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ABSTRACT

In light of the central role scientiﬁc research plays in Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology, the question has arisen whether his phenomenology
involves some sort of commitment to naturalism or whether it is better
understood along transcendental lines. In order to make headway on this
issue, I focus speciﬁcally on Merleau-Ponty’s method and its relationship to
Kant’s transcendental method. On the one hand, I argue that Merleau-Ponty
rejects Kant’s method, the ‘method-without-which’, which seeks the a priori
conditions of the possibility of experience. On the other hand, I show that this
does not amount to a methodological rejection of the transcendental
altogether. To the contrary, I claim that Merleau-Ponty oﬀers a new account
of the transcendental and a priori that he takes to be the proper subject
matter of his phenomenological method, the method of ‘radical reﬂection’.
And I submit that this method has important aﬃnities with aesthetic themes
in Kant’s philosophy.
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1. Introduction
Although in the ﬁrst paragraph of the Phenomenology of Perception MerleauPonty describes phenomenology as a kind of ‘transcendental philosophy,’ in
defending his phenomenological position throughout the text, he draws on
scientiﬁc research, most notably research in psychology (PhP lxx).1 To name
but a couple of examples, his analysis of research on phantom limbs and
the case study of ‘Schneider’ play a pivotal role in his phenomenological
account of the body and perception (see PhP Pt. 1, Chs. 1, 3).
CONTACT Samantha Matherne
smatherne@fas.harvard.edu
1
I use the following abbreviations for Merleau-Ponty’s texts: Film: ‘Film and the New Psychology’; N:
Nature; PhP: Phenomenology of Perception; PrP: Primacy of Perception; SB: Structure of Behavior. For
Kant’s texts: A/B: the Critique of Pure Reason, citations are to the A and B pagination of the ﬁrst and
second editions, and KU: the Critique of the Power of Judgment, citations are to the volume and page
number of Kants gesammelte Schriften.
© 2019 BSHP
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In light of the central role scientiﬁc research plays in Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, the question has arisen whether his phenomenology involves
some sort of commitment to naturalism or whether it is better understood
along transcendental lines (see, e.g. Inkpin and Reynolds, ‘Merleau-Ponty’s
Gordian Knot’). Contemporary philosophers of mind who draw on his work
in defending embodied and enactive accounts of perception tend to read
him along naturalist lines (see, e.g. Dreyfus, ‘The Primacy of Phenomenology
over Logical Analysis’; Dreyfus, ‘Merleau-Ponty and Recent Cognitive Science’;
Gallagher ‘Body Schema and Intentionality’; Gallagher, ‘Cognitive Science’).
Meanwhile, others have made the case that his philosophy is of apiece with
the transcendental projects of Kant and/or Husserl.2
In this paper, I focus speciﬁcally on the question of whether Merleau-Ponty
takes on transcendental commitments.3 And in order to make headway on
this issue, I concentrate on Merleau-Ponty’s method and its relationship to
Kant’s transcendental method. Given the methodological orientation of this
paper, I shall largely set aside issues pertaining to Merleau-Ponty’s appraisal
of Kant’s substantive philosophical positions,4 and concentrate, instead, on
his interpretation and assessment of Kant’s method.
On the one hand, I argue that Merleau-Ponty rejects Kant’s method, the
‘method-without-which’, which seeks the a priori conditions of the possibility
of experience. On the other hand, I show that this does not amount to a rejection of transcendental methodology altogether. To the contrary, I claim that
Merleau-Ponty oﬀers a new account of the transcendental and a priori that
he takes to be the proper subject matter of his phenomenological method,
the method of ‘radical reﬂection’. And I submit that this method has important
2

For discussions of the relationship between Kant’s transcendental philosophy and Merleau-Ponty’s, see
Dillon ‘Apriority in Kant and Merleau-Ponty’; Smyth ‘Merleau-Ponty and the “Naturalization” of Phenomenology’, 90, 149–50; Gardner, ‘Merleau-Ponty’s Transcendental Theory of Perception’; Gardner,
‘Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology in the Light of Kant’s Third Critique and Schelling’s Real-Idealismus’;
Matherne, ‘Kantian Themes in Merleau-Ponty’s Theory of Perception’; Summa, ‘Toward a Transcendental
Account of Creativity’. For discussion of the relationship between Husserl’s transcendental philosophy
and Merleau-Ponty’s, see Heinämaa, ‘Merleau-Ponty’s Modiﬁcation of Phenomenology’; Zahavi,
‘Merleau-Ponty on Husserl’; Moran, ‘Husserl’s Transcendental Philosophy and the Critique of Naturalism’;
Smith, ‘The Flesh of Perception’.
3
In this paper, I thus set aside issues surrounding his use of scientiﬁc research and whether this implies
naturalism.
4
For discussions of Merleau-Ponty’s criticism of Kant’s view of the subject, the world, and perception, see,
e.g. Carman, ‘Sensation, Judgment, and the Phenomenal Field’; Carman, Merleau-Ponty, 53–60; Carman,
‘Between Empiricism and Intellectualism’; Rockmore, Kant and Phenomenology, Ch. 6; Romdenh-Romluc,
Merleau-Ponty and Phenomenology of Perception, 24, 54–61. For discussions of Merleau-Ponty’s more
positive appraisal and his appropriation of various aspects of Kant’s philosophy, e.g. Kant’s account of
schematism (Carman, ‘The Body in Husserl and Merleau-Ponty’; Carman, Merleau-Ponty, 105–11; Matherne, ‘Kantian Themes in Merleau-Ponty’s Theory of Perception’); of imagination (Matherne, ‘The Kantian
Roots of Merleau-Ponty’s Account of Patholog’; Smyth, ‘The Primacy Question in Merleau-Ponty’s Existential Phenomenology’; Lennon, Imagination and the Imaginary, Chs. 2–3); of reﬂective judgment in the
third Critique (Coole, ‘The Aesthetic Realm and the Lifeworld’; Gardner ‘Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology
in the light of Kant’s Third Critique and Schelling’s Real-Idealismus’, 11–13); and of creativity in the third
Critique (Lennon, Imagination and the Imaginary: Ch. 3, Summa, ‘Toward a Transcendental Account of
Creativity’).
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aﬃnities with aesthetic themes in Kant’s philosophy. In particular, I highlight
the ways in which Kant’s Transcendental Aesthetic and his account of the
‘hidden art’ of our imagination from the ﬁrst Critique and his analysis of the
‘subjective universality’ of judgments of the beautiful in the third Critique
serve as resources that Merleau-Ponty draws on in developing his own transcendental method.
In order to explore the relationship between Kant’s and Merleau-Ponty’s
methods, I begin in §2 with Merleau-Ponty’s regressive interpretation of
Kant’s method. In §3 I address Merleau-Ponty’s criticisms of Kant’s method
as failing to understand the nature and methodological role of experience
and the limitations that places on Kant’s philosophical results. Then in §4 I
turn to Merleau-Ponty’s presentation of his preferred philosophical method,
so-called ‘radical reﬂection’. Even though this reﬂection remains oriented
toward experience, I argue that Merleau-Ponty nevertheless takes it to have
a transcendental and a priori subject-matter. I conclude in §5 by highlighting
the continuities between Merleau-Ponty’s method and aesthetic themes in
the ﬁrst and third Critiques. In light of these aesthetic parallels, I suggest
that Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological project can be productively read as
a new Transcendental Aesthetic.5

2. Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of Kant’s method
In order to orient our discussion of Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of Kant’s
method, I want to begin by brieﬂy looking at some passages from the ﬁrst Critique that appear to be particularly formative for Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of Kant. With this textual framework in place, I then turn to MerleauPonty’s regressive reading of Kant’s method.
Kant famously begins the B-Introduction with the claim, ‘There is no doubt
whatever that all our cognition [Erkenntnis] begins with experience’ (B1).
However, he quickly qualiﬁes this claim, asserting, ‘But although all our cognition commences [anhebt] with experience, yet it does not on that account all
arise [entspringt] from experience’ (B1). Kant thus suggests that although all
cognition begins with experience, it is nevertheless possible that experience
is not the source of all our cognition. Kant then draws a distinction between
two kinds of cognition: empirical and a priori. Whereas empirical cognition
has its ‘source a posteriori, namely in experience,’ a priori cognition has a
source that is ‘independent of all experience’ (B2). And unlike the contingency
and particularity of empirical cognition, he claims that a priori cognition
involves ‘necessity’ and ‘universality’ (B3).
5

Merleau-Ponty’s positive assessment of Kant’s Transcendental Aesthetic owes a debt, in part, to Husserl’s
reading of the Aesthetic as amenable to phenomenology at CM 146 and FTL 292 (see PhP 453).
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Kant goes on to argue that transcendental philosophy is concerned with a
priori cognition:
I call all cognition transcendental that is occupied not so much with objects but
rather with our mode of cognition of objects insofar as this is to be possible a
priori. A system of such concepts would be called transcendental philosophy.
(B25)

So understood, the transcendental philosopher aims at clarifying the a priori
sources of our cognition of objects.
In the body text, Kant then proceeds to identify the relevant a priori sources
of cognition. To this end, he claims that, ‘Our cognition arises from two fundamental sources in the mind’: sensibility, which gives us objects, and understanding, by means of which objects are thought (A50/B74). He accordingly
devotes the Transcendental Aesthetic to an account of the a priori forms of
sensibility, viz., space and time, and the Transcendental Analytic to the a
priori forms of understanding, viz., the categories (‘reality’, ‘substance’, ‘causality’, etc.). He frequently calls these a priori forms the ‘conditions of possibility
of experience’ and the ‘conditions of the possibility of objects of experience’
(see, e.g. A48-9/B66, A94/B126-7, A111, B161).
With this minimal textual framework in view, let’s now turn to MerleauPonty’s interpretation of Kant’s method. In general, Merleau-Ponty presents
Kant’s methodology as a species of what he calls ‘intellectualist reﬂection’
or ‘reﬂective analysis’ (see, e.g. PhP lxxii-iii, 40–44, 226–7). According to
Merleau-Ponty, this method aims to show that it is the transcendental
subject or consciousness, the ‘I think’, that ‘constitutes’ or ‘constructs’ the
world and objects that we experience (see, e.g. PhP lxxiii, lxxxi, 42–3, 253).6
In Kant, Merleau-Ponty claims that the general intellectualist method takes
speciﬁc shape as ‘the method of “that-without-which” [ce sans quoi]’ (PhP 463,
468). Merleau-Ponty describes the core of this method as follows:
Beginning from our experience of the world, reﬂective analysis works back
toward the subject as if toward a condition of possibility distinct from our experience and presents universal synthesis as that without which there would be no
world.
(PhP lxxiii)

What I now hope to show is that Merleau-Ponty ultimately understands this
methodological core along ‘regressive’ lines (VI 33, 45). That is to say, he attributes to Kant a regressive style of argumentation in which he takes experience as his initial premise and then seeks to establish the a priori
conditions without which this premise would not be possible.
6

Merleau-Ponty does acknowledge that in the Refutation of Idealism, Kant claims there is no empirical selfconsciousness without an external world (PhP lxxxi). However, Merleau-Ponty argues that, for Kant, ‘the
relations between subject and world are not strictly bilateral, for if they were … Kant could not speak of
a “Copernican Revolution”’ (PhP lxxiii).
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In oﬀering a regressive reading of Kant’s method, Merleau-Ponty’s
interpretation veers, in some important ways, close to the classic regressive
reading of Kant’s method oﬀered by Karl Ameriks in ‘Kant’s Transcendental
Deduction as a Regressive Argument’ (2003/1978). In this article, Ameriks
argues that Kant’s aim in the Transcendental Deduction is not to refute all
skepticism. Instead, Ameriks claims that Kant takes experience in the robust
sense of ‘empirical knowledge’ [Erkenntnis] as given (60).7 And he maintains
that Kant’s goal in the Transcendental Deduction is to give a regressive argument in which he shows that the categories are a necessary condition of that
robust experience.
There are some signiﬁcant parallels between Ameriks’s and MerleauPonty’s analysis.8 Like Ameriks, Merleau-Ponty indicates that Kant takes
experience in a robust sense as his methodological starting point. Not only
does Merleau-Ponty repeatedly suggest that Kant takes experience as his
starting point,9 but also he attributes to Kant a robust conception of experience, viz., as involving ‘the experience of a world … in the sense of a
system of relations that fully determines each event’ (PhP 228). So understood, experience amounts to empirical knowledge of a ‘universe’ replete
with fully determinate objects that stand in causal relations to one another
(PhP 43–4, 50).10 Like Ameriks, Merleau-Ponty thus identiﬁes Kant’s methodological point of departure as experience in the sense of empirical knowledge.
Having identiﬁed experience in this robust sense as his initial premise,
Merleau-Ponty claims that Kant then oﬀers a regressive argument in which
he identiﬁes the a priori conditions without which experience would not be
possible. Merleau-Ponty maintains that Kant treats these a priori conditions
as the further ‘premises’ from which the initial premise of experience is
‘derived’:
The philosophy of reﬂection … thinks it ﬁnds clarity through analysis, that is, …
in the most fundamental conditions implicated in the brute product, in the premises from which it results as a consequence, in a source of meaning [source de
sens] from which it is derived.
(VI 33)

Ameriks points to passages in which Kant deﬁnes experience as ‘empirical knowledge’ [Erkenntnis, ‘cognition’ in the Guyer/Wood] (B147, 161).
One signiﬁcant diﬀerence is that whereas Ameriks is concerned with showing that Kant’s primary interest
is not refuting all skepticism, skeptical concerns do not play a central role in Merleau-Ponty’s treatment
of Kant in the Phenomenology. There is a case to be made that skeptical concerns play a more central role
in The Visible and Invisible, which I will not pursue.
9
For example, he says, ‘Kant himself said with insight, what is given is experience’ (PhP 228, see also 229, VI
34).
10
Although I cannot discuss the details, Merleau-Ponty thinks Kant is motivated to endorse this conception
of experience because he adheres to a pattern of thinking that Merleau-Ponty calls ‘objective thought’
(PhP 50, 74).
7
8
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On Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation, the sort of fundamental premises Kant is
after are a priori ones, i.e. premises that are independent from experience.
Hence his suggestion, quoted above, that Kant’s analysis ‘works back
toward the subject as if toward a condition of possibility distinct from our
experience’. And in seeking out these a priori conditions that are distinct
from experience, Merleau-Ponty claims that Kant’s ‘reﬂective analysis ceases
to adhere to our experience’ (PhP lxxiii, see also PhP 43).
According to Merleau-Ponty, Kant conceives of these a priori conditions of
possibility as forms of ‘universal synthesis’ that have their seat in transcendental apperception (PhP lxxiii). And Merleau-Ponty argues that Kant, at least in
the B edition of the ﬁrst Critique, identiﬁes these forms of synthesis not just
with the categories, but with space and time as well. Merleau-Ponty’s attributes this intellectualist view of space and time to Kant in light of his infamous
footnote to §26 of the B Deduction, where Kant says,
Space … contains more than the mere form of intuition … so that the form of
intuition merely gives the manifold, but the formal intuition gives unity to
the representation. In the Aesthetic I ascribed this unity merely to sensibility,
only in order to note that it precedes all concepts, though to be sure it presupposes a synthesis, which does not belong to the senses.
(B160n)

