility, the results these philosophers come to are very different.  By explicating and contrasting them, not only do we gain a greater understanding of their difficult and, at times, imperfectly developed conceptions; we also gain a greater insight into what is at stake in the effort to speak of appearing as appearing.

The Critique of the Reduction

For Pato˚ka, the fact that manifestation is something “completely original” means that it forms its own category, one that is distinct from being.  In his words, to assert that “[t] here is a structure of appearance’ does not signify ‘there is a being, a this-here, which one can call appearance.  Appearing as such is not a being and cannot be referred to as a being.”
 In other words, what we have to do with here is not “given as a being, rather it is the givenness and modes of givenness of a being, which modes themselves cannot be designated as beings.”
  These “modes of givenness,” in other words, form a separate non-ontological category.

Pato˚ka’s assertion that the “givenness of a being” is not itself “given as a being” achieves its particular force in his critique of Husserl’s phenomenological reduction.  According to Pato˚ka, Husserl’s fatal error was to confuse givenness and being.  His phenomenological reduction, instead of leading us to the givenness and modes of givenness of the phenomena themselves, bring us to the sphere of the subjective—namely, the experiences and connections of experiences that constitute consciousness.
 By equating the phenomena with the experiences of a subject, they are subjectivized.  As a result the phenomena are also ontologized: they are understood as beings—as particular existing experiences.  This follows since they are seen as part of a being—the “transcendental subject”—that has its own “immanent” ways of being and appearing to itself.  The same point holds when we consider these experiences in themselves, i.e., in their “purity.”  So regarded, they are not distinguished from being, but rather form, according to Husserl, a realm of “absolute being”—i.e., the realm of “absolute consciousness” with its “absolute” forms of appearing.
  For Pato˚ka, by contrast, the phenomenological reduction does not lead us to a realm of immanent being, for example, “the subjective as composed of data, such as hyle and intentions.”
  Rather, “it signifies a limitation to the sphere of pure self-givenness” or appearance as such.
  

The Empty and the Full Subject

This reworking of the reduction has a double effect on phenomenology.  It brings phenomenology back to its original project, which is that of attending to the phenomena themselves.   It does this by returning us to the sense of the reduction as an epoché, that is, as a restraint from taking a stand on the issue of existence.  Suspending our belief in some being’s existence, we attend to the phenomena that generate this belief.  Our attention is not to the being but to its phenomenal givenness.  Yet, this shift of focus from being to givenness also results in the problematization of the subject.  On a certain level, givenness replaces subjectivity or consciousness.  Thus, the “sphere of pure self-givenness” that Pato˚ka’s reduction results in replaces the sphere of Husserl’s “absolute consciousness.”  As for Husserl’s “transcendental subject,” understood as the subject to whom the world appears, this becomes simply a structural feature demanded by the structure of appearing as such.  In Pato˚ka’s words, the subject is only “a definite position that satisfies (ausfüllt) a being, a role in manifestation which is to be taken up.”
  The “role” arises insofar as appearing implies a subject to whom things appear.  This does not mean that the subject determines manifestation.  Subjectivity, structurally regarded, is rather a part of the structure of manifestation.  Thus, for Pato˚ka, the “cogito is not a being, but rather a component part of the structure of appearing”
 In fact, when we focus on this structure,  we attend, neither to the being that shows itself nor to the being to whom it shows itself.  Our attention is, rather, on self-showing (Sich-Zeigen) itself.  Such “self-showing,” Pato˚ka claims, is a dimension of the world (Weltdimension).”  It “is that which lets the thing (Ding), the matter (Sache) appear.”
  

The difficulty this leaves us with is how to understand the subject’s agency.  The individual subject is not simply a “definite position” or a point of view correlated to a particular set of appearances.   It does not simply show itself through the appearances that it mediates.  The subject acts.  It sees, remembers, imagines; it moves among the things that form its world.  Pato˚ka is not unaware of this difficulty.  He responds to it by distinguishing the acting, concrete subject from the subject demanded by the structure of the world’s appearing.  To admit that “manifesting is always mediated by some kind of subjectivity” does not, per se, imply that the transcendental subject that mediates this manifesting has its own content.  Rather, “mediating by the subject shows itself … directly in [the] things showing themselves to us…. for example, that we have a cup in its original which is always in radii of givenness, and finally crosses into deficient modes of givenness and then the surroundings and so on ….”  These are what show themselves.  In other words, any supposed turn to the subjectivity to whom the world appears (the transcendental subject) is actually a turn to such elements.  In itself, this subject is actually only a position these elements determine.  This means, Pato˚ka adds, “only these indications, references, and this whole system of indicators is subjectivity, is us.”
  Empty of any inherent content, the transcendenta subject consists simply of the “references and indicators” of this content.  It is, for example, the spatially located point of view set by a pattern of perspectival appearing.  As for the acting subject, the concrete individual, this is only one worldly reality among others.  This means, Pato˚ka’s writes, “The subject to whom everything shows itself is empty, while the subject that has content (das erfüllte Subjekt) exhibits neither advantage nor precedence over other worldly realties ….”
 His point is that when we reflect on the transcendental subject and try to grasp its special content, we come up empty-handed.  Reflecting on the actual, acting subject, however, gives us only worldly processes.

