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General Description of the Work 

The work is divided up into three main parts that progressively build on each other: while the first 

part outlines the general coordinates within which the candidate’s assessment of Merleau-Ponty’s 

(hereafter M-P) philosophy takes place, the second part addresses the more specific question of the 

“phenomenal field” as a central notion of M-P’s phenomenology; finally, the last part of the thesis 

further elaborates upon the implications of the analyses of the “field,” with a special focus upon M-

P’s rejection of the so-called “Cartesian framework.” 

The candidate’s starting-point is the claim that M-P should not be regarded only as a philosopher, 

but also as a psychologist (p. 7), and his work a combination or synthesis of “phenomenology” and 

“Gestalt psychology.” Of course, the candidate is fully aware that other influences are at work in the 

thought of M-P, but for the sake of his discussion and of the specific goal he will pursue they can be 

left out (without this entailing any hermeneutical violence to the text). The ambition of the first part 

of the thesis is to identify and spell out the specific function(s) that both the Gestalt psychology and 

phenomenology (by which he mostly means Husserl and Heidegger) play in M-P’s conception of 

our “human experience” (p. 8) and, more specifically, of “perception.” It is important to stress that 

the candidate is not interested in any specific Gestalt psychologist, but rather confines himself to 

broadly speaking of the concept of Gestalt.  

When it comes to the phenomenological side of M-P’s philosophy, the candidate overtly follows 

Dreyfus’ position on how the question whether M-P is more a Husserlian or a Heideggerian thinker 

should be understood (p. 9). In a few and blunt words, M-P is mostly interested in describing the 

structure of the experience of Dasein, and even though he himself might claim to be fully in line 

with Husserl’s project, “when it comes to actually fulfilling the project, Merleau-Ponty turns away 

from Husserl and embraces Heidegger” (p. 10). By focusing on embodiment and perception, M-P’s 

enterprise wants to be an ideal “continuation” and, we would add, a completion of the project laid 

out in Being and Time. However, already at this point the candidate acknowledges that M-P departs 

from Heidegger on one crucial point: for, while Heidegger ascribes ontological priority to “the 

being of beings,” for M-P “the more fundamental issue” is “the perceived life-world” (p. 10). 
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Part two draws upon what has been just explained to provide a quick, yet systematic discussion of 

some of the most central concepts of Phenomenology of Perception: perception (§§8, 12); body and 

body-schema (§§9, 10); maximum grip and intentional arc (§11). The starting-point is M-P’s harsh 

dismissal of the notion of “sensation,” understood as an “isolated datum,” which is regarded as the 

“plague” affecting all traditional theories of perception (p.13). It is the Gestaltists who have shown 

in the first place that only a holistic approach to perception can really do justice to its richness. Here 

is when the body comes in: “perception” is understood within the framework of our human bodily 

experience, i.e., as “a opening onto the meaningful world” (p. 15). The interaction between the body 

and the environment is a “dialectical” relation, for body and world are not two separate substances 

mysteriously coming into contact: rather, they form a “synergistic system.” This of course requires 

a conception of space that breaks once and for all with the Cartesian system of coordinates (pp. 15-

16). This being emphasized, the candidate moves on to the discussion of the many aspects of the 

phenomenon of perception; in particular, it is crucial to recognize that the interconnected nature of 

the senses and the specific phenomenon called “synesthesia” are given great attention (p. 18). §11 is 

dedicated to the interesting issue of the “maximum” or “optimal grip,” construed (if we understand 

correctly the text and the reason why Dreyfus is evoked once again) as expression of the normative 

element immanent to the phenomenon of perception. This second part ends with a quick discussion 

of what the candidate calls the “atmospheric elements of perception” (briefly mentioned at the very 

end of §12). 