Although this controversial footnote is open to many different interpretations,
Merleau-Ponty reads it as follows,
the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason withdraws “formal intuition”
from the sensibility—the “Transcendental Esthetic” spoke of the “manner in
which we are aﬀected”—and gives it to the understanding … in order to manifest better the presence of the “I think” at all levels of consciousness.
(SB 248, see also N 27)

On Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation, then, in the B edition, Kant treats space
and time as forms of synthesis that have their seat in transcendental apperception. And Merleau-Ponty maintains that it is these forms, of space, time,
and the categories, that Kant’s regressive analysis alights upon as the a
priori conditions without which experience would not be possible.

3. Merleau-Ponty’s criticism of Kant’s method
My primary aim in this section is to explore Merleau-Ponty’s criticisms of Kant’s
method; however, before I do so, I want to note two methodological commitments that Merleau-Ponty takes himself and Kant to share.
First, as we shall see below, Merleau-Ponty thinks that they both recognize
experience as the starting point of philosophical reﬂection. Second, MerleauPonty intimates that he and Kant both conceive of philosophical reﬂection as
something that ought to track the fundamental ‘sources’ from which
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experience springs. In his words, this reﬂection is one that ‘seek[s] the originary, that by which the rest can be and can be thought’ (PhP 302).
Yet in spite of this agreement, Merleau-Ponty maintains that Kant makes
some crucial methodological mistakes that hamper his philosophical conclusions in a signiﬁcant way. In particular, I want to highlight three key mistakes that Merleau-Ponty thinks Kant makes with his method, which turn
on Kant’s construal of the nature and methodological role of experience. I
then consider the limitations that Merleau-Ponty claims these mistakes
place on the success of Kant’s philosophical results.
The ﬁrst charge Merleau-Ponty levels against Kant is that he mischaracterizes the nature of the experience that serves as the methodological starting
point of philosophical reﬂection. There are two aspects of this mischaracterization that Merleau-Ponty emphasizes. The ﬁrst concerns Kant’s construal of
experience in terms of empirical knowledge. According to Merleau-Ponty, it
is not experience in this more cognitive or reﬂective sense, but rather our
‘unreﬂective’ experience of the world, which should serve as our philosophical
point of departure (see, e.g. PhP 34, 251, 302, 373). For Merleau-Ponty, this
experience is unreﬂective to the extent that it is not mediated through reﬂective thought and judgment about what we encounter (see PhP 36). However,
Merleau-Ponty is clear that this unreﬂective engagement does not amount to
passive aﬀection. Instead, Merleau-Ponty claims that in unreﬂective experience, we ‘understand’ [comprendre] the ‘meaning’ [sens] of something,
without this understanding being either ‘automatic reﬂex’ or ‘knowledge’
[connaissance] (PhP 145). He, in turn, attributes this mode of understanding
to the body and one of his main goals in the Phenomenology, especially in
Part One, is to clarify what role this bodily understanding plays in unreﬂective
experience.
The second place Merleau-Ponty claims Kant goes wrong in characterizing
experience concerns how Kant construes the world we experience. According
to Merleau-Ponty, Kant deﬁnes the world we experience as a ‘universe’ in
which every object is fully determinate and stands in fully determined
causal relations to other objects (see PhP 42, 44, 48, 73, 313–17, 342).
However, on Merleau-Ponty’s view, once we appreciate that experience is
most fundamentally unreﬂective experience, then we will ﬁnd that the correlate of this experience is not the universe, but rather the world, deﬁned as a
‘pre-objective’ being, which encompasses ‘things’ and ‘other selves’ (see PhP
Pt. 2, Chs. 3–4). This world is ‘pre-objective’ in the sense that it is not fully
determinate, but rather involves a kind of ‘openness’ and ‘ambiguity’ that
resists objective determination.11 And, on his view, it is this pre-objective

See, e.g. the sections titled, ‘Reality and incompleteness of the world: the world is open’ and ‘The world
as the nucleus of time’ in the chapter ‘The Thing and the Natural World’ (PhP 345–349).

11
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world, along with the things and others in it, that serves as the proper correlate of unreﬂective experience.
Although Merleau-Ponty thus criticizes Kant’s characterization of experience and the world of experience, he by no means wants to deny that we
can have empirical knowledge. Instead, what he wants to call our attention
to is the fact that our empirical knowledge is grounded in our unreﬂective
experience of a pre-objective world. In Merleau-Ponty’s technical parlance,
the relationship between the ‘unreﬂected’ [l’irréﬂéchi] and ‘reﬂected’ [la
reﬂéxion] is the relationship of ‘founding’ [Fundierung]:
The relation between … reﬂection and the unreﬂected … , is the two-way
relation that phenomenology has called Fundierung [founding]. The founding
term ( … the unreﬂected … ) is primary in the sense that the founded term is
presented as a determination or a making explicit of the founding term.
(PhP 414)12

As we see here, Merleau-Ponty maintains that the unreﬂected is more
‘primary’ than the reﬂected insofar as it serves as the ground of the reﬂected.
And he indicates that reﬂection is to be understood as something that makes
that unreﬂective ground ‘determinate’ and ‘explicit’.
According to Merleau-Ponty, then, although Kant is right to treat experience as the starting point of philosophical reﬂection, Kant made a mistake
in construing this experience as reﬂective empirical knowledge of a universe,
when it, in fact, is the unreﬂective experience of a pre-objective world, on
which that empirical knowledge is founded. And he takes this mistake to
be a signiﬁcant problem for a transcendental philosopher, because he
thinks such a philosopher ‘seek[s] the originary, that by which the rest can
be and can be thought’ (PhP 302). As Merleau-Ponty sees it, the only way
to reﬂectively attain this ‘orginary’ is to place our reﬂective experiences
back into the ‘context’ of unreﬂective experience in which they are founded
(PhP 302).
The second objection that Merleau-Ponty levels against Kant’s method is
that it is inconsistent with Kant’s own recognition that ‘all our cognition
begins with experience’. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty thinks that the philosophical
method that Kant develops is inconsistent with this recognition. To this end,
Merleau-Ponty suggests that Kant treats experience as a mere methodological
means to get to what he takes to be the proper subject matter of transcendental philosophy, viz., the a priori forms of experience and apperception.
12