The Double Determination

With this distinction between the “empty” and the “filled” subject, the structure appearing takes on a double determination of subjectivity.  First of all, the structure determines the transcendental subject as a position set by the appearing world.  Thus, a particular perspectival ordering of the appearing of a room determines the position of the subject taken as its viewer.  As just indicated, this subject has, inherently, no content all all.  As a mere position, that is, considered apart from the things that determine it, this subject is “empty.”  A second, quite distinct determination occurs with regard to the worldly, “filled” (erfüllte) subject.  At issue here is not simply its position, but rather what fills it—namely, the various acts that animate it and that form what can be called its real psychological content.  How does appearing, taken as a “structure encompassing (umspannende) and embracing (umfassende) both subject and thing,” determine this content?
  

Pato˚ka’s answer is that this “world-structure” acts as a quasi-Kantian apriori.  He quotes the well known passage from the Critique of Pure Reason, where Kant asserts that either the object makes possible its representation (Vorstellung), or the reverse.  In the first case, the determination is empirical, it depends on the particular, empirically given object.  In the second, it is apriori.  This is not because the subjective representation creates the object but because it is “only through the representation that it is possible to know (erkennen) anything as an object.”
  The claim here is that the syntheses that underlie the subjective representation are necessarily required for the object to present itself.  As such, they are apriori determinative of the way in which the the object is represented and known as an object.  Now, according to Pato˚ka: “If we replace ‘representation’ by ‘appearing of the world,’ we have something similar to Kant”—i.e., an a priori determination.  The new a priori, however, is “without the pretension of constructing the synthetic apriori subjectively from intuition and concepts in the Kantian sense.”  It is, in other words, an apriori whose referent is not the subjective act of synthesis, but rather the appearing of beings as such.  In a subsequently crossed out passage, he adds that in this new apriori, “we replace transcendental subjectivity with the lawfulness of appearing as such, whose apriori character is revealed by the epoché, namely in an intuitive manner.”  We thus take “appearing as a specific world structure, which apriori determines in advance being as such, without itself being actual” (i.e., without its being a being).
  The result, he writes, in the text that he keeps, is “a lawfullness that, since it cannot be grounded or drawn from the object and since, nevertheless, it determines experiential, natural and scientific knowing, is suited to form not a subjective, but rather a metaphysical basis of experiential knowledge.”


Pato˚ka affirms the universality of this apriori determination.  He asserts that “every specific and particular concept of the world, such as that of a cosmology in a physical sense, presupposes the prior structure and lawfulness of appearing.”
  This holds, in particular, for the subject that appears as a part of the world.  As Pato˚ka admits, “what appears is never a world without concrete subjects, but rather the world that includes them and their connectedness, their sociality.”  Such connectedness, he assumes, is irremediably causal.   Thus, he continues: “Concret subjects are things among things, which certainly stand in causal connections with other worldly things, and this connection is a specific one: it concentrates the effects [of the other things] in specific, highly differentiated, acting organs [those of the senses and the brain], and thereby actualizes the possibility of letting a perspectival world appear, a word that appears to someone.”
  This, however, does not mean that such causally determined subjects are not also formally determined by the structure of appearing.  In their making possible the appearing of the world, the actions of our brains and senses simply make the structures of appearing applicable to us.  As Pato˚ka expresses this: “Causality in no way signifies the creation of the appearing as such, but rather the adaptation of the organic unity to the structure of appearing, which co-determines the world and in the certain partial sense grounds it”

The Difficulty


Pato˚ka’s return to the the original sense of the epoché yields, then, a double determination of the subject.  The subject is both organically, causally determined in its relations to other beings and formally (or ideally) determined by “the structure of appearing.”  It speaks to the internal necessities of Husserl’s thought that in originally advocating the study of appearing as appearing, he also accepted this double determination.  Thus, in the Logical Investigations, Husserl accepted the view that all real relations—including that between an act of judgment and its “law-bound conditions”—are causally determined.  As a consequence, he could assert, “My act of judging 2 x 2 = 4 is no doubt causally determined.”  “This, however,” he immediately adds, “is not true of the truth 2 x 2 = 4.”
  This follows because the formal or “ideal relation between contents of judgment” on which this truth depends is not “the real relation between the act of judgment and its law-bound conditions.”
  There is, in fact, a double determination of the subject.  While its act is causally determined, the contents realized by this act are, in their relations, ideally determined.  This means, as Husserl writes: 

