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"A truth seen against the background of absurdity, and an
absurdity wnich the te 1&010ﬁy of consciousness presunes to be
able to convert into truth, such is the primary phenomenon.
Such is the primary phenomenon of truth, at any rate, according

to Merleau-Ponty. It is well known that Merleau-Ponty was

concerned about the general topic of truth, and that some of the

works which he did not live to complete wers to have dealt
- N @ w_ o 2 ) » E -
extensively with this subject. In this paper, I shall argue

that Merleau~-Ponty ¢ uoSC“lbmd to at least one concept of truth

U

throughout his career. This concept of truth is suggested by

a2 pattern which recurs

jeia

h

e
;

8 discussions of perception, art,

tanguage, and history., As some of Merleau-Ponty’s translators

have pointed out, & pattern defining the virtues and limitations

of the human sense-making capacity is evident in much of his

works to wit, even if we occasionally succumd to the pretensions

of absolute knowing or lapse into the despair of thoroughgoing
scepticism, our ability to grasp the world's meaning, sense or
intelligibilty for the most part helps us to steer bastween thes
two delusory condi tions.” 1 shall argue that a similar pattern
informs Merieau-Poniy's characterization of our grasp of truth,

i

whether "the true”’ occurs in the natural world, in the socio-

"

historical world, in the worlds of artistic or linsuistic exXpressis
in the world of personal introspsction, or in the world of ideas,

The true is a function of a more or less precise but never alle

embracing “grip” or "hold” which we, as "body-subjects,” have

on reality in any of these worlds, Since we gain a grip on

reality only as body-subjects, that is, only from a perspective,
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we cannot legitimately expect to attain an absolute grasp of

truth. The truths which a body-subject grasps are continually

h-:c

- subject to possible revis

on, for a body-subject is the possibility
of adopting different perspectives on reality., But our
perspectival grip on truth need not lead us into complete
gcepticisms a body~subject’s perspsctives on reality can conv 2Yge,

overlap, and confirm each other, and they in fact tend to do so
for the most part, |
Merleau-Ponty's contrast between illusion and true perception
brings out the peculiar and problematic character of a body=-sub ject’s
grip on reality or a particular truth. In the philosephical
tradition which culminates in Descartes but goes back to Plato
and Aristotle, the difference betwsen true perception dnd illusion

lies in the character of an alleged judgment involved in each.

According to this view, both illusion and true perception consis

T

of the reception of data by the senses and a Jjudgment of the mind

about the import of the data, In the case of illusion, the

1]

Judzment is incorrect, while in the case of true perception, the
Judgment is corrsct, Therefore, evan the truth of the,yerceivgd
world, for the traditional view, is a property of Judzments

rather than things,5 Casting aside the notions of sensory data

and intellectual judgment as misleading, Merleau~Ponty speaks

of the exploratory movement of a body-subject, and of a gaze in

perception - a "logos of the aesthetic warld"é-n toward a
precise grip on reality. A body-subject is a being-in-the-world,

or the power to anchor in various “abodes" and within various
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‘horizons, " whic *h in turn are seemingly laid ocut in advance so
that the perspectives adopted from and within them can all

converge on a re:

o

lity or truth becoming-determin

w
<
W
5]
=
ot

another way, the exploratory movement of a body-subject tends

to com2 to rest at a certain normal or optimal situation in

-

which the true character of something comes to light:

For science and objective thought, an apparently small
object seen a hundred yards away is indistinguishabl
e

from the same object ses

hundred yards away is not real and pres&nﬁ in the sanse
ch it is at ten yards, and I identi?f e

1 its positions, at all distances, in all appsarances,
ar as all the perspectives converge towards the
eption which I obtain at a certain distance and with
a certain tjnlaa} orientation, This privileged pa2rception
ensureas the unity pf the perceptual process and draws into
it all other appearances, For each object, as for each
picture in an art gallery, there is an optimum distance
from which it regquires to be seen ., . . . A living body,

t close guarters, and divorced Trrom any background
against which it can stand out, is no longer a living beody,
but a mass of matter as outlandish as a lunar landscaps . . .
Azaln, seen from teo-great a distance, the body loses its
iiving valus, and is séen simply as a puppet or automaton,
The living body /itself lappears when its microstructure is
neither excessively nor insufficiently visible, and this
moment equally det 3rmines its real size and shage.7

True perception, then, depends not on the correctness of
a Jjudgment, but rather on the optimal bodily attitude for
i getting a grip on the real character of something But the

.

