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The lives and philosophies of Jean-Pau l Sartre (1905–80) and Mau rice
Merleau-Ponty (1908–61) intertwine and re ect each other in many ways,
as Jon Stewart’s collection records. Both lost their fathers at an early age,
and both attended the prestigiou s E cole Normale Su périeure, where they
 rst encou ntered each other, and where both were tau ght by Léon
Bru nschwicg (1869–1944). Both became philosophy teachers in the French
lycée system. Both read deeply in contemporary psychology and both
fou nd themselves drawn to Hu sserl’s phenomenology arou nd the same
time in the 1930s. In fact, Merleau-Ponty reviewed Sartre’s Psychology of
the Im agination when it  rst appeared. Both attended A lexandre Kojève’s
lectures on H egel at the Sorb onne. Both were called u p to the French
army at the ou tbreak of the war (thou gh Merleau-Ponty served as an
of cer while Sartre was a private), and both were detained by the
G ermans. When released, both went back to teaching; both joined the
same short-lived R esistance grou p, Socialisme et liberté, in 1941, from
which they emerged as  rm allies in their pu rsu it of a radical phenomenological philosophy. A s Sartre recalled in his moving obituary of his
friend, ‘Merleau-Ponty Vivant’ (Stewart, ed., pp. 567–8):
Born of enthu siasm, ou r little grou p caught a fever and died a year
later, of not knowing what to do. . . . A s for the two of u s, in spite
of ou r failure, ‘Socialism and Liberty’ had at least brou ght u s into
contact with one another. . . . The key words were spok en: phenomenology, existence. We discovered ou r real concern. Too individu alist
to ever pool ou r research, we became reciprocal while remaining
separate. A lone, each of u s was too easily persu aded of having u nderstood the idea of phenomenology. Together, we were, for each other,
the incarnation of its ambigu ity.
A s Sartre su ccinctly pu t it, their bond and their division was Hu sserl and
phenomenology. From 1942 onwards, the two began to co-operate closely,
with Merleau-Ponty even raising fu nds for the produ ction of Sartre’s play
L es M ou ches (T he Flies) in 1943. Sartre’s B eing and N othingness appeared
in 1943, bu t only came to pu blic notice after 1945, when the French media,
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literary circles, and the pu blic at large became intoxicated with existentialism. Soon Merleau-Ponty, who had begu n as a Christian Socialist bu t
was, by then, a committed Marxist, fou nd himself defending Sartre’s
existentialism. Meanwhile, from 1942 to 1945, Merleau-Ponty had been
working on his major doctoral thesis, eventu ally pu blished as the
Phenom enology of Perception (1945). Whereas Sartre was  amboyant
and pu blic, Merleau-Ponty was cerebral and private. Flu shed by his
su ccess as a novelist and dramatist, Sartre abandoned teaching to become
a fu ll-time writer and pu blic intellectual, while the more scholarly MerleauPonty became a u niversity lecturer, and then professor in Lyon and, in
1952, was elevated to the most prestigious chair of philosophy at the
Collège de France, the chair formerly occu pied by H enri Bergson and
Lou is Lavelle.
Together, on the eve of Liberation, the two philosophers had been
among the fou nding editors of L es Tem ps M odernes, which rapidly became
an extraordinarily in u ential intellectual jou rnal. A s Sartre wrote: ‘We
had dreamed of this review since 1943. . . . We wou ld be hu nters of
meaning, we wou ld speak the tru th abou t the world and abou t ou r own
lives’ (Stewart, ed., p. 575). A lthou gh Merleau-Ponty was overall editor
for several years, with special responsibility for the jou rnal’s attitude
towards politics, he rarely allowed his name to appear on the editorial
page (Sartre admitted never to have known Merleau-Ponty’s reason
for this reticence). In political terms, Merleau-Ponty saw his mission as
reconciling dialectical materialism with fu ndamental individu al freedom.
A n early indication of his commitment to Marxism is the long footnote
on historical materialism in the Phenom enology of Perception.1 When
the French Commu nist Party became partners in a coalition gove rnment
in France after the war, Merleau-Ponty wrote su ppor tively in L es Tem ps
M odernes: ‘in short we mu st carry ou t the policy of the Commu nist Party’.