The extent, accordingly, to which the logical laws, and, in the first instance, the ideal laws of authentic thinking, also claim a psychological meaning, and to extent to which they govern the course of actual mental happenings, is at once clear.  Each genuine ‘pure’ law, expressing a compatibility or an incompatibility grounded in the nature of a a given species, will, in relation to species of mentally realizable contents, limit the empirical possibilities of psychological (phenomenological) coexistence and sucession.  What is seen to be incompatible in specie, cannot be brought together, be rendered compatible, in empirical instances.
 

The unanswered questions of the Logical Investigations concern this “psychological meaning.”  How can the same set of mental acts be subject to both causal and logical laws? How can a causally determined subject grasp an apodictically certain set of logical relations?  As the eminent Husserl scholar, Theodor DeBoer raises this question: “on the one hand, these acts are empirically necessary and determined; on the other hand, an idea realizes itself in them through which they claim apodictic validity.  How can both these views be combined?”
 This is a question that every attempt to apply a determining structure of appearing to a causally determined world must answer.  At the heart of the issue is the status of the embodied subject.  How can we conceive it so that it seemlessly combines both determinations? How can we assert both “the adaptation of the organic unity to the structure of appearing”—i.e., the ideal determination of the real, embodied subject—and the empirical determination of this same subject?  The second implies the reversal of the first: namely, the adaption of the ideal structure of appearing to the organic unity of the embodied subject.  The question remains even when we admit, as Husserl later realized, that we must distinguish between the causality existing between  physical bodies and that by which we “hold sway” over our bodies. 
   The very fact of having a body with specific sense organs points to the organic determination of the structure of appearing.  How can we combine this with the determination exercised by this structure?   

The Flesh of the Visible

This is the question that animates Merleau-Ponty’s last, unfinished work, The Visible and the Invisible.  To speak of the structure of appearing as determining the organic unity of the subject and of this same organic unity as determining this structure is, according to Merleau-Ponty, possible because the two determinations are “intertwined.”  Our “flesh” conditions the structure of appearing because it itself is conditioned by (or adapted to) this structure.  Neither determination has priority over the other.  The intertwining of flesh and this structure is behind Merleau-Ponty’s calling the structure of appearing “the flesh of the world” or the “flesh of the visible.”  

To begin with the determination by“flesh of the visible” (which Merleau-Ponty at times simply designates “flesh”) we must first note that its being inconceivable apart from our flesh does not imply that it is a result of the peculiarities of our particular form of embodiment.   As Merleau-Ponty writes: “When we speak of the flesh of the visible, we do not mean to do anthropology, to describe a world covered over with all our own projections, leaving aside what it can be under the human mask,” that is, what it can be in itself apart from us.  Such an anthropological view sees our flesh as posterior to the world, which in itself is not flesh, but inanimate matter.  Merleau-Ponty’s view is, on the contrary, that “carnal being, as a being of depths, of several leaves or several faces, a being in latency, and a presentation of a certain absence, is a prototype of Being, of which our body, the sensible sentient is a very remarkable variant.”
 

Strictly speaking, “carnal being” or “flesh” is not a being at all.  Considered as a determining structure, it is a style of being.  As Merleau-Ponty describes it: “Flesh is not matter, is not mind, is not substance.”  It is, rather, “a sort of incarnate principle that brings a style of being wherever there is a fragment of being.  The flesh is in this sense an ‘element’ of Being.”  It is like the “earth, air, fire and water,” which were once thought to be elements, insofar as they designated styles of things.
  “Flesh,” here, does not, then, refer primarily to our flesh—something we overlay on the world.  Rather, “it is an ultimate notion.”  “[I]t is not,” Merleau-Ponty claims, “the union or compound of substances”—for example, body and spirit—“but thinkable by itself.”  
  The thought of flesh does, of course, involve me insofar as it expresses  “a relation of the visible with itself that traverses me and constitutes me as a seer.”
  But as such, it involves more than me.  It “is the formative medium of the object and the subject,” which means that “we must think of it … as an element, as the concrete emblem of a general manner of being.”
  This “style” or “manner” of being is that of visibility as such.  “Flesh,” taken as the structure of appearing, is a style that being must have if it is to be visible.  Applying to both object and subject, it is determinative of both.  It is the “formative medium” that makes the visible seeable and “constitutes me as a seer.”