achievement of an optimal bodily attitude doss no

ot
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true perception from illusion, for it is a necessary condition
of either one, Illusion also involves attaining a grip which

is motivated by a structure of cues in the perceived world, The

o

grip in illusion is less pracise than the grip in true perception,

and the reality grasped is less clearly articulated., But attaining

peery

L

a grip on anything at all requires "pinning one's faith" on the
. . e : g8
world, no less in 1llusion than in true psrception. Merleau-

Ponty's discussion of painting clarifies this common dependence
of illusion and true perception on the achievement of an optimal
bodily stance, t is no accident that he speaks, in the long
passage quoted above, of the normal conditions for viewing a
painting as well as for gaining a grip on reality. Painters
can be masters of illusion, in so far as they present in their
work many of the motifs which we follow in gaining a grip on
reality, Painters can even offer enough cues to motivate the
observer to take an illuspry grip on "the things themselvesu"9
Or, as in non-representative painting, they can engage merely

f

in "multiplying the systems of equivalences” and offering "to

Yo

}..N

vision its inward tapestries® by "severing thelr adherence to

the envelope of'thinga,"la

U

What seems to distinguish illusion from true perception is
a premature conming-to-rest of the body~subject on a “reality"”
which will not support further exploration. The fact that I
have graspead not a truth but an illusory realiity will come
quickly to light if I vary my perspective on it or attempt to
carry my exploratory movement further, An illusion, like a
painting, offers us only a “familiar face with its expression

immediately understood” and motivating our grip on it, The
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intimacy of an out

that the real evades ma ag a
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will support unending exploration,
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Zer an inter-

o £ i ey Al ipid
wWnicn evades us

But how can a body-subject ever come to rest at a grip on

enuinely real or on a particular truth, if

Ed

further exploration

on illusion? Perhaps the

But this gr

.
ol

or optimal bo

en seems dangerously

knower, who pretends that all of

reality can be reducsd to

niliar face which can be completely

I seem to be

]

d with the unhappy choice of

{

g my exploratory movement toward a grip on reality

the illusory "eobject® o

absolute knowing, or

t without end and thus falling into a sceptical abyss,

on truth, according to the pattern evident in

many of Merleau-~Ponty's writings, is supposed to occupy a

secure position beyong the pretensions of absolute knowing and

5

is discussion of

aseems to make the situation of this

think that Merleau-Pont

<

b

following way.

i s

secures the position

Illusion involves a

the result of the

remature termination

rhich will not support further

=
:

perception involves a reality which

with constant Tirmness from varying perspsctives to

s e

L
~
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a point, and which supports an expl ratory movemant ending in

intention but unending in faﬁtt\%st a point®” msans that a

~ .
(g M
Ve

particular truth can be graspsd more firmly from different /7
perspactives than an illus ion can be, but that there will be /|,
Nass d
VIRV |

one or more perspactives from which a truth will be seen to be
only a pafticulag truth,’ Any truth is still a particular truth,
and not an illusion, but not the whole truth., "Ending in
intention but unznding in fact” means that an ﬁxplafatory
movement aims to come to rest at a final, total truth (hence;
the "teleology of consciousness®), but never does so., A body-
ect’s exploratory movement is temporal, but this is a
temporality which integrates the particular truths already

d at into the particular truths yet to come. 1In other
words, an ongoing exploratory movement integrates the varticular

-

hs arrived at yesterday into the more gensral truths arrived
at today, and will integrate the latter into the still more
gensral truths to be arrived at tomorrow. Therefor=s, on the

on2 hand, any particular truth ought never to be subssguently

-

rejected as a mere illusion by further exploration, but can be

imcorporat@ y a8 a "sediment” or abstract truth, into a moras

—

concrete truth., On the other hand, a final, total truth can
be aimed at in an exploratory movement, but a grip can in fact

be achieved only on lpbrmaglngTy general’truths. No particular

truth is ever entirely lost, but no total truth is ever found,

»

My grip on truth in the perceived world is thus a definit

}-Jo

L2
gort of grip which falls between the complete grip of absolute

knowing and the absence of grip of thoroughgoing scepticisn.
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My grip on ideal truths apparently fits into this pattern in

the same way:

When I think the Pythagorean theorem and recognize it
as true, it is clear that this truth is not for this
moment only. Nevertheless later progress in knowledge
will show that it is not yet a final, unconditione
ence and that, if the Pythagorean theorem and the

ce appeared as final, unconditioned
evidences, that is itself the mark of a certain cultural
epoch.. Later developments would not annul the Pythagorean
theorem but would put it back in its place as a partial,_
and alsgo an abstract, truth. Thus here also we do not
nave a timeleSs truth but rather the recovery of one
time by another time, just as, on the level of perception,
oUT cer

ainty about perceiving a given thing does not

nguarantee)that our experience will not be contradicted,

o =3 s o 2 T 2 2
or dispense us from a fuller experience of that tnlng.l

Since the unconditlonad evidence accompanying ideal truths "is
itself the mark of a éerﬁaih.cultural epoch,” I shall postpone
my discusgsion of ideal truth until I have considered the grip
on truth in the social and cultural worlds.