Although I here highlight the sense in which the founded term (reﬂection) depends on the founding
term (the unreﬂected), Merleau-Ponty is clear that Fundierung is a ‘two-way relationship’ and he
claims that the founding term depends on the founded one ‘since it is only through the founded
that the founding appears’ (PhP 415). For a broader discussion of this reciprocity and how it plays
out in Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of mathematics and natural science, see Rouse, ‘Merleau-Ponty’s Existential Conception of Science’; Matherne, ‘Merleau-Ponty on Abstract Thought in Mathematics and Natural
Science’; and Romdenh-Romluc, ‘Science in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology’.
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In Merleau-Ponty’s words, he treats experience as ‘the ladder one pulls up
after oneself after having climbed it’ (VI 34–5).
Yet from Merleau-Ponty’s perspective, treating experience as a mere methodological means is inconsistent with Kant’s prior recognition that all cognition begins with experience:
Kant already showed that the a priori is not knowable prior to experience,
outside of our horizon of facticitiy … . If the a priori maintains its character in
Kant’s philosophy of that which ought [doit] to be the case, in opposition to
what exists in fact and as an anthropological determination, this is merely to
the extent that he has not followed his own program to its logical conclusion,
for he set out to deﬁne our powers of knowledge through our factual condition
… . From the moment in which experience—that is, the opening onto our
factual world—is recognized as the beginning of knowledge, there is no
longer any means of distinguishing a level of a priori truths and a level of
factual ones.
(PhP 229)

Here, Merleau-Ponty indicates that by setting up his account of a priori cognition in the way that he does, viz., with the prefatory remark that all cognition
begins with experience, Kant situates his account of the a priori within the
limits of experience, or the ‘horizon of facticity’ (a notion I shall return to
below). To then treat experience as a mere methodological means to get to
the a priori as that which is independent of all experience is a move that
Merleau-Ponty thinks is inconsistent with this prior commitment.
Kant, of course, is not insensitive to this apparent inconsistency; which is
why he notes that, ‘As far as time is concerned, then no cognition in us precedes experience, yet, it does not on that account all arise [entspringt] from
experience’ (B1). However, this move is not one that Merleau-Ponty will recognize as legitimate. As we saw above, Merleau-Ponty argues that unreﬂective
experience is the foundation on which all reﬂective knowledge is built. As
such, Kant’s eﬀort to identify a source of cognition independent from experience is something Merleau-Ponty thinks is fundamentally misguided. Against
Kant, he insists that unreﬂective experience is the ‘Ursprung’ from which the
reﬂective springs (PhP 382). By Merleau-Ponty’s lights, then, Kant’s claim
that ‘all our cognition must begin with experience’ should not be understood
simply as a claim about the temporal order of our experience, but rather as a
claim about the foundational relation that obtains between experience and
the reﬂection founded upon it. Thus, Merleau-Ponty’s second charge is that
Kant’s methodological treatment of experience is inconsistent with his
proto-phenomenological recognition that all cognition, transcendental philosophical included, begins with experience.
The third mistake Merleau-Ponty attributes to Kant concerns his conception of the aim of his method, viz., uncovering the a priori conditions of
the possibility of experience. According to Merleau-Ponty, it is not the
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conditions of the possibility of experience that philosophical reﬂection should
seek, but rather the conditions of its actuality. As he makes this point in
relation to the unreﬂective experience involved in perception:
The intellectualist insight does not reach this living cluster of perception because
rather than unveiling the operation that makes it actual or by which it is constituted, it seeks the conditions that make it possible or without which it would not
exist.
(PhP 40, see also PhP 62, 228, 468)

As we see here, Merleau-Ponty is committed to the primacy of the actual over
the possible for philosophical reﬂection. His motivations for this commitment
are, once again, related to his conception of unreﬂective experience, this time
with respect to its ‘facticity’.
Following Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty insists on the ‘facticity’ [facticité] of
human experience (see PhP lxx, 62, 265). On this view, human experience is
characterized by a basic fact: we are contingently ‘thrown’ into a world that
is ‘already there’ prior to our birth (PhP lxxviii, lxx). This world, with its
natural, cultural, and social facets, constitutes a ‘de facto situation’ that we
ﬁnd ourselves in (PhP 173). And Merleau-Ponty claims that human existence
is deﬁned as a ‘taking up of’ this de facto situation (PhP 173). So understood,
this de facto situation is not one that we can ever evade; rather, it is what we
are at grips with as long as we are existing. According to Merleau-Ponty, then,
human experience involves an indelibly contingent element: it is circumscribed by a ‘horizon of facticity’ (PhP 229).
With this conception of facticity in place, we can now return to MerleauPonty’s criticisms of Kant’s methodological aim. On Merleau-Ponty’s assessment, by orienting his method toward ﬁnding conditions of possibility, Kant
privileges possibility over actuality. Kant, on this reading, treats those conditions of possibility as more foundational than the actual or factual experience that we are given. However, as we have just seen, Merleau-Ponty
argues that there is nothing more foundational than unreﬂective experience,
which is deﬁned in terms of facticity. That is to say, on Merleau-Ponty’s view
there is nothing more foundational than the conditions of our actual or factual
situation. Once again, then, Merleau-Ponty thinks that if transcendental philosophy is to uncover the ‘originary’, then it cannot aim at uncovering the conditions of possibility, it must aim at the conditions of facticity and actuality.
In sum, while Merleau-Ponty thinks Kant is right to take experience as his
methodological starting point, he claims that Kant mischaracterizes that
experience, is inconsistent in his treatment of experience, and misunderstands the proper aim of a philosophical method aimed at the originary. By
Merleau-Ponty’s lights, these problems with Kant’s method, in turn, put
limits on how successful his results can be. To this end, he argues that
Kant’s conclusions can, at best, be incomplete, abstract, and naïve.
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The charges of incompleteness and abstraction are related. Beginning with
the notion of ‘incompleteness’, Merleau-Ponty argues that insofar as Kant
orients his method around the reﬂective experience involved in knowledge,
he neglects the foundations of this knowledge in unreﬂective experience
(see PhP lxxiii). As such, Kant’s method can promise us only a partial analysis
of the upper registers of our reﬂective engagement with the world without
touching on the lower register in which it is based. As a result, MerleauPonty argues that Kant’s results will be ‘abstract’: they will involve reﬂective
concepts, ideas, deﬁnitions, etc., that are in some sense abstracted or drawn
from unreﬂective experience (PhP 226). And insofar as Kant’s method only
engages with the secondary layer that is drawn from this more ‘primordial
layer,’ his results will remain abstract (PhP 228).
Again, this is not to say that Merleau-Ponty denies that a philosophical
account of our reﬂection and empirical knowledge is of value. To the contrary,
he claims that his philosophical project aims at giving an account of our ‘total
situation’:
The remarks we made concerning reﬂection were nowise intended to disqualify
it for the proﬁt of the unreﬂected … . It is a question not of putting perceptual
faith [i.e. faith in the unreﬂective] in place of reﬂection, but on the contrary of
taking into account the total situation, which involves reference from one to
the other.
(VI 35)