Sartre had been essentially apolitical and anti-Commu nist, bu t soon,
u nder Merleau-Ponty’s gu idance, Sartre also embraced the French
Commu nist Party, and both began to defend Stalin’s U SSR , while
su pporting left-wing revolu tionary causes and the stru ggles of Third
World peoples against colonialism. The two philosophers  nally came to
differ over their interpretations of the Korean War. Merleau-Ponty saw it
as a classic case of imperialist expansion which had nothing to do with
the international stru ggles of the proletariat, while Sartre was relu ctant
to break ranks with the French Commu nist Party, which su pported
it. Merleau-Ponty wrote a bitter denu nciation of Sartre, ‘Sartre and
U ltrabolshevism’, to which la petite Sartreu se, Simone de Beauvoir,
responded vigorou sly with her essay ‘Merleau-Ponty and Pseu doSartreanism’ (both essays are in Stewart). Merleau-Ponty resigned from
L es Tem ps M odernes and their relationship ended. Sartre recalls that they
met again at a conference in Venice in 1956, bu t never again collaborated.
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Sartre himself broke with the Commu nist Party after the cru shing of the
Hu ngarian u prising in 1956. While Sartre continu ed to travel the world
lecturing on existentialism and Marxism, Merleau-Ponty withdrew into
himself and began to write the sequ el to Phenom enology of Perception,
which remained u n nished at his death in 1961. Sartre went on to be
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1964 (he declined the award),
and to play a prominent role in the events in Paris of May 1968 in the
company of D aniel Cohn- Bendt. Throu gh the 1970s, Sartre continued to
embrace radical causes, including the Maoists, the G erman R ed A rmy
Faction, and the French anarchist grou p, A ction directe, thou gh his health
declined, and he died in 1980.
Sartre’s star has declined steadily since the zenith of his popu larity in
the 1960s, and by the time of his death, his philosophy was entirely ou t
of fashion in France. H owever, Merleau-Ponty too su ffered an eclipse in
France, as stru cturalism and then deconstru ction and post-stru cturalism
came on the scene. Similarly, with the demise of existentialism and
Marxism, Sartre’s in u ence has also waned in the E nglish-speaking world
to the point where, at best, he features now only in introdu ctory cou rses
on existentialist ethics. There is a pity. There is still considerable philosophical richness in Sartre’s interesting accou nts of hu man encou nters
(‘the look’) and emotions, and in aspects of his philosophy of consciou sness and his theory of the ego, and also in his important theory of
literature. In contrast with Sartre’s fate, Merleau-Ponty’s star is on the
ascent in the E nglish-speaking world. H e is seen as offering an alternative to the dominant scienti c paradigm in philosophy of mind. H is
anti-Cartesianism and his recognition of the importance of embodiment
in the description of consciou sness  nd favou r in recent analytic philosophy in particular.
Sartre’s philosophical limitations are immediately obviou s. H e saw
himself as an old-style rationalist philosopher of the Cartesian kind.
H is simplistic ontology of pou r-soi and en-soi preserves a version of
Cartesian du alism. E ven his commitment to freedom is entirely Cartesian,
as he himself argu ed. Sartre’s geniu s lay, not in his ontological claims
(inclu ding his accou nt of consciou sness as negativity), and certainly not
in his pompou s philosophical rhetoric, bu t rather in his writer’s ability
to describe wonderfu lly the dialectical play of freedom at work in
episodes of hu man social interaction. Sartre’s writing has an intoxicating
qu ality, and, despite his greater philosophical acumen, Merleau-Ponty in
his Phenom enology of Perception seems u nable to break free of Sartre.
H e more or less adopts Sartre’s vision of the world as divided into
en-soi and pou r soi, while strongly disagreeing with Sartre’s claim that
the two regions did not commu nicate (Priest, p. 220) . A s Merleau-Ponty
wrote of Sartre’s B eing and N othingness in his 1945 essay ‘The Battle
O ver Existentialism’:
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In ou r opinion the book remains too exclu sively antithetic: the
antithesis of my view of myself and another’s view of me and
the antithesis of the for itself and the in itself often seem to be
alternatives instead of being described as the living bond and communication between one term and the other.2
For Merleau-Ponty the for-itself–in-itself conju nction takes place not in
an impossible absolu te (as for Sartre) bu t in ‘Being in promiscuity’, in
the ‘interworld’ between embodied consciou sness and the phenomenal
realm.3 Sartre, on the other hand, was never particularly interested
in Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy. Indeed, he wou ld have been less hu rt by
Merleau-Ponty’s 1955 essay, ‘Sartre and U ltra-Bolshevism’, had he bothered to read Merleau-Ponty’s earlier pu blications where the same
criticisms were advanced.