It

[42]

ecems that a body-subject can achieve the same sort of
grip on the truth or reality of “"other selves and the human

i ther

jede

world" as it can on "things and the natural world.” In e

case, my grip on particular truths seems to be the outcome of

AY)
ot
ot
&

4

<ploratory movement guided by a structure of motives or

2
13 Artifacts,

silent logic immanent in the perceived world.
institutionz, and the behavior patterns of Others seem to
disclose their truth or reality to a body-subject in the sanme

way as things in the natural world, Both a thing and another



‘person display expressive faces to my exploratory gaze, against

a backzround of Otherness that I can explore indefinitely. Given

this similarity, however, there are some characteristics which

saam to distinguish %@ hunan world from the natural world, and

wnich sesm to pose further problems Tor a grip on the truth of
the former.

First, the other person, as a body=-subject, is, as I am,
for-itself, while the thing obviously is not. Thus, as Merleau-
Ponty says, Paul's grief can never have the same significance for
me ag it has for him, In so far as what Paul's grief is for
him is a constitutive part of what.Paul’s grief is, the grip of
another body-subject would seem to be cut off from san important
part of the truth of Paul's behavior pattern., The behavior
pattern of another person seems to have for mj gaze a dimension

of Otherness or transcendsnce beyond that which he already share
second, other body-subjects secrete, their bshavior patterns

artifacts acqulrﬁ faces no lmss expressive than our behavior
patterns as body-subjects, So if Paul’s grief never quite is

or him Qhat it is for me, the same could be said of the artifécts
surrounding him, -~ Therefore, the grip of any body-subject would
seem to be cut off from an important part of the truth of

"objective mind" (any artifact, institution, or cultural object),

to the extent that what objective mind is for an indefinite

number of perspectives, many of which a body-subject can never

fully adapt, is a constitutive part of what objective mind is,
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It seems, then, that the spectre of scepticism ought to haunt
my grip on the truth pf the human world even more than it haunts

: . . 16
my grip on the truth of the natural world,

Although my grip on the truth of the human worl a or objective
mind seems compromised by my inability to coincide entixelj with
another person's grip on it, it seems that my grip on the truth
of "subjective mind," or my own states of thinking, feeling, and
willing, is, on the contrary, all-embracing, by virtue of the
coincidence of my own perspectives with myself, Unfortunately,

",

according to Merleau~Ponty, I am in no be

o

ter position to attair
a grip on the truth of myself than I am to attain a grip on the
the human world "outside” myself, There can be, for
example, illusory love as well as trues love, I can be under the
illusion that I am committed with my whole beinz to someaone or
gome cause, Jjust when I am in fact play-acting with one of my

1% . ‘
personae, ‘ I am not hooked up by a hotline to my own states

Just because they are my own Stamv some of my feelings and

commitments can be Jjust as illuscry for me as the character of
"external” things., As Merleau-Ponty bluntly puts it, "intro-

3
gpection gives me almost nothing."16

commitments from sheer play-acting is itself a
The only way I might have of getting a grip on the truth of
myself, then, is to explore my behavior patterns as another
person would "from the outside,” But now I have come full

circle to the original problem posed by my grip on the truth

of the human world: since the social is "not a determinable



object, but is what comes “%outféﬁ the fringes of all perspesctiv.
and on whiph they are erec ted, “19 its truth does not seem
graspable unless I can adopt an indefinite number of other
perspectives in principle not adoptable by me,

ceording to Merleau-Ponty, however, the problem posed by
the alien perspectives of other people is not unresolvable
I normally take a grip on the truth of artifacts, institutions,

and behavior patterns as one would take a grip on it

et

» ignoring
the first-person character of my perspective and those of other

20 . ' v o ‘ s s .
people,’ As lMerleau~-Ponty says, "if perspective distortions

were expressly given to us, we should not have to learn perspective”
3 {52 I

(including my owr persPeetive).zi Moreover, even after I have
natured or learned perspectiv I never entirely abandon my
childhood faith that other people see the world just as I do.
Only the preservation of this faith, as I acquire perspective,
enables me to arrive at {truths in an intersubjective worlds