For Merleau-Ponty, then, the task is to give an account of the unreﬂective and
reﬂective, concrete and abstract, and the relations between them (VI 35).
However, such a complete and concrete account of our total situation is
one that Merleau-Ponty thinks Kant’s methodological choices close him off
from.
Merleau-Ponty, furthermore, argues that Kant’s results are ‘naïve’. In this
vein, he claims that Kant’s analysis involves a ‘naïveté’ that ‘loses an awareness
of its own beginning’, and that, ‘The whole reﬂective analysis is not false, but
still naïve, as long as it dissimulates from itself its own mainspring’ (PhP lxxiii,
VI 34). Merleau-Ponty’s idea is that although Kant’s reﬂection begins, as any
reﬂection does, by drawing on the unreﬂective in which it is founded, Kant
forgets this beginning. Drawing on Husserl’s criticisms of Kant to make this
point, Merleau-Ponty suggests that Kant’s method ‘makes use of our relation
to the world,’ without ‘standing in wonder before the world,’ i.e. without
attending to the pre-objective world that our experience depends upon
(PhP lxxvii, see also VI 34). Thus, in addition to being incomplete and abstract,
Kant’s philosophical positions will involve some form of naïveté because they
are arrived at through a method that remains unaware or forgetful of its
foundations.
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At this point, however, it should be noted that Merleau-Ponty ultimately
has a rather subtle reading of Kant, according to which Kant’s analysis does
not have to go in this problematic direction. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty reads a
certain tension in Kant between his intellectualist-sounding commitments,
which emerge most sharply in the Transcendental Deduction, and what
Merleau-Ponty regards as more proto-phenomenological commitments,
which emerge in the Transcendental Aesthetic. He brings this tension out in
an especially clear way in his discussion of Kant’s Copernican Revolution in
his ‘Nature’ lectures (1956–7).
There, Merleau-Ponty claims that the core of the Copernican Revolution
involves the ‘humanist’ recognition that ‘Being rest[s] on man’ (N 21).
However, Merleau-Ponty argues that there is ambiguity in how Kant
pursues the Copernican Revolution, so that it takes on a ‘double meaning’
for Kant: an ‘anthropological’ meaning and an ‘absolute’ meaning (N 21).
According to the ‘anthropological’ meaning, Merleau-Ponty claims Kant
situates his account of the dependence of being on the human subject in
an account of the nature of that subject, as at once passive and spontaneous.
And, on Merleau-Ponty’s reading, Kant’s analysis of sensibility as receptive and
responsive to something given in the Transcendental Aesthetic betrays some
phenomenological insight. To this end, he suggests that Kant, there, recognizes ‘a contingent particularity of ‘human constitution’,’ our ‘ﬁnitude’, that
there is ‘something brute in our experience,’ and that, ‘There is a facticity of
the experience of myself and the world’ (N 21–2). About space, in particular,
he says that in the Aesthetic, Kant treats space as ‘the manner in which we
are aﬀected, a brute given of our human constitution’ (N 27, see also SB 248).
However, Merleau-Ponty argues that Kant, particularly in the second
edition of the ﬁrst Critique, takes the Copernican Revolution in an ‘absolute’
direction. In its absolute or intellectualist guise, the Copernican Revolution
points toward the ‘human being as the power to construct’ and as ‘positing
power,’ which is ultimately responsible for the constitution of Being (N 22).
On Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation, Kant adopts this more absolutist view in
the B edition of the ﬁrst Critique, as evidenced by Kant’s alleged attribution
of space and time to apperception in the B160 footnote mentioned above.
By Merleau-Ponty’s lights, it is this absolutist or intellectualist strain in
Kant’s thought that is the root of his methodological mistakes and limits.
Meanwhile, the anthropological direction of the Copernican Revolution,
especially as it takes shape in the Transcendental Aesthetic, is something
that Merleau-Ponty regards as more promising, insofar as it hinges on the recognition of the ﬁnitude, facticity, and contingency of human experience.
For Merleau-Ponty, then, a better philosophical method is one that
acknowledges the foundational and factical nature of unreﬂective experience
and sets as its task the clariﬁcation of the actual conditions involved in this
experience. Although it might then seem like the only mode of philosophical
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reﬂection that Merleau-Ponty will countenance is a non-transcendental one,
in what follows I hope to show that Merleau-Ponty, instead, endorses a kind
of reﬂection that rests on a new conception of the transcendental and a priori.