Horizonality and Embodiment

The reverse determination also holds.  Determined by the structure of appearing, the embodied subject also determines it.  The visible as such is adapted to our flesh since, as Merleau-Ponty writes: “… our flesh lines (tapisse) and even envelops all the visible and tangible things with which nevertheless it is surrounded ….” 
    As embodied, I am in the world, surrounded by “the visible and tangible things.”  My flesh “lines” or “covers” (tapisse) these things by providing the esential dimensions for their appearing.  In Merleau-Ponty’s words, my flesh provides measures “for being, dimensions to which we can refer it.”
  Thus, through my flesh, I can refer to the sensible aspects of being.  I can measure or gage objects along the axes or dimensions of their colors, sounds, tastes, odors, and tactile qualities.  All this is possible because the subject to whom the world appears is not simply a spacial location, a point determined by a given perspectivally arranged order of appearance.  As embodied, it takes up space.  It is in the world with different, specifically located sense organs. 

Determined by the perceiver’s embodiment, appearing takes on the structures of horizonality.  Its foreground-background structure is ordered according to the “near to” and the “far from” the perceiver’s sense organs.  When the “far” becomes the “near,” when, for example through my bodily motion, I approach a distant object, a new distance—a new horizon providing the background for the forground—opens up.  In this movement, the visual transition from the near to the far occurs perspectivally.  Things, as I move among them show first one side (the side facing me) and then another.  In all this, my body is both my openness to being and that which gives it a concealing character.  I can see because I have eyes in the front of my head,  but this very fact means that seeing what is in front of me is not seeing what is behind me.  The being that appears is always surrounded by the being that does not appear, that is hidden.


The horizonal relation between the appearing and the hidden underpins my ability to question or even to have an intentional relation to the world.  Without the hidden, my questioning cannot begin.  I do not, for example, ask if the front of a red house is red as I stand before it.  I can, however, ask about what color the house is inside.  As the example indicates, I can only sincerely ask about what I do not know, i.e., about what is not present or given to me.  Such nonpresence, however, characterizes the being-seen-in-horizon that is necessitated by my embodiment.  The same point holds with regard to my intentionality.  When, for example, I assert that my present perception is “of” a chair, I make a distinction between the perception and the chair.  The chair offers me more than a single perception.  It appears in a whole horizon of perceptions, of which the present perception is just one member.  Phenomenologically, when I say that the perception is intentional—that is, is a perception of the chair, my claim is that this perception is a member of what Husserl calls the “inner horizon” of this object.  It is part of the connected, indefinitely extendible set of experiences which constitute the visibility of this object.  This implies that visibility, insofar as it has a horizonal structure, is also intentionally structured.  The visible always is given from a point of view, a point from which it appears one perception at a time.  Because these perceptions can form “inner horizons,” there is always membership, always the attribution of a perception to the inner horizon to which it claims a membership.  The intentional relation of a perception or a “consciousness” to a visible object is, phenomenologically regarded, just such membership.

Psychological versus Phenomenological Concepts

Pato˚ka’s objection to all such phenomenological account of intentionality is instructive.  He writes that the “perceptions, acts of thought, hyletic data” and the other phenomenological concepts that Husserl employs in his analyses are not self-given.  They are rather, “causally construed concepts that arise from the thoughts of psychophysical interaction.”
  This “psychophysical interaction” is that of real sense data (i.e., “hyletic data”) coming from outside and affecting a real empirical subject, who somehow “acts” on what it receives to grasp an intentional object.  For Pato˚ka, such phenomenological concepts are pure constructions arising from an illegitimate mixture of the structures of appearing with those of the empirical subject.
  The same holds for the phenomenological conception of constitution: “The constitution of a thing,” he asserts, is simply a contamination of the structure of appearing with the empirical view of the [real] subject.”
 Pato˚ka, thus, concludes: “For all these reasons, there also can be any intentionality of consciousness.  Reference exists, not in the ego and the egological, but rather in appearing itself”


As the context makes clear, the point of these remarks is to distinguish appearing as such from subjective processes.  If we are to speak of intentionality, it must be in terms of the structure of appearing, rather than structure of what we assume to be the “perceptions” or “consciousness” of some subject.   Thus, as we cited him, “the cogito [the I think x] is not a being but rather a component part of the structure of appearing.”
  The intentionality of the cogito is not grounded in the relation of membership that involves perceptions.  Its ground is rather to be found in the relationship of appearances as such.  This point may be put in terms of his analysis of the “empty” and the “filled” subjects.  Intentionality cannot characterize the empty subject since, as empty, there are no perceptions in it that could anchor the intentional relationship.  What we take to be “its” perceptions are simply the appearances themselves.  As for the “filled” subject, i.e., the real, empirical subject, all we find in it are causal, rather than intentional relations.  