The unsophisticated thinking of nur earliest years

remaing as an indispensible acquisition underlying

that of maturity, if there is to be for the adult one

single intersubjective world. My awarenass of

a

tiﬂg an objective truth would never provida
thing more than an objective truth for me,

and my greatest attempt at impartiality would never
enable me to prevail over my sub jectivity (as Descartes

80 well expresses it by the hypothesis of the malignant
¥ y g

(

demon), if I had not, underlying my judgments, the
certainty of being in contact with being

5

4

ore any voluntary adoption of a position

{

@
I were not @lready situated in an intersubjective world,
too were not uvwpheld by this basic doxa,
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With the cogito begins that struggle betwesn consciousnesses,
=4 > p -y 21 4% £ A,

each one of wnhich, as Hegel savs, seaks the desth of the

dissolve this primary faith in a common world or an intersubjective
ruth, Others and I can engage in an effort to share our perspectives,

.

51‘5

which can glip into each other even though .they can never entirely

oincide, by means of the intersensory communication of behavior

% ) . . N - M ; : 2
patterns or the cultural-object communication of manipulanda, 3

Not just any form of cummunication enables me to gain a

grip on truth, however, lerleau=-Ponty rvemarks somswhat cryptically

that spesch, rather than gestures and octher modes of behavior-

attern communication or painting and other modes of cultural-
; . B = g " L
vdect communication, is especially suited to serve this task,2

gseewns to have two reasons for singling ou*% spsech or prose

the cultural vehicle which augments a body~-subject®s grip
truth,

:xpression, so that theilr work seems to open out on one world,

Wnile the work of each writer expresses a unigue perspsctive on

4]

ne truth, this truth is presumed %o be the common support of

indefinite number of such perspectives,
Second, language is _istinctive;y fit to house the grips

perspectives which a number of body-subjects have taken on



particular 3 as sediments in an ongeing tradition of
2xploration, ach body-subject accomplishss such an inbtegration

P - 3
k

oi communication, but only speech or prosas can do the same job

»

}..X'

or a community of body-~subjects Iin an intersubjective world.
NMerleau-Ponty calls attention to the unique truth-bearing
capacity of prose by comparing it with painting:

Precisely because painting is always something to be
created, the works which the new painter is going to
produce will be added to already created works. T
res

hea
new do not make the old us&l@gs? nor do they ex 1y
contain them. They rival then,
Thus painting as a whole presents itself as an aboriive
effort to say something which remains to be said. Although
the man who writes is not content to simply extend existing

ous to replace it by an idiom
i . clent unto itself and

tes ultimate signification., $he given

es not stand before him as an eneny.
itirely ready to convert e«eryt 1ing naw he “Tards
ntoe an acquisition,

essential %o truth to be integral, whereas no
Pl
ng has ever pretended to be.z’

¢

If each painting rivals all previous paintings and fore-
shadows future rivals, while each work of prose presumz2s to
w3

retrieve the past, or does not push it aside but offers its
g

is clear which form of cultural-object

communication is best su

feto

ted to serve ag an appendage of a
body~subject’s grip on truths. The situation of the cinema

as a cultural object or manipulandum is peculiar, however




for it seems to share in some of the characteristics of both

-

painting and prose., Within each individual film.the presentation
P & P : j¢

of a temporal accrual of perspectives, similar to that which
pccurs in speech and in ordinary perception, is possible, A
film is, after all, a "temporal gestalt,” and the display of
varying perspectives by means of the montage technique closely
resembles the intersubjective circuit which a writer travels
in a work of prasewzé But it might be too sirong a claim to
say that the "language” of the cinema can bear acquired truths
from work %o work in a cumulative marner, as is presumed in a
tradition of literature, It might be safer to say that the
cinema more closely res&mhles painting when one®s attention

is drawn to the relations bstween individual works., In other
words, individual films seem to rival each other, and their
directors do not presume to preserve, elevate, and extend the
sediment of truths already acquired in previous films,

In any case, speech seams to augment the grip on truth by
ingtalling the exploratory movements of each speaker in an
intersubjective tradition accessible to any body-subject,

Any body-subject can draw on or contribute to this tradition

of expression in order %o augment his grip on truth. The

grip on truth in the "figurative" world of expression is no

less subject to the pattern that characterizes the grip on truth
in the "literal” worlds of things and other people, however,

The perspectives of speakers and writers tend To accumulate and
converge on particular truths which become seaiments in an

onzoing tradition of exploration, As in perception, this



convergance of perspectives in a tradition of expression saves
me from a thoroughgoing scepticism: no particulsr truth is ever
gsuperceded as a mere 111 sion by further exploration.,. But a

»

tradition of exprassion never enables me to arrive at a final

-

or total truth into which all particular truths could be

integrated in one moment of absolute knowing. A tradition of

A2

expression augments a body-subject’s grip on truth by placing
at his disposal the outcome of an intersubjective exploration
of the natural and human worlds, but this outcome is also only
a moment of a task yet to be accomplished.