In terms of their concrete phenomenological descriptions both Sartre
and Merleau-Ponty discu ss mu ch of the same phenomena. Merleau-Ponty
accepts Sartre’s basic premise that all hu man action is free (see Priest,
p. 151), bu t he strongly disagrees with Sartre’s concept of absolu te freedom
and maintained that there are constraints placed on ou r freedom
thou gh we are not completely determined. When Sartre claimed ‘we are
condemned to be free’, Merleau-Ponty cou ntered with ‘we are condemned
to meaning’ (PP xix; xiv–xv). Similarly Sartre’s ‘hell is other people’ is
challenged by Merleau-Ponty’s ‘history is other people’. Thu s Sartre’s nonpsychological accou nt of the natu re of the image in imagining is constantly
invoked by Merleau-Ponty. The phenomenon, already noted in classical
psychology, of the body’s ability to tou ch itself, which becomes central
to Merleau-Ponty’s accou nt of the interweaving of self and world, had
already been noticed by Sartre, in the chapter on the body in B eing
and N othingness, thou gh Sartre did not invest it with the same signi cance. The relation between the philosophies of these two men, then,
needs to be re-examined.
Jon Stewart’s collection of essays is a  rst attempt to address this need.
Stewart includes seven primary sou rce essays, amou nting to some 300
pages of the book and including Merleau-Ponty’s important 1945 essay,
‘The War has Taken Place’, pu blished in L es Tem ps M odernes, where some
very direct criticisms of Sartre’s accou nt of freedom are made, and Sartre’s
evocative, emotional tribu te, written on the occasion of Merleau-Ponty’s
death, ‘Merleau-Ponty vivant’. Stewart’s introdu ction is informative, bu t
his editorial sense is decidedly u neven, and the book is u nnecessarily
swollen by the inclusion of some twenty secondary essays on Sartre and
Merleau-Ponty, most of which are u ninspired, and several of which are
qu ite dated. O nly one new essay, by Joseph Catalano, is included. O ne
regrets that new essays were not commissioned to accompany the fascinating primary texts. Fu rthermore, Stewart’s collection seems caught in a
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time-warp, with no reappraisal of Merleau-Ponty and Sartre in the light
of contemporary concerns in ontology, philosophy of mind, or ethics.
Stewart’s contribu tors all write as if existential issu es of freedom and
political respon sibility can be discu ssed withou t adverting to more
recent political philosophy, or to political events su ch as the collapse of
Commu nism. There is no sense that the debate has moved on. Clearly,
the whole phenomenon of existential philosophy, its philosophical u nderpinnings and assu mptions of political engagement, needs a profou nd
rethinking, and resituating in the intellectual history of the twentieth
centu ry, bu t this collection fails miserably on that score. H ow do MerleauPonty’s and Sartre’s analysis of personal and commu nal identity measu re
u p in relation to cu rrent discu ssions of identity in post-colonial cu ltures?
H ow do their views on Marxism seem after the fall of the Soviet U nion?
These qu estions are not addressed in the collection. Nor are the essays
on ontology attuned to contemporary debates.
Stephen Priest, on the other hand, has written a monogra ph on MerleauPonty. The book attempts to give a view of the whole of his philosophy,
thou gh its focu s is very mu ch on the Phenom enology of Perception.
Merleau-Ponty’s wider philosophical interests, his interest in the philosophy of history, his political engagement, are not discu ssed, thou gh Priest
does have chapters on Merleau-Ponty’s notion of art. Priest sets ou t to
clarify and defend Merleau-Ponty’s central argu ments, and even provides
argu ments where they are wanting in Merleau-Ponty’s text. From this point
of view, Priest’s book is badly needed; mu ch of the secondary literatu re
on Merleau-Ponty is u ncritical. It is exceptionally dif cu lt to be precise
abou t what Merleau-Ponty is actually defending. Merleau-Ponty’s
emphasis on the ambigu ity and dialectics of ou r relation with the world
is mirrored in the ambigu ity and vagu eness of his own writing. H is attempt
to be ‘present at the birth of meaning’, to reawaken the exp erience of
perception prior to conceptu al thou ght, leads him away from philosophy
towards art and poetry as ways of making the world ‘sing’ to u s. Priest
cu ts throu gh these ambigu ities with remarkable clarity while preserving
the complexities of the argu ment. O n the other hand, reading MerleauPonty throu gh the prism of his ‘argu ments’ may not necessarily do fu ll
ju stice to his ambigu ou s, evolving thou ght. French philosophy in general
is enamou red of the provocative assertion, which is su pposed
to have a kind of imaginative, visionary appeal. The illusion of depth
often collapses when analysed in too close detail. Fu rthermore, Priest’s
attempts to squ eeze Merleau-Ponty’s exu berant prose into the straitjacket
of contemporary analytic philosophy often resu lts in his su pposed
clari cations being rather wooden redu ctions; some even amou nt to
misrepresentations. If individu al sentences are abstracted from MerleauPonty’s limpid prose and treated as categorical assertions in a chain of
argu ments, then mu ch of his su btlety and ambigu ity is lost. To be su re,
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Priest stru ggles to re ne Merleau-Ponty’s thou ght to its most explicate,
bu t often this seems to lose the essence of Merleau-Ponty’s appeal.