For Merleau-Ponty, by contrast, both the structure of appearing and the real, embodied subject are intentional.  We affirm, with regard to the embodied subject, that perception is a bodily act.  In his words, the very “experience of my flesh … has taught me that perception … emerges in the recesses of a body”—my body. Similarly, I put the perception that the other has “behind his body”—i.e., in his head.
   I also, however, affirm that my perception is intentional.  I assert, for example, “that I see my table, that my vision terminates in it, that [the table] holds and stops my gaze with its insurmountable density.”
  Merleau-Ponty’s view is that it is precisely as embodied, i.e., as a real, empirical subject, that I can have intentional relations with the world.  Appearing itself is intentional, i.e., has the structure of appearances being members of the inner horizons of objects, precisely because the perceptions implied by appearances emerge in the recesses of a body.  The embodiment of their origin is at the root of the horizonality—the givenness and hiddenness—the makes possible intentionality. 

For Pato˚ka, such a view represents an illegitimate use of psychology, an importation of its terms into the phenomenological realm.  As he defines it, “psychology is an empirical-causal science, a science of the world that investigates the being to whom the world appears just insofar as it itself is in the world and appears as a component part of it.”   This science employs “empirical concepts” such as “sensation, sensory data, reaction and the change of reaction,” etc.  Its object is “the accomplishing, active body that is strictly distinguished from mere bodies by the fact that its surroundings appeal to it, provoke or suppress its activity.”
  Give that these empirical concepts and processes are not phenomenological, e.g., that “there are in the phenomenological sphere no sensible data, no unformed hyle that [in subjective acts] takes on form,” phenomenology cannot employ them.  In Pato˚ka’s words: “Psychology, interpreted in our way, cannot be a doctrine of ‘consciousness’ since it does not concern appearing as such, but only causal chains and actions.”
 

As Pato˚ka admits, this description of psychology is crafted to separate relations of causality from those of appearing.  It is meant to reinforce his point that the fact that psychology studies “all the causes, the whole causality of appearing … in no way signifies a creation of appearing as such, but merely the adaptation of the organic unity [of the embodied subject] to the structure of appearing.”
  For Merleau-Ponty, by contrast, both this adaptation and its reverse must be affirmed.  We have to say that the organic unity of the perceiver is adapted to the apriori structure of appearing and that this structure is adapted to the organic unity of the perceiver.  This double determination means that the concepts of the psychology that, in Pato˚ka’s words, studies “the being to whom the world appears just insofar as it itself is in the world,” do have a phenomenological import.  The concepts pertain to the structure of appearing as such.  Thus, in studying them, we do not just study the conditions of a being, an individual embodied subject.  We study the conditions of appearing itself in its determination of everything that appears, including the individual subject in its determination of what appears.  

Visibility as a Style of Being

 
How can we think of this double determination?  Toward the end of what we have of The Visible and Invisible, two features come to characterize it.  Both follow from his taking the structure of appearing or “flesh” as a “style” or “manner” of being.  The first concerns the horizonality of appearing, the second involves the fact that perceiver and perceived are “in” each other.


To call the structure of appearing a “style” of being is to claim that the structure of givenness and hiddenness that characterize appearing also characterize being.  This implies, as Merleau-Ponty remarks, “if Being is hidden, this is itself a characteristic of Being.”
  The same point can be put slightly differently by noting that we cannot say that the object is something that is there all at once, its nonperceived (or hidden) aspects existing in the same fashion as its perceived aspects.  If the object were such, then to posit it absolutely would require our grasping its aspects all at once.  For Merleau-Ponty, however, this is impossible. An embodied consciousness must proceed one perception at a time; it necessarily has a horizonal (foreground-background)structure.
 Given that this structure of appearing is a style of being—the style that makes being visible—we must affirm that the visible, perspectivally appearing object itself exists horizonally. Its being there as a side is one with our regarding it as such.  For Merleau-Ponty, then, “what merits the name of being” is not some absolute, all at once entity.  It is rather “the system of perspectives that open up to it….”
  In Heideggerian terms, the claim amounts to the assertion that being is inherently finite.  It cannot appear without concealing itself.  Each appearing is finite, not in the sense that it is a portion of a greater whole, one graspable by some higher “divine” intelligence.  It is finite insofar as the being that appears is inherently horizonal, i.e., has the style of inherently existing one perspective at a time.  


