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SPEECH AND THOUGHT

—SOME REFLECTIONS ON MERLEAU-POINTY’S
THEORY OF LANGUAGE—

Tateki SUGENO

What is the connection between thought and language? To solve this problem is the
main target of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of speech. First of all we must reconstruct
it out of his various texts in order to evaluate properly its results. But this reconstruction
requires us to do two preparatory tasks. Firstly the implicit philosophical intention con-
tained in his phenomenoloy of speech must be made explicit. Secondly we must eliminate
equivocalness of some terms used by Merleau-Ponty among which la pensée, the key word
for our problem, is included. Broadly speaking those preparations will exclude in advance
unnecessary perplexities from our inquiry into the connection between thought and lan-
guage. In a more limited manner they will also bring about almost decisive results con-
cerning the interpretation of Merleau-Sonty’s philosophy.

We think that the implicit intention of his phenomenology of speech is to overcome the
classical notion of the “consciousness”. In fact Merleau-Ponty talks as an untiring critic of
such the notion even in his first book La structure du comportement. When he wrote
Phénoménologie de la perception, he believed that he surmounted the classical “conscious—
ness” by means of his own notion Cogite tacit. Nevertheless in his notes de travail, appen-
dixes in his posthumous Le visible et invisible, we find the very noteworthy self-criticism.
He says in those notes that his Cogito tacit was only a spurious resolution and that he was
unsuccessful in connecting the thought with the speech. He says also that it is not the
consciousness but the speech which has conceptual primacy. In other words, the Cogito
has its foundation in the parole. Therefore in order to resolve the above-mentioned pro-
blem, “thought” must be rethought from the viewpoint of language.

Nextly examining Merleau-Ponty’s various texts, we find that his word la pensée has at
least three meanings as follows : (i) Intensional entity (the concept or the proposition)
which is usually considered as the meaning of a word or a sentence. Merleau-Ponty is
skeptical about such intensional entity and adopts a sort of nominalism. (i) The meaning
of the speech (la parole). Merleau-Ponty always compaires the speech to the gesture
(le geste). The meaning of a gesture (e.g. anger) cannot be separated from its constituents
(e.g. fisting, blushing in the face, etc.). In the same way, the meaning of a speech cannot
be cut off from both its materials (e.g. sound, accent, etc.) and ist occurrence. He says
that speaker does not think before speaking, but his speech is his thought. (i) The inten-

tion to mean or the thought before speaking which is only potential and realized into the
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meaning of speech throught expression.

Lastly we add some comments on the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty. His philosophical
life may be divided into three periods. La structure du comportement and Phénoménologie de
la perception stand for the first period when he endeavoured to rehabilitate the perceptual
world (le monde percu) with which we are acquainted before all the reflective thought.
Then came the intermediate period. At the last period Merleau-Ponty often spoke of
language and expression. We may suppose that at this period he was compelled to notice
the fatal fault implied in his earlier philosophy which is the residue of the classical “phi-
losophy of consciousness” which he had himself tried to overcome. At the same time, we
think, his concept la parole became significant more and more and important philosophical
“turn” began to take place. Turn from the phenomenology as the philosophy of con-

sciousness. Nevertheless it is a little uncertain where his philosophy goes.