Priest begins with a brief introdu ctory chapter on Merleau-Ponty’s life
and writings (with all too brief attention to Merleau-Ponty’s  rst book,
L a Stru cture du com portem ent – T he Stru cture of B ehaviou r, 1942). This
is a pity, for Stru cture offers a powerfu l critiqu e of the behaviou rism of
Watson and the re ext theories of Pavlov, on the one hand, and the vitalism
of Bergson, on the other. Merleau-Ponty criticizes the theory of sensations
at work in both these psychological accou nts – experience is never a
synthesis of raw sensations – and instead champions the G estalt psychology
of Köhler, Koffka , G elb, and G oldstein, and the perceptu al theories of
Hu sserl, as provid ing a more holistic accou nt of behaviou r. Indeed, the
term ‘stru cture’ in the title is an allusion to the G erman concept of G estalt.
A lready in this book , Merleau-Ponty displays his techniqu e of analysing
a situation throu gh those cases where the circuit is broken. H is discu ssion
of E l G reco is a fascinating example: in it he examines the role of the
painter’s eye defect (astigmatism) in produ cing his distinctive style.
Priest correctly portrays Merleau-Ponty as seeking to provide an accou nt
of consciou sness which avoided both rationalism and empiricism, and sees
his originality as lying in his attempt to u nderstand su bjectivity as physical (p. 57), as belonging to the body. Indeed, despite his espou sal of
Sartre’s ontological categor ies, Merleau-Ponty was especially critical of the
Cartesianism lu rking in mu ch contemporary psychology. ‘E mpiricism’
(em pirism e), as Merleau-Ponty u ses the term, covers all kinds of empirical scienti c approaches, including behaviou rism. Merleau-Ponty also
opposes the ‘objective thou ght’ (la pensée objective) and ‘intellectualism’
at work in the sciences and in philosophy, which involve a denial of the
embodied perceptu al moment in awareness, and operate with rigid
concepts and categor ies. Both empiricism and intellectualism su ffer from
the same defect – missing the nature of hu man embodied existence.
Merleau-Ponty, developing Hu sserl’s conception of consciou sness as
already presu pposing a world and H eidegger’s In-der-Welt-sein, articulates
in some detail the inseparability of self and world (‘We choose ou r world
and the world chooses u s’, Phenom enology of Perception, p. 454). Hu man
beings  t into the world that seems specially made for them. A s oppo sed
to Cartesianism, which u ncou pled su bjectivity from the world, we are,
Merleau-Ponty says, ‘vou é au monde’, ‘destined to the world’. The visible
world seems specially adapted for viewing by ou r eyes. The body is both
sexu alized and hu manized in the world. Moreover, Merleau-Ponty
acknowledged the radical contingency of ou r existence. Invoking a kind
of Protagorean relativism, he argu es that the kind of ontology we have
depends on the manner of ou r bodily constitution in the world. If we
hu mans had eyes on either side of ou r heads, we wou ld have a different
ontology of su bstance and accidents.
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A fter Phenom enology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty moved away from
the theory of perception to attempt to develop a theory of conceptualization and commu nication. H is project T he Prose of the World showed
a preoccu pation with langu age inspired by H eidegger’s later essays as well
as by his reading of the stru cturalist lingu ist Ferdinand de Sau ssu re.