Aside from horizonality, the style of being that grounds visibility involves the fact that perceiver and perceived are “in” one another.  As an embodied perceiver, I am in the world.  Yet because my flesh “lines or covers” the world, providing the “dimensions” for its appearing, the world is in me.  For Merleau-Ponty, then, “because our flesh lines (tapisse) and even envelops all the visible and tangible things with which nevertheless it is surrounded, the world and I are within one another ….”
  This lining or covering the world occurs because our flesh supplies the “dimensions” that allow us to “refer” to the world
  It can provide them because it does not sense the world as an external observer; it senses it as part of it.  In Merleau-Ponty’s words, my flesh is capable of measuring the world “because my eyes which see, my hands which touch, can also be seen and touched, because, therefore, in this sense they see and touch the visible, the tangible from within ….”
  Thus, “my hand,” Merleau-Ponty writes, “while it is felt from within, is also accessible from without, itself tangible for my other hand.” Touched, “it takes its place among the things it touches, is in a sense one of them….”
  In other words, it is of the same order as the things it senses.  The hand that is touched is in and a part of the world it touches.  Yet, this tactile world is also in it.  The hand that touches provides a place for the tactile to appear.  The same holds for my body as such.  In my bodily being—concretely, through my eyes, ears, tongue, nose, skin, etc.—I provide the venues for the world’s appearing.

What we confront here is “a relation of the visible with itself,” one that involves a “coiling over of the visible on the visible.”
  It is that of “the return of the visible upon itself, a carnal adherence of the sentient to the sensed and of the sensed to the sentient.”
  This “carnal adherence” expresses itself in a kind of back and forth between the two.  Using the image of the bursting open or “dehiscence” of seed pods to describe the return of the visible upon itself, Merleau-Ponty writes: “flesh is … the dehiscence of the seeing into the visible and of the visible into the seeing.”
  “Flesh” here refers to the structure of appearing and, hence, to style of being that make visibility possible.  The back and forth that characterizes it is like “that certain, that never-finished differentiation, that openness ever to be reopened between sign and sign.”  The reference here is to the ability of our mental life to enrich itself each time it returns to itself via the signs it uses.
  The return, in other words, is not simply an unchanging back and forth.  It is characterized by openness, differentiation, and divergence.

Life as a Style of Being


How are we to understand these comments?  What is the relation of this “return,” taken as a style of being, to the assertion that perceiver and perceived are “in” one another?  The unfinished state of Merleau-Ponty’s work allows for no definite answers.  His calling the style “flesh,” however, does suggest that the style is that of organic life.  Since organic life is capable of sentience, when being takes on this style, visibility to sentient life does becomes possible.  What, then, is the style of life?  In its broadest sense, the style is that of being conditioned by that which one conditions.  Thus, living organisms affect their world, changing their environments.  Their environments in turn affect the organisms.  Through their actions on the world, they are thus capable of self-affection.  This self-affection is both an expression of their passivity to their surrounding world—i.e., of the fact that they are in it and dependent on it—and of their ability to interiorize this world.


On its most basic level, this style shows itself in the metabolic processing that characterizes living flesh.  This processing is dependent on the world’s supplying an organism with its material.  Yet, it results in the interiorization of the very material the organism relies on.  Thus, through its metabolic processes, an organism takes in nourishment and turns it into flesh, i.e., into the very metabolic process that it is as a living organism.  The process continues as it uses the result, which is itself, to acquire further nourishment.  Thus, the result of its processing is itself as a process.  Through this result, it continues the very metabolic process that is its style of being.  This means, as Hans Jonas observes, “organisms are entities whose being is their own doing ... the being that they earn from this doing is not a possession they then own in separation from the activity by which it was generated, but is the continuation of that very activity itself.”
  It is because of this that they display a certain primitive intentionality, a certain stretching out or directedness towards the world.
  Organisms have a world towards which they are directed since, as processes, they require it.  To succeed they must find nourishment; to be they must reach out of themselves.  They must also discriminate  between what they can and cannot process—i.e., between what is nourishment and what is not.  When such discrimination becomes sentience, this basic style of life becomes that of visibility itself.


