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Naturalism has many differing senses, some
positive and some negative. While it is used in
positive senses by the tradition of analytical phi-
losophy, with Ludwig Wittgenstein its best ex-
ample, and by the tradition of phenomenology,
with Maurice Merleau-Ponty its best exemplar, it
also has an extremely negative sense on both of
these fronts. In fact, both Merleau-Ponty and
Wittgenstein in their basic thrusts adamantly
reject reductionistic naturalism.

Although Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology
rejects the naturalism that Husserl rejects, he
early on found a place for the “truth of natural-
ism.” In a parallel way, Wittgenstein accepts a
certain positive sense of naturalism, while reject-
ing Quine’s kind of naturalism, which has great
affinities with that rejected by phenomenology. It
is the aim of this essay to investigate the common
ground in the views of Wittgenstein and
Merleau-Ponty regarding the naturalism that
they each espouse and that which they each ada-
mantly reject. We will first consider the view of
Wittgenstein before turning to that of Merleau-
Ponty in an attempt to bring out the common
ground between them.

Wittgenstein’s Naturalism

Despite their protestations to the contrary,
skeptics consistently act as though the external
world, other minds, etc., exist. They simply can-
not help believing, regardless of the doubts they
may air. Hume believed where skepticism and in-
stinct clash, instinct wins out:

To bring us to so salutary a determination, nothing
can be more serviceable, than to be once thor-
oughly convinced of the force of Pyrrhonian
doubt, and of the impossibility, that anything, but

the strong power of natural instinct, could free us
from it.1

David Pears has noted that as soon as “Hume
traces the idea of causal necessity back to its ori-
gin . . . he halts his inquiry.”2 But “if [Hume] had
known how the brain works,” Pears confidently
adds, “he would have taken his investigation . . .
into neurology.”3 Equating naturalism with some
kind of scientific reductionism is not uncommon.
In a survey of the philosophy of language and
mind from 1950–1990, Tyler Burge simply as-
sumed that “naturalism” was, in fact, inter-
changeable with “physicalism.”4 Indeed, for sev-
eral decades this view has been widely accepted
mostly due to the overwhelming influence of W.
V. O. Quine.

In “Epistemology Naturalized,” Quine sug-
gests that epistemology should rely on the tech-
niques and assumptions of the natural sciences.

Epistemology, or something like it, simply falls
into place as a chapter of . . . natural science. It
studies a natural phenomenon, viz., a physical hu-
man subject. This human subject is accorded a cer-
tain experimentally controlled input . . . and in the
fullness of time the subject delivers as output a de-
scription of the three dimensional external world
and its history. The relation between the meager in-
put and the torrential output is a relation that we are
prompted to study.5

Accordingly, a naturalized epistemology is sup-
posed to offer a scientific explanation of how
“the meager input and the torrential output” are
related. It will also provide a scientific explana-
tion of how it is that some of our beliefs come to
be knowledge and others do not.

Wittgenstein advocates something quite dif-
ferent in kind. Wittgenstein would probably
place Quine’s reductive, scientific naturalism in a
language-game, where reasons and explanations
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can be offered. Wittgenstein’s own suggestion,
however, occurs at a lower level, a non-ratioci-
nated “animal” or “primitive” level.6 At this
level, we do not depend on explication or justifi-
cation. Rather, at this level, our convictions about
the world, other minds, etc., are borne out in what
we unreflectively do, not in what we say, nor in
the reasons why we say what we say.

