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The primacy of the body, not the primacy of perception

E. T. GENDLIN

Department of Behavioral S cience, University of Chicago, 5848 S. University Ave.,
Chicago, IL 60637

1.

The purpose of this paper is to save and carry forward some of Merleau-
Ponty’s crucial insights. They are not out-dated but capable of coming after
and exceeding the current emphasis on how the varieties of language and
history have re-organized (Foucault says they have “utterly destroyed”) the
human body.

We will examine and keep three important themes of Merleau-Ponty’s,
but carry them further in a somewhat different way.

. He asserted something that is prior to language and concepts. He thought
he found that in perception and the body.

. He asserted something that is not as yet in fixed form, and again it was
perception.

- He wanted to make interaction prior and more than the experience of
single subjects. In the chiasm he tried to consider perception as in-
herently interactional.

Merleau-Ponty is often bypassed today, because it is argued that nothing
human is without language, or prior to, or outside of language. In current
usage the word “language” includes concepts, history, culture, and politics.
The argument makes two related points:

a) We cannot talk or think about anything — for example perception and the
body — without language and concepts.

b) Even apart from talking or thinking about it, anything human — for
example human bodies, perception, events — have concepts and language
always already implicit in them. From this fact many people conclude
that anything human depends entirely on language, concepts, and history.
Nothing of the human animal seems to remain. As Foucault (1977: 148)
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