Merleau-Ponty was a close friend of Claude Lévi-Strau ss, and thou gh he
does not appear in most su rveys of stru cturalism, Priest qu otes LéviStrau ss as saying that Merleau-Ponty appropr iated stru ctu ralism as a new
way of seeing being (Priest, p. 11). Merleau-Ponty’s last u n nished work,
T he Visible and Invisible, is an attempt to develop a new post-Cartesian
langu age, u sing terms like chiasm e, la chair, and écart for expressing the
intertwining of ou r consciou sness and body, for expressing the su rface
contact between skin and sensible world. Merleau-Ponty claims to be articu lating the ‘body of the mind’ (V I, 253) rather than the more Cartesian
picture of ‘consciou sness facing a noema’ (V I 244). In these later works,
Merleau-Ponty also criticizes phenomenology as too attached to the pu re
gaze, and  xated on an ontology of how things appear to consciou sness,
rather than exploring the domain of ‘wild being’ (l’être sau vage). Priest is
aware of these developments bu t pays little attention to them, aside from
a chapter on ‘Langu age’.
While not adhering to the stages of Merleau-Ponty’s development,
Priest’s book deals adequ ately with the main aspects of his philosophy.
There are chapters on ‘Phenomenology’, ‘E xistentialism’, ‘The Body’,
‘Space’, ‘Time, ‘Su bjectivity’, ‘Freedom’, ‘Langu age’, and so on. Priest
gives a short accou nt of phenomenology as eschewing metaphysical specu lation, avoiding causal explanations in order to concentrate on the
description of essences. H owever, Priest gives a rather u ninformative
accou nt of what Hu sserl means by ‘essences’. This chapter on phenomenology cou ld have bene ted by the u se of examples, rather than the
employment of an abstract langu age for discussing essences, which
phenomenologists believe are discoverable everywhe re. A lso Priest gives
a rather disappointing characterization of Merleau-Ponty’s attempt to
restore essences to existence. There is more to this move than the claim
that knowing whether something exists affects ou r knowledge of its
essence. R ather, as H eidegger also emphasizes, phenomenology is interested in attending to the ‘how’ of existing, which belongs to essence.
Perhaps the greatest mistake is to say that ‘phenomenology is su bjective.
Science is objective’ (Priest, p. 230), which is su rely a distortion of what
Hu sserl and others thou ght abou t phenomenology (which they took to be
a genu ine science of su bjectivity, a science which explicated the constitution of objectivity from su bjectivity).
A n example of the kind of woodenness which creeps in is fou nd in
Priest’s accou nt of Merleau-Ponty on perception. In his chapter on classical
theories of perception, Merleau-Ponty lists an attribu te which is mentioned
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by classical psycho logy – that the body is always perceived. Priest treats
this as Merleau-Ponty’s own claim, whereas Merleau-Ponty is really
seeking to situate this classical psychological position in the context of his
own theory of the body su bject. The claim that the body is always
perceived (constam m ent perçu , PP 90) does not mean that it is always
seen (this is isolating one sense among others), not even that it is the
su bject of motion, bu t rather that the whole world is presented to and
throu gh my body in a way which has not even been glimpsed by studies
of consciou sness. Priest takes the claim literally to mean that I always
consciou sly perceive my body. Bu t this a misu nderstanding. Merleau-Ponty
means that the body is active in all perception. Withou t the body, there
wou ld be no perception, so specu lation abou t ‘ou t of body experiences’
(Priest, p. 58) are beside the point. E ven if one feels that one is  oating
in space, one is  oating as someone with a body wou ld  oat. This is not
ju st an ‘empirical tru th’, as Priest pu ts it, bu t part of the phenomenological essence of hu man perception. H ence the notion of ‘necessity’ here is
not physical necessity or conceptu al necessity, bu t ‘eidetic necessity’.
Similarly it is part of ou r ordinary concept of a physical object that it
is seen in pro les (Priest, p. 62), and phenomenology elevates this into a
principle of the appearance of physical things as su ch. Priest has a good
discu ssion of how the illusion of aperspectival objectivity (the G od’s-eye
view) is not really a ‘view from nowhere’ bu t rather is the view from
above. Merleau-Ponty himself had discu ssed the possibility of knowin g
object from no point of view, bu t Priest is not convincing in his claim that
seeing an object from every side is in principle different from seeing it
from no perspective. Priest makes the claim that Merleau-Ponty is an
idealist abou t the existence and nature of physical objects (Priest, p. 199),
bu t this is not clear from his writings. Priest thinks that Merleau-Ponty
has a picture of a physical object as a set of properties withou t su bstrate
where the properties belong to one another (Priest, p. 200). A gain this is
not at all clear. Priest has indeed hit on a seriou s weakness in MerleauPonty’s metaphysics, bu t I dou bt that su ch clear metaphysical stances can
in fact be distilled from Merleau-Ponty’s Phenom enology of Perception.
Merleau-Ponty is phenomenologically describing a world of objects
appearing to consciou sness, not doing ontology.