I am now ready to consider lerleau~Ponty's assertion that
the unconditioned evidence characterizing an ideal truth is the

2% ,

mark of a certain cultural epoch.” This claim is ambiguous.

12 cultural epoch referred to could be that of modern or

e
<
a8
w
a
r-'"

t

01
,.x o

ian philosophy, for which the distinction between truths
of reason and truths of fact assumes central importance, For
this epoch all and only ideal +truths, as truths of reason,

would possess unconditioned evidence. Or the culitural epoch

o

rred to could be any epoch for which some truths possess
unconditionad evidence., On this interpretation, the truths
possessing unconditioned evidence for one cultural epoch may
not possess it for anothér, and this is how I discover that the

unconditioned evidence accompanying any ideal truth is the mark

of a certain cultural epoch. For example, which

i-lo

s the genuine

truth of reason for the Cartesian epoch: a truth of Newtonian

(¥

physics or a truth of Einsteinian physics? Neither one, it

. 3

seems, The former is an ideal truth possessing unconditioned
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truth posse s8ing unconditioned evidence for the Einsteinian

°

epoch, It seems that if the cultural epoch referred to is

that of Cartesian philosophy, then all ideal truths eternally

retalin unconditionad evidence

as truths of reason for absolute

knowers, But if the cultural epoch referrsd to is one for

which only some ideal truths possess unconditioned evidence

while others do not, then all ideal truths lose their unconditi

Once again, however, the pattern situating my

in this case on ideal truth, assures me that Thi

bayond the apparent dilemma of abgoluuw knowing and thoroughgoin

scepticism, Merleau-Ponty's tr atment of Marxism as a type of

o

ideal truth is an instructive instahoe of his general approach to

3

ideal truth., A full discussion of Merleau-Ponty®’s encounter
Y

with Marxism would be beyond the scope of this paper, but it

is well known that his views on Marxism underwant an important

. 28

shift during his career, After rescuing what he took to be

"

Nerleau-Ponly briefly brought it to bear as an instrument

the

augmenting his grip on the truth of the socio-historical world,

but finally revised his estimate of the truth of

s 29 i . . .
1tself,”™” Given the alternative interpretations

epoch” outlined above, Merleau-Ponty could have regarded Marxism

L

of *"cultural

as an ideal truth possessing unconditioned evidence for all

e

time, or as an ideal truth possess

for one and only one cultural epoch, Since he in fact revi

g unconditioned evidence

gg

09

truth of Marxism from its bourgeois critics and vulgar sympathizars,
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P
b

position on Marxism, Merleau-Ponty must have found its
truth to possess: unconditionad evidence for only ones epoch,

namely, the epoch which ruled his own early estimabe of its
truth, The first alternative, to take Marxism as one of a
number of eternal truths of reason for an absolute knower,
was never a live option for Merleau~Ponty; his own early
ssessment of Marxism itself ruled out this possibility. But
inal estimate of Marxism, as a type of ideal truth
with unconditioned evidence for only one epoch, imply a) . -~
thoroughgoing scepticism about either Marxism in particular or
ideal truths in general?

b
If one pays attention to Merleau-Ponty's characterization

of the grip on truth in perception and in expression, it shoulad
come as no surprise that a grip on ideal truth caen also avoid
the altsrnatives of scepticism and absolute knowing. The truth
of Marxism, as a type of ideal truth, ought not to be consigned
¢0'a garovage-heap of mere illusions, if it is Tound to have
unconditioned evidence for oma cultural epoch only:

barxism has definitely entéred a new phase of its history,

in which it can ingpire and orient analyses and retain a

real heuristic value, but it is certainly no longer true

in the sense in which it was believed to be trye,

can be reintegrated into the lanﬂuagﬁ of the one which

replaced it; it remains significant, keeps its Lruth.

Marx's theses can remain true as the Pythagorean theorem

fn )
is true: no longer in the sense it was true for the one
who invented it - as an immutable truth or property of
space 1itself - but as a property of a certain model of

=

=2

space among other pass‘gl@ spaces 30
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Id=al truths, like perceived truths, can be superceded, but

only by being taken up as sediments into more integral truths,

which in turn may be superceded by exploration in futurs
cultural epochs. Like any other truth, the truth of Marxism

not eternal, or is eternal only as an acguisition of

oahd
(42}

5

(.
»

ploration enabling a community of body-subjects to carry

this exploration further,
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