4. Merleau-Ponty’s method of radical reﬂection
Merleau-Ponty labels his own mode of ‘phenomenological’ or ‘existential’
reﬂection, ‘radical reﬂection’ (PhP 229, 468). And in this section, after detailing
the aims of his radical reﬂection, I argue that he conceives of this as a kind of
transcendental philosophy.
As I noted above, Merleau-Ponty agrees with Kant that the methodological
starting point of philosophical reﬂection should be experience, albeit deﬁned
as our unreﬂective experience of the pre-objective world. In his words, ‘The
task of a radical reﬂection … consists paradoxically in recovering the unreﬂective experience of the world’ (PhP 251). So understood, unreﬂective experience is not a mere methodological means, but rather it serves as the end of
radical reﬂection: it is that which radical reﬂection attempts to ‘recover’.
However, as we also discussed earlier, Merleau-Ponty does not think that
reﬂection simply stays with the unreﬂective; reﬂection attempts to make it
explicit. There are a couple of things to note about Merleau-Ponty’s conception of how radical reﬂection goes about this explication. In the ﬁrst
place, Merleau-Ponty claims that radical reﬂection is conscious of the fact
that reﬂection depends on the unreﬂective. In his words, ‘radical reﬂection
is conscious of its own dependence on an unreﬂected life that is its initial, constant, and ﬁnal situation’ (PhP lxxviii, see also PhP 64, 227, 251 and VI 38). In
sharp contrast with the naïveté of the Kantian, then, Merleau-Ponty thinks
the radical phenomenologist acknowledges the debt that her reﬂection
owes to the unreﬂective situation she is thrown into.
Second, Merleau-Ponty has a particular conception of how the phenomenologist is to go about making the unreﬂective explicit, viz., through ‘description’ and ‘expression’. The concept of phenomenological description is, of
course, one that he draws from Husserl and his demand that we return ‘to
the things themselves’ (PhP lxxi). And, as Merleau-Ponty presents it, phenomenological description is to be contrasted with both scientiﬁc explanation,
which seeks causes, and rational reconstruction, which seeks reasons (see
PhP lxxi-iii, 49–50). What description attempts to do, he claims, is help us
see the unreﬂective and pre-objective world (see PhP 49–50). In this vein,
he maintains, description tries to ‘awaken’ these phenomena, to ‘make
them appear,’ to ‘place [them] before our eyes,’ and to get us to ‘see’ them
(PhP lxxvii, lxxxii, ‘Film’ 58). Merleau-Ponty sometimes uses the language of
‘expression’ to make this point. In the ‘Primacy of Perception,’ for example,
he claims that description involves the ‘attempt to express immediate experience’ (PrP 30). Meanwhile, in the Phenomenology, drawing on Husserl, he says
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that radical reﬂection attempts to bring our ‘still-mute experience … to the
pure expression of its own sense’ (PhP 228, see also PhP lxxix, VI 38).
For Merleau-Ponty, then, unreﬂective experience serves not only as the
starting point of methodological reﬂection, but also as its end, in the sense
that unreﬂective experience is that which radical reﬂection attempts to
make explicit through description and expression. And its embeddedness in
this very unreﬂective situation is something that Merleau-Ponty claims
radical reﬂection constantly bears in mind.
With this picture of radical reﬂection in place, we should now ask whether
there is reason to think of this method as a transcendental one. As we saw
above, some have suggested that Merleau-Ponty’s extensive use of scientiﬁc
research pushes his method in more naturalist directions.13 There is, however,
textual evidence that tells against this interpretation. Merleau-Ponty himself
characterizes phenomenology as a ‘transcendental’ philosophy (PhP lxx). He
claims that phenomenology is oriented toward a ‘transcendental ﬁeld’ (PhP
62, 65, 381).14 He speaks of the ‘true transcendental’ that phenomenology
sets its sights on (PhP 382). And he asserts that ‘this new [radical] reﬂection,
which is the phenomenological conception, amounts to giving a new
deﬁnition of the a priori’ (PhP 229).
Although these passages point in a transcendental direction, recently
Andrew Inkpin, ‘Was Merleau-Ponty a ‘Transcendental’ Phenomenologist?’
has argued that in spite of these claims, Merleau-Ponty cannot rightfully conceive of his philosophy in transcendental terms. Inkpin takes this to be the
case because he thinks Merleau-Ponty cannot meet what he calls the ‘transcendental challenge’ (‘Was Merleau-Ponty a ‘Transcendental’ Phenomenologist?’, 28). As Inkpin presents it, the transcendental challenge has two
components: ﬁrst, it requires an account of the ‘kind of validity distinguishing
transcendental claims’ and, second, it demands that these claims ‘can be
secured by a phenomenological method’ (‘Was Merleau-Ponty a ‘Transcendental’ Phenomenologist?’, 28). And Inkpin maintains that Merleau-Ponty
cannot meet this challenge on account of his commitment to the ‘primacy
of the actual’: insofar as Merleau-Ponty is committed to the primacy of the
actual, Inkpin thinks that he can neither oﬀer an account of, nor develop a
method to elucidate a set of a priori claims with a ‘speciﬁc modality’ (‘Was
Merleau-Ponty a ‘Transcendental’ Phenomenologist?’, 44, 41). Against this criticism, I shall now make the case that Merleau-Ponty is able to meet both
aspects of the transcendental challenge: he not only provides an account of
Reynolds, ‘Merleau-Ponty’s Gordian Knot’, e.g. oﬀers a ‘deﬂationary’ reading, according to which
Merleau-Ponty’s transcendental philosophy involves a commitment to ‘minimal methodological naturalism,’ i.e. the view that ‘philosophical results ought to be broadly continuous with those of the sciences’
(82–83). The topic of Merleau-Ponty’s use of scientiﬁc results is a topic I have here set aside.
14
This notion echoes Husserl’s ‘ﬁeld of transcendental experience’ and the ‘transcendental ﬁeld of experience’ (CM 26, 31, 100).
13
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the distinctive modality of a priori truths, but also his phenomenological
method plays a role in articulating a priori truths.
In order to see how Merleau-Ponty meets the ﬁrst aspect of this ‘transcendental challenge’, I want to take a closer look at how he deﬁnes the notions of
the transcendental and a priori within his phenomenological framework.
Beginning with the transcendental, as I read him, Merleau-Ponty aligns the
transcendental with the total situation that we are thrown into, i.e. with the
pre-objective world with its natural, cultural, and social facets that we are at
grips with through experience. I believe this is the idea underlying his characterization of the transcendental in the section titled, ‘The true transcendental
is the Ur-Sprung [springing-forth] of transcendences’ (PhP 382). There,
Merleau-Ponty asserts,
that which is truly transcendental … is not the collection of constitutive operations through which a transparent world … is spread out in front of an impartial
spectator, but rather the ambiguous life where the Ursprung [i.e. the origin or
source] transcendences take place, which, … puts me into communication
with them and on this basis makes knowledge possible.
(PhP 382)

In spite of the density of this passage, the ideas Merleau-Ponty here articulates
should be familiar from above. In a negative vein, he rejects the intellectualist
view that deﬁnes the transcendental in terms of a transcendental subject who
constitutes or constructs the world around her. In a positive vein, he aligns the
transcendental with the ‘Ursprung’ of ‘transcendences’. By ‘transcendences’, I
take him to have in mind that which transcends any embodied subject,
including the world around her, things in that world, and other subjects.
And by ‘Ursprung’, I take him to have in mind the origin or source not only
of our experience of those transcendences, but also of the knowledge that
is founded on that basis. As I interpret him, then, Merleau-Ponty conceives
of the true transcendental as that which is most fundamental or originary,
the source of all experience of transcendences and, in turn, knowledge.
We can now turn to Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of the a priori15 and the
concern that he cannot oﬀer a viable account of the distinctive modality of
a priori claims. Let’s return to his statement that,
From the moment in which experience—that is, the opening onto our factual
world—is recognized as the beginning of knowledge, there is no longer any
means of distinguishing a level of a priori truths and a level of factual ones.
(PhP 229)

For discussions of Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the a priori, see Hall, ‘The A Priori and the Empirical in
Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception’; Dillon, ‘Apriority in Kant and Merleau-Ponty’; Smyth,
‘Merleau-Ponty and the “Naturalization” of Phenomenology’, 157–9; Low, ‘Merleau-Ponty and Transcendental Philosophy’, 281–2; Inkpin, ‘Was Merleau-Ponty a “Transcendental” Phenomenologist?’, 40, 42.
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Rather than dismiss talk of the a priori altogether, Merleau-Ponty here indicates that his notion of radical reﬂection calls for a new conception of the a
priori, which does not place it on a level separate from fact, but instead
places them both on the level of experience. Although they are not on separate levels, Merleau-Ponty does not mean to say that a priori truths are identical
to factual truths.16 His point is that there is essential connection between the
two. More speciﬁcally, he argues that, ‘a priori truths amount to nothing other
than the making explicit of a fact,’ and that, ‘The a priori is the fact understood,
made explicit and followed through into all of the consequences of its tacit
logic’ (PhP 230, my emph.). Thus, in order to understand Merleau-Ponty’s
views of the a priori, we need to know just which facts the a priori makes explicit and what the process of making explicit involves.
Regarding the relevant facts, it is important to recognize that MerleauPonty draws a distinction between two kinds of facts: ‘accidents’ and ‘fundamental contingencies’ (see PhP 229). An accident, on Merleau-Ponty’s view, is
something that could ‘befall a subject and an object,’ where that subject or
object is ‘indiﬀerent’ to that fact (PhP 263). For example, there is a fact that
pertains to how long my hair is today as compared to yesterday; however,
this is something that has befallen me and that I am indiﬀerent to. By contrast,
Merleau-Ponty characterizes a fundamental contingency as a fact that characterizes the situation that we are thrown into and the fundamental ways in
which we, as embodied human subjects, take up that situation (PhP 173).
Indeed, throughout the Phenomenology he oﬀers detailed descriptions of
these basic structures, e.g. of the body schema, the world, space, time, our
relation to others, the cogito, and freedom. These structures are, on the one
hand, contingent: they pertain to the factical situation that we, as human
beings, happen to be thrown into, and how we, as human beings, take that
situation up. On the other hand, Merleau-Ponty describes them as ‘fundamental’ because ‘these facts are presupposed in our primordial encounter with
being’ (PhP 263). That is to say, on his view, these facts shape our experience
at the ground level. And it is this basic or ‘originary’ character of these contingencies that set them apart from accidents.
If we turn back to Merleau-Ponty’s account of the a priori in light of this distinction between facts, as I interpret him, when he says that the a priori is the
‘making explicit of a fact’, he has in mind the facts that are fundamental contingencies, rather than accidents. That is to say, Merleau-Ponty conceives of a
priori truths as those that make explicit a particular subset of factual truths,
viz., those that reﬂect the fundamental contingencies of human existence.
These factual truths and a priori truths are thus on the same ‘level’ in the
As Hall, ‘The A Priori and the Empirical in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception’ points out,
although Merleau-Ponty’s language can sometimes invite the identity interpretation (e.g. ‘Thus every
truth of fact is a truth of reason, and every truth of reason is a truth of fact’ (PhP 414)), this is not a
relationship of identity, rather a relationship of foundation (304).
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sense that they are both oriented toward the fundamental contingencies of
our basic situation and the basic ways we take that situation up. What this,
in turn, means is that even if this account of a priori truths is tethered to
Merleau-Ponty’s view of the primacy of the factual and the actual, he takes
claims about these truths to be distinct from claims about mere accidents.
But what of the Kantian idea that the mark of the a priori is its necessity and
universality? Is there any sense in which Merleau-Ponty’s a priori involves this
kind of modal force? Beginning with necessity, Merleau-Ponty notes that,
Human existence will lead us to revisit our usual notion of necessity and of contingency, because human existence is the change of contingency into necessity
through the act of taking up. All that we are, we are on the basis of a factual situation that we make our own.
(PhP 174)