In the third and final part of the work the candidate wraps up the main implications of his analysis 

so far by directly tackling M-P’s rejection of the “Cartesian framework.” The latter follows from 

acknowledging what might be called the “irreducibility” of both the body and the idea of motivation 

to the dualistic ontology that dominates the Cartesian world. When it comes the body, the dualism 

in question is that of subject and object: “The body thus presents a new, third kind of being. This 

third kind of being stands in a sense between the other two since it makes to the world of objects 

available to the subject. In a more important sense, however, it stands prior to the other two 

categories since it serves as their transcendental condition” (p. 25). Something similar holds true of 

the concept of motivation, which turns out to be irreducible to the dichotomy cause-effect: “If 

objects are moved by causes and subjects are moved by reasons, there is a new kind of effect that 

corresponds to the third ontological category which is the body. Merleau-Ponty, in continuity with 

the phenomenological tradition, calls this new kind of effect a ‘motive’. In the realm of the 

phenomenal field, actions are not causally determined by mechanistic processes. Neither are they 

results of rational deliberation. Rather, they are responses to significance possessed by the 
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environment, answers to solicitations from the world, which is, as we have seen, already meaningful 

at the rock bottom level of description” (p. 26). 

Towards the conclusion, the candidate fleshes out how M-P developed his thought beyond the 

limits of Phenomenology of Perception by introducing and developing the two interrelated notions 

of “flesh” and “chiasm.” The candidate himself admits that the exposition is very brief and refers 

the reader to the works by Fred Evans and Tod Toadvine. 

 

Formal Remarks and Questions 

• Undeniably, the candidate shows good knowledge of the texts, of some of the core concepts of 

the project of Phenomenology of Perception, as well as of the way in which M-P intended to further 

develop his speculation.  

• The arguments are presented in a straightforward way and the use of brand new examples to 

elucidate M-P’s positions shows how much the candidate has dug deeply into the work.  

• However, and besides a few typos (starting with the title, which should be in the Philosophy of… 

rather than just in Philosophy of) it must be noted that the candidate’s ambition of covering an array 

of different aspects of M-P’s phenomenology of perception sometimes results in quick and brief 

analyses (as is the case, for example, with the atmospheric elements of perception or with the notion 

itself of Gestalt). 

 

I propose the thesis to be firmly accepted for the defense, and content-wise the discussion should 

focus upon the following issues. 

 

(1) I would like Martin Tůma to elaborate a bit better upon his decision to adopt Hubert Dreyfus’ 

perspective on how M-P should be approached. On the one hand, the candidate recognizes that “this 

particular interpretative approach as opposed to any other is not really […] the deepest in meaning 

or the closest to Merleau-Ponty’s own intentions;” yet on the other hand Dreyfus’ reading de facto 

determines all the most important aspects of Martin Tůma’s reading of M-P, starting off with his 

position vis-à-vis Husserl and Heidegger’s phenomenology. The argument according to which “I 

choose it simply because it is readily accessible and easily digestible” does not suffice. 

(2) The question of the “atmospheric elements of perception” is worth being further expanded on; 

for, it could be interesting to better understand what an “atmosphere” in general is. The candidate 

uses the term on a few occasions, and in relation to quite different phenomena. E.g.: “atmosphere or 

a meaningful halo around the object” (§8); “Color gives the life an atmosphere, a certain base 

rhythm” (§10); “the atmospheric elements of perception, like lighting or distance” (§12). What is 
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the actual contribution of the “atmosphere” to the meaningfulness of perception? What is then the 

difference between “atmosphere,” “field” and “background”? Does it have a “normative” function, 

as the very end of §12 seems to suggest? 

(3) I would like Martin Tůma to dwell a bit on the theoretical or systematic role that he ascribes to 

the Gestalt psychology; for, it is not really clear in what the latter actually consists. It seems to boil 

down to just a holistic approach to perception (or experience in general), which was then purged of 

its naturalism through phenomenology. Now, since it could be easily argued that both Husserl and 

Heidegger already lay claim to a holistic approach to experience (though in a different sense), then 

it becomes difficult to understand how the positive contribution of the Gestalt psychology should be 

understood or appreciated in the present context. 

 

Depending upon how the defense goes, the proposed final grade could oscillate between very good 

and excellent. 

 

April 20th, Prague 2020 

Daniele De Santis 

  