A number of Merleau-Ponty’s working notes written towards the end of his life point to this interpretation.  In one of them, he equates the pair, “visible-seer,” with “projection-interjection.”  He asserts: “They both must be abstracts from one sole tissue.”
  If we take the “tissue” referred to as that of life in its metabolic processing, we can link the first pair with the second.  Thus, the relation of the visible with the seer involves intentionality taken as a  reaching out or “projection” of the seer into the visible world; it also involves the visible world’s “interjection” or interiorization in the seer.  Both relations, however, characterize life in its organic processing.  At the root of life’s reaching out or “projection” is its dependence on its world; at the basis of its “interjection” or interiorization is its transformation of this world into its own flesh.  The metabolic process manifests the “tissue” where both belong together since the organism interiorizes that which it reaches out to.  Since it is in the world that it interiorizes, the process exemplifies the relation of the seer and its visible world being “within one another.”  In its exposure to the world, an organism’s being-in-the-world is a being “held” or being “taken” by the world.  In its interiorization of the world, this being-in-the-world is also a “taking hold” of the world.  The thought that both belong together occurs in another working note when Merleau-Ponty formally defines “the idea of chiasm” (or intertwining) by asserting that “every relation with being is simultaneously a taking and a being taken, the hold is held, it is inscribed and inscribed in the same being that takes hold of it.  … It is not above life, overhanging.  It is beneath.  It is the simultaneous experience of the holding and the held on all orders.”
  According to our interpretation, this chiasm is “beneath” life because it is a style of being that grounds it, the same style, in fact, that grounds being’s sentience and, hence, its visibility.  This means that the simultaneous experience of holding and the held that characterizes visibility as “flesh” occurs “on all orders” of sentient life.  

A similar point can be drawn from a note written in the same month (November 1960), where Merleau-Ponty writes: 

Chiasm[:] I-the world, I-the other

Chiasm[:] my body-the things, [a chiasm] realized by the doubling up of my body into inside and outside—and the doubling up of things (their inside and their outside).   

It is because there are these 2 doublings-up that [the following] are possible: the insertion of the world between the two leaves of my body [and] the insertion of my body between the 2 leaves of each thing and of the world.” 
 

In other words, because my body has both an inside and outside, it can interiorize its surrounding world; it can through its metabolic processes (and ultimately through the internalization that is perception) accomplish this world’s “insertion.”  Doing so, it holds the world.  This very process, however, involves my body’s being held by the world, its “insertion” in the world.  Outside among the things, my body is inside the world.  Dependent on them, it is held both by the things and the world.  Both forms of insertion—both holding and being held—Merleau-Ponty insists, must be thought together.  When we do, we think the style of being that is visibility as such.  This is the style of “the flesh of the world or my own” understood as “a texture that returns to itself and conforms to itself.”
 The return occurs whenever flesh holds (or interiorizes) that which holds it.

The Question of the Apriori of the Visible


Merleau-Ponty and Pato˚ka have different conceptions of subjectivity’s relation to the world.  The result is a different understanding of the nature and the possiblity of the apriori of the visible.  Pato˚ka draws his apriori from Kant.  According to Kant, apriori synthetic judgments are possible because the interpretative categories that they employ are themselves apriori.  These categories can never be contradicted by experience because the syntheses that underlie them first make experience possible.  An essential part of Kant’s argument is that the “noumenal” subject that engages in this synthetic activity is not part of the appearing world.  Thus, the categories it imposes on this world, such as causality, do not apply to its action.  In its separation from the world, the subject, then, can perform undisturbed the syntheses that structure experience.  A similar separation can be found in Pato˚ka’s transformation of this apriori to into one of appearing qua appearing.  Since such appearing is not itself a being, but rather forms its own non-ontological category, it is equally distinct from the world.  In fact, the whole point of distinguishing the structures of appearing from those of the concrete “filled” subject is to assure the independence of this apriori.  No such separation, however, is possible for Merleau-Ponty.  It is, in fact, explicitly ruled out by the intertwining that unities the embodied perceiver with the structure of the visible.  This intertwining dooms any attempt to obtain an absolute certitude.  Merleau-Ponty writes in this regard, “If we wished to go beyond into a sphere of absolute certitude, … this … would mean that he who questions had distanced Being and the world from himself so much that he was of them no longer.”
  But this is impossible given that it is only as part of being that we are able to question being.  Such questioning is, as we noted, a function of the horizonal structure of the visible, which is itself a function of the fact of our being embodied perceivers.  