As I understand his position, it is contingent that we are thrown into a certain
situation. Nevertheless, there are certain characteristic ways that we, as
human beings, take up this situation, e.g. through our body, time, space,
freedom, etc. These ways of relating to our situation then become necessary
for us because they are the most fundamental ways in which we engage with
that situation. So, our experience is necessarily spatial and temporal, we
necessarily have freedom, not in the sense that space, time, and freedom
are necessary in all possible worlds; rather, they have become necessary as
the fundamental ways in which we take up our contingent situation. Insofar
as a priori truths are ones that make explicit these contingencies-madenecessary, they will have a distinctive modal character: they articulate the fundamental contingencies that have become necessary for human beings who
are thrown into the world.
Meanwhile, with regard to universality, there is reason to think that the a
priori in Merleau-Ponty’s sense involves universality as well. However, in
order to see this, I believe that we need to turn to Merleau-Ponty’s reading
of another aspect of Kant’s philosophy, viz., Kant’s aesthetics. For, as I hope
to now show, Kant’s notion of a ‘hidden art’ of imagination from the ﬁrst Critique17 and of the ‘subjective universality’ of judgments of beauty from the
third Critique (KU §§6–9) play a pivotal role in shaping Merleau-Ponty’s conception of universality.
Merleau-Ponty alludes to both of these Kantian ideas in the Preface:
In the Critique of Judgment, Kant himself demonstrated that there is a unity of
the imagination and of the understanding, and a unity of subjects prior to the
object, and that, in an experience of beauty, for example, I undergo the
Kant uses this phrase in the Schematism chapter to describe the imagination’s activities as a ‘hidden art
in the depths of the human soul’ (A141/B180). For a discussion of the relationship between Kant’s
account of schematism and Merleau-Ponty’s account of the body schema, see Matherne, ‘Kantian
Themes in Merleau-Ponty’s Theory of Perception’.
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experience of the harmony between myself and another, which is itself without
any concept … ; [the subject] discovers in himself and appreciates himself as a
nature spontaneously conﬁrming to the law of understanding. But if the subject
has a nature … , then the hidden art of the imagination must condition the categorial activity; it is no longer merely aesthetic judgment that rests upon this
hidden art, but also knowledge, and this art also grounds the unity of consciousness and of consciousnesses.
(PhP lxxxi)

In this passage Merleau-Ponty suggests that there is a shift in Kant from the
more intellectualist conception of the subject he defends in most of the ﬁrst
Critique to a more proto-phenomenological conception in the Schematism
chapter of the ﬁrst Critique and the account of beauty in the third Critique.
In the ﬁrst Critique, Merleau-Ponty claims Kant works with an intellectualist
notion of a subject as ‘the universal thinker of a system of rigorously
related objects … , the positing power that imposes the law of understanding on the manifold’ (PhP lxxxi). By contrast, in the third Critique, MerleauPonty thinks Kant embraces a conception of the subject that does not
deﬁne it in terms of its intellectual or conceptual capacities. In support of
this reading, Merleau-Ponty points towards Kant’s claim that judgments of
the beautiful have ‘subjective universality’ (KU 5:212). According to Kant,
when I judge something to be beautiful, I lay claim to the agreement of
everyone else; however, I do so without relying on any concepts (KU §6).
In lieu of concepts, I take my response to the object to be one that any
other human being, in virtue of sharing my same cognitive capacities,
ought to share. On Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation, this means that Kant
recognizes that there is something that deﬁnes subjects, prior to our conceptual activities.
Merleau-Ponty, in turn, suggests that, for Kant, it is our ‘hidden art’ that
deﬁnes the subject at this more fundamental level. This hidden art, as
Merleau-Ponty understands it, enables subjects, prior to imposing concepts
on things, to spontaneously experience unity. Merleau-Ponty then claims
that, for Kant, insofar as this hidden art is our nature, it does not just
ground our aesthetic judgments and categorial judgments, but also the
‘unity of consciousness’ within a subject and the ‘unity of consciousnesses’
between subjects. Merleau-Ponty goes on to gloss this ‘hidden art’ in terms
of Husserl’s notion of ‘operative intentionality,’ i.e. the kind of intentionality
that characterizes human existence as a whole (PhP lxxxii). And MerleauPonty’s suggestion is that Kant’s ‘hidden art’ aligns with Husserl’s ‘operative
intentionality’ insofar as they characterize the nature of the human subject,
a nature which we all share in common.
I take these considerations to bear on the question of universality because
Merleau-Ponty does identify a certain nature, a hidden art or operative intentionality, that human beings share in common and which give rise to the unity
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of consciousnesses.18 And the fundamental structures discussed above, which
pertain to the way human beings take up the situation they are thrown into,
can be understood as structures of this hidden art. That is to say, space, time,
freedom, the body schema, and so forth, are the structures that our hidden art
relies on in order to experience unity in the world, with others, and in our own
selves. To the extent that a priori truths make facts about these structures and
our hidden art explicit, they will be subjectively universal in character: they will
express truths that are valid for subjects like us.
In sum, on my interpretation, Merleau-Ponty understands a priori truths to
be ones that make explicit the facts that pertain to our fundamental contingencies, i.e. the contingencies that characterize the basic ways we as
human beings take up the situation we are thrown into. I have argued that
Merleau-Ponty conceives of these contingencies as necessary in the sense
that we have made them necessary by taking them up as our fundamental
ways of relating to the pre-objective world. And I have claimed that he
regards them as subjectively universal: they pertain to our nature as human
subjects, our hidden art with its fundamental structures. Insofar as a priori
truths make these facts explicit, they will have a distinctive modality: they
will express what is necessary and universal with respect to human beings
who have been contingently thrown into this world and who take up that
world in these characteristic ways. And in this way, I believe Merleau-Ponty
meets the ﬁrst component of the transcendental challenge, viz., providing
an account of the distinctive modality of transcendental claims.
What I would now like to suggest is that appreciating his account of the a
priori paves the way for understanding how he meets the second component
of the transcendental challenge, viz., the concern that his phenomenological
method lacks the resources to elucidate a priori claims. As I read him, clarifying
the necessary and universal structures of our unreﬂective experience and the
world is precisely what Merleau-Ponty uses his method of radical reﬂection to
do in the Phenomenology. As we saw above, Merleau-Ponty thinks radical
reﬂection is tasked with making our unreﬂective experience and the preobjective world explicit through description and expression. And part of
this, I submit, involves Merleau-Ponty describing and expressing the transcendental structures and a priori truths that make explicit the necessary and universal aspects of that unreﬂective experience and pre-objective world. Insofar
as this is the case, I submit that Merleau-Ponty can also meet the methodological prong of the transcendental challenge.
Consider, for example, the chapter from the Phenomenology, titled ‘Space’
(PhP 253–311). In this chapter, Merleau-Ponty tries to vindicate his
18