Priest’s chapter on freedom is very good because he recognizes both
Merleau-Ponty’s dependence on, and his critique of, Sartre’s conception
of freedom. But Priest does tend to read Merleau-Ponty a little too literally. When he qu otes Merleau-Ponty as saying in Sartrean terms that one
chooses one’s temperament, Priest claims that the fact that one recognizes
one’s temperament and valu es it does not mean that it is chosen (Priest,
p. 157) . But of cou rse, Merleau-Ponty means that one still mu st choose
to accept it – one cou ld also choose to alter it. A n anorexic, for example,
chooses to reject the cu rrent body in favou r of an ideal one.
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Priest’s chapter on time attempts to distil from Merleau-Ponty a metaphysical account of time and decides that he is a su bjective idealist abou t
time. But in fact, he is a Hu sserlian, who believes that thou ght is essentially temporal in its activity – as the term ‘occu rrent thou ghts’ su ggests,
all thou gh ts occu r at a moment in time and have a date stamped on
them as Merleau-Ponty says.4 Time and thou ght are mu tually entangled.
But this does not mean that that is all there is to time, that time is
really produ ced by thou ght in some sense. H istory is a complex weave
of su bjective and objective. Merleau-Ponty is not convincing in his
more metaphysical claims and Priest is right to analyse them, bu t isolating them from their phenomenological context has the danger of
distorting them into stand-alone metaphysical theses, which they are not
intended to be.
In his last works Merleau-Ponty came to see art as prior to philosophy
and as expressing the nature of life in a way impossible for science, which
manipu lates things and has given u p living in them. Priest’s analytic
langu age cu riou sly mixes with the obscu re. Consider the following explication of Merleau-Ponty’s views on painting: Priest says that ‘Painting is
revelatory of the visibility of what is, the visibility of what is is revelatory
of what is is, so painting is revelatory of what is is’ (Priest, p. 208). I
personally have no idea what that is su pposed to mean. ‘What is is’ is a
pecu liar way of expressing that painting is a way of expressing meaningfu lly the manner in which certain kinds of things or events possess their
being. Similarly, Priest disagrees with Merleau-Ponty, who claims that
imagining a mind painting a picture is impossible (Priest, p. 210) , whereas
Priest thinks that it is possible. H ere too Priest misses the point. It is not
that I can say: picture pu re thou ghts painting a picture (I can of cou rse
do that – I can say words and hence conjecture a meaningfu l situation);
the point is that one cannot im agine a mind painting a picture in any
other way than as a body doing the painting. The concept of perspective
comes from body, as does the concept of painting as an action.
O verall Priest’s book is a helpfu l, if u ltimately somewhat disappointing,
attempt to read Merleau-Ponty. Priest fails to commu nicate the sense of
intellectual excitement which reading Merleau-Ponty generates. O ne
expects a richer appreciation of phenomenology. Fu rthermore, the last
chapter is qu ite strange and, in my opinion, is an u nwarranted specu lative intrusion, which maintains that the real answer to the meaning of
being is given by the world’s mystics and not by Merleau-Ponty or
H eidegger. Priest also maintains in a short argu ment that mental states
are su f cient for brain states, whereas brain states are empirically
necessary for mental states. This too seems to go fu rther than what
Merleau-Ponty wou ld hold. Curiou sly Priest maintains that Merleau-Ponty
has neither the ‘literary talent nor the political dexterity of Sartre’
(Priest, p. 224) . This  ies in the face of what we know of Merleau-Ponty’s
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formative political in u ence on Sartre. If anything Merleau-Ponty is the
more politically sophisticated while Sartre u ndou btedly has the edge in
literary sophistication. Finally, Priest’s book cou ld have done with better
editing and proofreading to eliminate errors. Thou gh minor, they are
irritating: e.g. not ‘Lou is le G rande’, bu t ‘Lou is le G rand’ (Priest, p. 1);
similarly, ‘la chair’, not ‘le chair’ (Priest, p. 10) . For the historians of philosophy, some factual details need to be con rmed, since there are some
con icts between the two books. For example: was Merleau-Ponty’s father
killed in action in the First World War, as Priest maintains, or did he die
in 1913 before the war began? Was Merleau-Ponty captu red and tortu red
by the G ermans, as Priest reports (p. 4), or treated as an of cer and
demobilized (Stewart, p. xix)? But, all in all, I hope that these two books
mark the beginning of an attempt to reappraise the philosophy of the
mid-twentieth centu ry.
University College Du blin

D erm ot M oran
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