Although Wittgenstein’s naturalism is quite
different from Quine’s, philosophers, like Pears,
nonetheless believe it should have “ranged more
freely across the border between philosophy . . .
and science”:

At certain points in his argument [Wittgenstein] re-
lies on the fact that language is founded on a pre-
existing system of related perceptions and actions.
But his exploitation of this fact is often curiously
inhibited, perhaps because he was reluctant to
cross the line dividing philosophy from science.7

However, we find this kind of naturalism far too
narrow and share in Howard Wettstein’s lament:

“naturalism” nowadays brings to mind one of sev-
eral reductionist or eliminative paradigms. To nat-
uralize a concept, as we say, is to reduce it to some-
thing physicalistically acceptable. . . . That
naturalism has become so identified is unfortunate,
for such identification is entirely too restrictive.8

While a reductive, scientific naturalism will
undoubtedly help us comprehend some of what
Wittgenstein calls our “human natural history,”9

this comprehension occurs within a complex and
highly developed language-game. Any hypothe-
sis within the language-game of science will de-
pend upon further explication or justification, but
because it is borne out in our unreflective actions,
Wittgenstein’s naturalism does not. For example,
explaining that the world exists is not the reason
we actually hold this conviction, it develops out
of our necessity of walking on it, planting trees
on it, waging war on it, etc. Wittgenstein’s natu-
ralism is found by looking to instinct, habit—
what we unreflectively do.

Any attempt to group Wittgenstein’s natural-
ism with the scientific kind of naturalism found
in Quine is simply misguided. As Wittgenstein
himself said:

our considerations could not be scientific ones. It
was not of any possible interest to us to find out
empirically “that, contrary to our preconceived
ideas, it is possible to think such-and-such”—
whatever that may mean. And we may not advance
any kind of theory. There must not be anything hy-
pothetical in our considerations.10

Not only is Quine’s scientific naturalism “ex-
plicitly reductionistic and . . . based on the model
of the natural sciences,” Jose Medina also notes
that it “rest[s] on an untenable methodological
monism,” one that fails to address normatively
structured aspects of our cognitive activities.11

These aspects “are left out of neurophysiological
explanations.”12

Quine favors a methodological monism that
consists of three increasingly reductive levels of
explanation: the mental, the behavioral, and the
physiological. Mental explanations are, in a cer-
tain sense, empty; they “lack [the] clarity inher-
ent in mental notions,” says Quine. Behavioral
explanations are “half-way houses,” serving as
agreed upon explanations that we settle on until
something better comes along. But it’s at the
physiological level where we arrive at “causal ex-
planations.”13 Medina rightly rejects this reduc-
tion: “there are central aspects of our cognitive
activities that the causal explanations of
neurophysiology simply do not address.”14 By re-
ducing our human natural history to scientific
considerations, Quine restricts other socio-an-
thropological influences. For example, while the
study of evolutionary biology can tell me how it
has come about that I protect my child from an
oncoming car—perhaps a neurophysiologist can
even pin-point what region of the brain is active
when I push him out of the way—my compre-
hension of this occurs at a high level of
ratiocination. To confuse this issue is to confuse
cause with reason:

what is most distinctive about our cognitive activi-
ties is that they are susceptible of justification; and
this means that these activities are not grounded in
causes, but in reasons. . . . Quine’s naturalistic pro-
gram rests on a fundamental confusion between
reasons and causes, and is therefore unable to ac-
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commodate the normativity of cognition (which is
left unexplained or, at best, explained away).15

For Wittgenstein, however, there is no why, there
is no need for justification at this level. As he
says, we should not be asking the question,
“‘What goes on in us when we are certain that
...?’—but: How is ‘the certainty that this is the
case’ manifested in human action?”16 As such,
Wittgenstein’s brand of naturalism must be un-
derstood in terms of a combination of embodi-
ment, social practice, and interaction with the
world.

Having seen Wittgenstein’s sense of natural-
ism, we can now turn to Merleau-Ponty’s treat-
ment of it.