My interpretation of Merleau-Ponty’s view of universality thus diﬀers from the more future-directed,
practical account oﬀered by Smyth, ‘Merleau-Ponty and the “Naturalization” of Phenomenology’,
158–9.
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phenomenological conception of space against empiricist accounts of space,
as a ‘real’ or ‘physical’ container, and intellectualist accounts of space, as a
form of synthesis that has its seat in the transcendental subject (see PhP
253–4, 265). Adhering to the method of radical reﬂection, Merleau-Ponty
takes as his starting point, the experience of space:
We would here like to confront this distinction [between empiricist and intellectualist conception of space] … with our experience of space, the ultimate authority (according to Kant himself) of all knowledge touching on space.
(PhP 254)

Merleau-Ponty then offers us descriptions of our experience of space, drawing
on ﬁrst person reﬂection and psychological experiments.
Through all of this, Merleau-Ponty argues that what we ﬁnd is that space is
something we experience as ‘already constituted’ or ‘already acquired’ (PhP
263, 264). That is to say, space is not something that I as a subject constitute
or construct through a universal form of synthesis; it is part of the ‘milieu’ that I
ﬁnd myself thrown into (PhP 264). Space, in this sense, is a fact. However, it is
not a fact in the empiricist sense, i.e. a truth about the psychical world. Rather
it is a fact at the level of a fundamental contingency:
We must not ask … why existence is spatial … . The question could only be
asked if [this] fact were [an] accident that befall[s] a subject and an object
that were themselves indiﬀerent to space. Perceptual experience shows us,
however, that [this] fact [is] presupposed in our primordial encounter with
being, and that being is synonymous with being situated.
(PhP 263)

As he makes this point a couple of pages later, ‘At the core of the subject,
space and perception in general mark the fact of his birth … . [S]pace is established upon our facticity’ (PhP 265). In other words, for Merleau-Ponty
although space is a fact, it is a fact that characterizes the facticity of our
way of existing. As such, it is precisely the sort of fact that Merleau-Ponty
suggests an a priori truth makes explicit. And, as I read the ‘Space’ chapter,
it is his attempt to do just this: to express the a priori truths about space in
a way that involves the making explicit of our unreﬂective experience of it.
To be sure, the a priori truths he expresses cannot be understood as necessary
in the Kantian sense; however, they do count as necessary in Merleau-Ponty’s
sense. They make explicit a contingency that human beings have made
necessary by taking space up as a fundamental way of relating to the
world. And these truths about space reﬂect what is subjectively universal,
i.e. true for human beings. So understood, Merleau-Ponty’s goal in the
‘Space’ chapter is to use radical reﬂection to articulate certain a priori truths
about space, truths which are at once grounded in our factual experience
and which explicate the contingencies-made-necessary and subjectively universal features of that experience.
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A similar case could be made for Merleau-Ponty’s explications of other fundamental contingencies of human existence, like the body schema, our
relation to others, temporality, freedom; however, this is not something I
shall pursue here. Instead, what I hope to have shown is that Merleau-Ponty
has a way of meeting the transcendental challenge. Although he insists on
the primacy of experience and of the actual, he nevertheless thinks this is consistent with an account of experience from a transcendental perspective. He
adopts this position because he redeﬁnes the transcendental in terms of
the transcendental ﬁeld of experience and the a priori in terms of the fundamental contingencies of our human existence, which can, from our human
perspective, be understood as contingencies-made-necessary and as subjectively universal.

5. Conclusion
My goal in this paper was to make headway on the question concerning
whether Merleau-Ponty can be understood as a transcendental philosopher
by focusing, speciﬁcally, on the question of the relationship between his philosophical method and Kant’s transcendental method. To this end, I argued
that Merleau-Ponty rejects Kant’s method of that-without-which, a regressive
method that starts with experience only in order to advance to the a priori
conditions of the possibility of experience. However, I urged that MerleauPonty does not then conclude that the transcendental and the a priori have
no role to play in his phenomenological method. Instead I claimed that
Merleau-Ponty develops an account of radical reﬂection as something that
rests on an account of the transcendental and the a priori that remains tethered to experience. The goal of this mode of reﬂection, as we saw, is to
uncover the fundamental facts, the fundamental contingencies, that structure
our human experience and our relation to the world. And it is these contingencies which Merleau-Ponty treats as the a priori subject matter of his transcendental philosophy and which he seeks to explicate in the Phenomenology.
Although I devoted much of my attention to Merleau-Ponty’s criticisms of
Kant’s method, by way of conclusion I want to end on a more reconciliatory
note. Though Merleau-Ponty, no doubt, has little patience for Kant’s argumentative strategy in the Transcendental Deduction, I have made an eﬀort to bring
to light two aspects of Kant’s philosophy that Merleau-Ponty is more sympathetic to. First, Merleau-Ponty reads Kant’s Transcendental Aesthetic as resting
on the recognition of the ﬁnitude, contingency, and facticity of the human
being and as signaling the need for this recognition to serve as the starting
point of any proper philosophical analysis. Second, we saw that MerleauPonty heralds Kant’s claims about the hidden art of human nature and his
analysis of subjective universality in the third Critique as paving the way for
a more phenomenologically viable account of our nature and our unity
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with other subjects. And in both cases, it is the aesthetic in Kant that MerleauPonty is drawn to.19 It is the aesthetic elements of the ﬁrst and third Critiques,
the aesthetic of space and time, the art hidden in the human soul, the judgments of beauty, which Merleau-Ponty sees as making the most contact with
his own phenomenological project. Given these aesthetic aﬃnities and the
role they play in Merleau-Ponty’s development of his transcendental position,
far from Merleau-Ponty eschewing the Kantian programme altogether, his
phenomenology can be seen as carrying it forward, as his attempt to oﬀer
a new Transcendental Aesthetic.20
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