This fact affects our conception of philosophy.  Given that the philosopher who questions being is herself embodied, her questioning cannot have any final (or apriori) resolution in the Kantian sense.  Thus, according to Merleau-Ponty, we cannot overcome “brute  being” or “brute mind” by “the appeal to an immanent domain of positive thought of which the perceived world would be but the shadow: the shadow is in us rather than outside.”
  The shadow, which is our being inserted into and conditioned by the very world that we speak about, prevents any final closure.  The shadow manifests itself in the paradoxes and lack of closure of the main currents of Anglo-American and Continental philosophy.
  The difficulty is that, as part of the world, the philosopher both affects his situation and is affected by it.  As affected by it, “the situation of the philosopher who speaks as distinct from what he speaks of … affects what he says with a certain latent content which is not its manifest content.”  As a result there is always “a divergence between the essences he fixes and the lived experience to which they are applied, between the operation of living the world and the entities and negentities in which he expresses it.” 
 Because of this, there is always an excess.  There is always a divergence between the “aerial view of life” which fixes essences and “life, which is inherence in the world.”
  

What prevents the overcoming of this divergence can be put in terms of Hannah Arendt’s assertion that the “human condition is to be conditioned.
  Intertwined with the world, we are not neutral or pure observers of a given situation, but are affected or conditioned by it.  When we act, we affect our situation and the result—the excess that our action has created—affects us.  In other words, everything we do changes our situation and, hence, affects our description of it.  Our being affected by our situation, insofar as it changes us, changes the way we affect our situation, which changes its action on us.  The result is that we condition our situation and are conditioned by it in a continuous back and forth.  The underlying style of such movement is that of life itself, which, as a process, both holds and is held by the world it requires for its functioning.  Given this, we always have an excess of life over the thought that wants to fix the essences of things and situations.  Something always changes and there is always something more to be said.


What then is the nature Merleau-Ponty’s apriori?  How can we think of it, given that, as flesh, i.e., as a style or manner of being, this apriori does not just determine the embodied subject, but also is continuously adapted to this subject?  What we confront here is not a static, but rather a dynamic apriori.  Thrust into the world by virtue of our embodiment, the apriori is a structure that interacts with itself through the world.  It is, in other words, an apriori with a history—a development.  The constancy that characterizes it is not given by fixed, unchanging essences, but rather by the processes that always exceed them.  What is constant is, in other words, flesh as style or manner of being.  The living quality of flesh points to this style as that of life as such.  Merleau-Ponty’s attempt to see the structure of appearing as determining the organic unity of the subject and of this same organic unity as determining this structure is, then, an attempt to capture life as a style of being.  It is an attempt to see it as a style that involves visibility understood as the self-appearing of what is.  Now, such self-appearing is always finite, always in terms of a horizon of the patent and the latent.  Thus, the being that appears has the style of being there for us one perspective at a time.  The style, as I noted, is that of being in its inherent finitude.  It expresses the manner of the being that can only show itself or be grasped in finite perspectives.  Merleau-Ponty’s apriori is adapted to this finitude.  The structure of appearing it designates, in being determined by the organic unity of the perceiver, is both finite and excessive.  It is an apriori that always leaves room for the excess of the saying over the said.  

Pato˚ka’s apriori, by contrast, lays a claim to essences.  It assumes that there are aspects of being that can be grasped in their entirety, the aspects, namely, that involve its “self-showing.”  In this, he shares the enlightenment optimism that Kant exemplifies: Neither Pato˚ka nor Kant takes being as finite in the above defined  sense.  Does this mean that Pato˚ka is insufficiently radical, that, compared to Merleau-Ponty, he has not absorbed Heidegger’s lesson concerning the essential finitude of being?  Pato˚ka, I believe, would dispute this.  He would assert that his insistence on manifestation as such, i.e., his claim that manifestation is its own, nonontological category, makes him much more radical than Heidegger.  He would claim that Heidegger’s proposed “destruction of the traditional content of ancient ontology” still moves on the level of an inquiry into the nature of being.  In its focus on the relation between being and presence, it still attempts to speak of the being of appearing.   For Pato˚ka, a radical reform of metaphysics would entail abandoning the attempt to speak of appearing in terms of being, i.e., to link it to some ontological commitment.
  It does not matter whether this be a commitment to the absolute subjectivity that is Husserl’s time-constituting consciousness or to the being-in-the-world that is Heidegger’s Dasein or to the various material elements and processes that make up a natural scientific account.  The history of metaphysics, in both its traditional and modern versions, shows that whenever we make such a commitment, we fall into paradox.
  To avoid this, we must not conflate (or intertwine) the question of appearing with that of being.  When we keep the two distinct, we open up for appearing the independence it requires to form a genuine apriori.  We also assert that there are aspects of being that can be grasped in their entirety. 

Since such a grasp implies the nonfinite character of being, it is clear what the stakes are in the effort to speak of appearing as appearing.  At issue in the debate is nothing less than the question of whether being is finite or not.  As close as Merleau-Ponty and Pato˚ka are in their attempt to move beyond Husserl, a great divide—perhaps the greatest in philosophy—ultimatley separates them
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