Merleau-Ponty’s Naturalism

We can find a parallel to Wittgenstein’s rejec-
tion of reductionist naturalism and to his appro-
priation of a positive sense of naturalism in
Merleau-Ponty’s treatment of naturalisms. In a
similar fashion, Merleau-Ponty both rejects natu-
ralism and at once accepts an appropriate sense
of it. The ambiguity in Merleau-Ponty’s relation
to naturalism is deepened by the equivocation in
the use of the term “naturalism,” leading to a fail-
ure to distinguish the complexity and contradic-
tions of philosophical wealth contained under the
label. The naturalism of the modern period of
philosophy, springing up against a Newtonian
backdrop of modern science, must not be read
into what is called naturalism today, as a natural-
ism springing up against a contemporary world-
view, arising as a result of the demise of the abso-
lute claims of modern science.17 This distinction
between naturalism of the modern world-view
and a naturalism of the contemporary world-
view allows the emergence of phenomenology to
be correlated with other philosophies, such as
that of Wittgenstein, emerging in a similar con-
text of rejecting certain aspects of the old world-
view with its reductionistic naturalism.18

Merleau-Ponty’s anti-naturalism and much of
his fundamental orientation against certain
trends in physiology and psychology, agreeing
with Husserl’s antagonism to naturalistic psy-
chology, is really a rejection of a naturalism that
is a product of European science, caught up in

many presuppositions of the modern world-view,
and closer to the Newtonian backdrop than to
contemporary science. Such a realization affords
an open attitude to Merleau-Ponty’s entire en-
deavor in The Structure of Behavior: to arrive at a
correlation between nature and consciousness,
allowing the “truth of naturalism” to emerge and
to be clarified in a broader context.19 Further,
such realization allows the natal bond between
man and nature to be more basically and clearly
understood.20 He integrates nature and con-
sciousness in such a way as to overcome at least
implicitly a narrow and strictly Newtonian view
of nature, yet allowing a subtle and implicit tinge
of naturalism, if it is not confused with a narrow,
archaic, and naïve view of naturalism. It necessi-
tates a view of nature that does not lower nature
and man, but elevates nature and allows a place
for man. Thus, in the correlation between nature
and consciousness in The Structure of Behavior
and in the consideration of the body and the
world in the Phenomenology of Perception,
Merleau-Ponty explicitly attempts to integrate
the “truth of naturalism,”21 arriving at a position
that contains much in common with Wittgen-
stein. For instance, in attempting to reach that ba-
sic originary and ground level of experience
(Ursprung), Merleau-Ponty’s reflections in a
sense entail a philosophy of nature, but not that of
the natural scientist which is a construct built up
as a second level elaboration of the measurable as
it was considered in the modern world-view.
Rather, it is a philosophy of nature at a level pre-
supposed by natural science. In this way,
Merleau-Ponty’s position can be seen to be paral-
lel to that of Wittgenstein in that the naturalism
that he rejects belongs to a language game of a
more derived level than the naturalism that he ac-
cepts.

For Merleau-Ponty nature on this basic level
is one with my body, in that it is accessible only
through the commerce and union or intercourse
of my body with it as the home of the whole of the
sensory realm, considered as a unity of percep-
tion. Merleau-Ponty explicitly states his purpose
in The Structure of Behavior as: “Our goal is to
understand the relations of consciousness and
nature.”22 To do so, he uses the term “behavior”
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as neutral to the abuses in interpreting conscious-
ness by realism/empiricism and intellectualism.
This use puts him at the same point where we
found Wittgenstein in his use of behavior in a
non-reductionistic sense. And in a similar fash-
ion, he states a view of nature at the outset that re-
flects the modern world-view as a position which
he is trying to overcome: “By nature we under-
stand here a multiplicity of events external to
each other and bound together by relations of
causality.”23 Following this view of nature, as
seen above with Wittgenstein, any non-
reductionistic correlation between nature and
consciousness becomes impossible. In order to
re-read the correlation between nature and con-
sciousness as a non-reductionistic one and in or-
der to integrate the partial truth of naturalism
with the partial truth of intellectualism, each of
these must be considered inadequate. Much clar-
ity in reading and interpreting Merleau-Ponty is
derived from seeing his attempt to upgrade na-
ture, to enrich the view of nature, and to preserve
the natal bond between man and nature, “the
quasi-organic relation of the perceiving subject
and the world.”24

Merleau-Ponty, as well as Wittgenstein,
achieves a re-reading of the correlation within a
contemporary world-view, overcoming the inad-
equacies of their reductionistic views as products
of the modern world-view. Merleau-Ponty ques-
tions those alternatives as follows:

Thus, among contemporary thinkers in France,
there exist side by side a philosophy, on the one
hand, which makes of every nature an objective
unity constituted vis-à-vis consciousness and, on
the other, sciences which treat the organism and
consciousness as two orders of reality and, in their
reciprocal relation, as “effects” and as “causes.” Is
the solution to be found in a pure and simple return
to critical thought? And once the criticism of real-
istic analysis and causal thinking has been made, is
there nothing justified in the naturalism of sci-
ence—nothing which, “understood” and trans-
posed ought to find a place in a transcendental phi-
losophy?25

The two aspects of consciousness highlighted by
empiricism and intellectualism can be polarized

as follows: on the one hand are the characteristics
of consciousness emerging from its empirical
conditions, from the transcendence of the “thing”
of science, from the aspects of the lived experi-
ence which are concrete and existing. According
to this view of consciousness, it is a “flux of indi-
vidual events, of concrete and resistant struc-
tures.”26 This aspect of consciousness is contrast-
ed with the aspect presented by transcendental
philosophy that is the “idea of consciousness as
constituting the universe before it and grasping
the objects themselves in an indubitable experi-
ence.”27 Or as a pure consciousness constituting
from on high a unity of discrete sense impres-
sions. This aspect of consciousness reveals it as
the tissue of significations and as the field of
meanings. Merleau-Ponty brings these two as-
pects of consciousness together into a harmoni-
ous and consistent view doing justice to both in-
sights. His treatment reaches that originary level
allowing for a treatment of perception overcom-
ing the contradiction that he considers all theo-
ries of perception to attempt to overcome: the
contradiction between a view of consciousness
as a function of the body or as part of the world,
and a view of consciousness co-extensive with
the world, as that which grasps the external
events in the realm of conditions of possibilities
projected and constituted by itself before itself.28

Thus, Merleau-Ponty attempts to consider the re-
lation between nature and consciousness in such
a way as to overcome this paradox existing in the
respective views of consciousness by those
whom he calls the intellectualists and the
empiricists.

We have now shown that Wittgenstein’s rejec-
tion of reductionist naturalism and his appropria-
tion of a positive sense of naturalism have a paral-
lel in Merleau-Ponty’s treatment of naturalisms.
In a similar fashion, Merleau-Ponty rejects natu-
ralism and at once accepts an appropriate sense
of it. Further, they both have found a place for the
“truth of naturalism.” For both Merleau-Ponty
and Wittgenstein, the truth of naturalism is a
structure of behavior contained within their re-
spective attempts to deal with the nature-man re-
lationship in non-reductionistic terms. In de-
scribing the structure at the root of human
experience they both have evolved respective po-
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sitions, preserving the element of the empirical
naturalistic view as the natal bond between man
and “nature” on this basic human level of behav-
ior: and, on the other hand, preserving the consti-
tutive aspect of perception and experience prior
to the level of consciousness, arriving at the level
below the level of the constituted and constitut-
ing. On this level, the corporeal dimension is con-
sidered to be one with nature, yet unique and dis-
tinct from the lower, physical and living levels.
Merleau-Ponty reaches conclusions in The

Structure of Behavior quite compatible with
Wittgenstein’s contemporary, non-reductionistic
naturalism: first, that the higher levels of behav-
ior are not reducible to the lower levels; and sec-
ond, that the former are rooted in the latter.29

Thus we have found much common ground be-
tween their respective views regarding natural-
ism, giving rise to the suspicion that there is a
more pervasive commonness.
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