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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING MERLEAU PONTY SIGNS

When we think about signs, we usually imagine street signs, traffic lights, or the symbols that make
up written language.  For  the French phenomenologist  Maurice Merleau-Ponty,  however,  the
concept of signs goes much deeper. In his philosophy, signs are not merely arbitrary tokens that
stand for ideas; they are intrinsically woven into the fabric of perception, embodied experience,
and the living world. Merleau-Ponty’s exploration of signs—often referred to as “Merleau Ponty
signs”  in  scholarly  discussions—radically  rethinks  how  meaning  emerges  through  the  body,
gesture,  language,  and  intersubjective  encounter.  This  article  offers  a  comprehensive,  SEO-
optimized guide to Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of signs, showing how it challenges classical theories
of language and continues to influence fields such as cognitive science, linguistics, and art theory.

THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF MERLEAU PONTY SIGNS

To  grasp  Merleau-Ponty’s  approach  to  signs,  we  must  first  understand  his  phenomenological
method. In his major work, Phenomenology of Perception (1945), he argues that human existence is
fundamentally embodied. Unlike the Cartesian tradition that separates mind from body, Merleau-
Ponty  insists  that  consciousness  is  always  a  body-subject—a living,  perceiving  being  that  is
actively engaged with the world. From this perspective, signs are not abstract logical entities but
emerge from the body’s primordial dialogue with its environment.
For Merleau-Ponty, perception itself is already a kind of reading of signs. The world presents itself as
a field of meaningful patterns, not as raw sense data. The red of a rose, the scent of rain on asphalt,
the  texture  of  a  rough  stone—all  these  are  perceptual  signs  that  carry  significance  before  any
conceptual thought occurs. This pre-reflective meaning is what Merleau-Ponty calls the “lived body”
or  the  “phenomenal  field.”  Thus,  “Merleau  Ponty  signs”  are  first  and  foremost  perceptual  and
motile:  they  are  the  ways  the  world  speaks  to  us  through  our  senses  and  movements.

Critique of Intellectualism and Empiricism
Merleau-Ponty’s  theory  of  signs  must  be  understood  against  the  backdrop  of  two  classical
approaches  he  rejected:  intellectualism  and  empiricism.  Intellectualism,  represented  by
rationalists  like  Descartes,  treats  signs  as  representations  of  pre-existing  ideas  in  the  mind.
Language becomes a transparent medium for thought. Empiricism, on the other hand, reduces
signs to physical stimuli that cause responses—like Pavlov’s bell. Both views, Merleau-Ponty argues,
miss the dynamic, embodied nature of meaning. He shows that a sign never fully detaches from the
gesture that utters it or the context in which it appears. When a friend waves their hand to say
goodbye, the wave is not an arbitrary convention; it is a meaningful expression that carries the
weight of the relationship. This is the core insight of Merleau Ponty signs: meaning is lived before it
is thought.

THE ROLE OF SIGNS IN PERCEPTION AND GESTURE

One of Merleau-Ponty’s most original  contributions is  his analysis of  the human gesture  as a
primordial sign. In The Structure of Behavior and later works, he shows that a gesture—a pointing
finger,  a  smile,  a  shrug—is  not  a  code  that  must  be  deciphered.  Instead,  it  directly  presents  an
intention.  When  I  see  someone  pointing,  I  do  not  first  see  a  physical  movement  and  then  infer  a
meaning;  I  immediately  perceive  the  direction  of  the  gesture  as  significant.  The  meaning  is
immanent  in  the  movement  itself.
This insight extends to all signs. For Merleau-Ponty, linguistic signs retain the structure of gesture.
Words are not arbitrary labels attached to thoughts; they are vocal gestures that carry a certain
style, rhythm, and affective tone. The sound of a word, its texture in the mouth, and its emotional
resonance all participate in its meaning. This is why poetry—which plays with the materiality of
language—can be so powerful: it taps into the pre-verbal communicative power of the body.

Linguistic Meaning and the Living Body

How does Merleau-Ponty apply this to spoken language? In the chapter “The Body as Expression and
Speech” in Phenomenology of Perception, he writes that speech is not a mere translation of thought;
thought is completed in and through speech. The act of speaking gives birth to meaning. Before we
speak,  our  thought  is  vague;  it  becomes determinate only  as  we find the right  words.  This  is  why
writers often say they “discover what they think by writing.” The sign (the word) and the thought are
coeval—they emerge together.
Merleau-Ponty distinguishes between constituted language  (the settled, everyday vocabulary)
and constituting language (the creative, expressive use that shapes new meanings). True signs,
for him, are always in the latter mode: they are alive, ambiguous, and open to interpretation. This is
where “Merleau Ponty signs” diverge from the structuralist semiotics of Saussure. While Saussure
saw  the  sign  as  a  dyad  of  signifier  and  signified,  Merleau-Ponty  sees  it  as  a  three-way  relation
involving  the  body,  the  world,  and  the  other  person.

THE SOCIAL AND CULTURAL DIMENSION OF SIGNS

Merleau-Ponty did not remain focused solely on individual perception. In his later works, especially
Signs  (1960,  a collection of  essays)  and The Visible and the Invisible  (posthumous,  1964),  he
develops a theory of  intersubjectivity  and institutional meaning.  For him, signs are never
private; they always imply a community of speakers. Language is a cultural institution that both
carries history and enables innovation. The meaning of a word like “freedom” is not fixed; it evolves
through political debates, artistic expressions, and everyday usage.
Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the “flesh” becomes crucial here. The flesh is the primordial, reversible
tissue that connects the perceiver and the perceived, the self and the other. Signs are made of
flesh: they are sensible (you can hear a voice, see a written word) and at the same time they open
onto meaning. The spoken word is a sensible idea—a chiasmic intertwining of body and concept.
This ontology of the flesh provides a deep foundation for why signs are never fully transparent: they
always retain a residue of opacity, a “silence” that invites ongoing interpretation.

Merleau Ponty Signs and Contemporary
Thought
The  relevance  of  Merleau-Ponty  signs  extends  far  beyond  philosophy.  In  cognitive  science,
researchers in embodied cognition and enactivism draw on his ideas to argue that thought is not a
disembodied computation but emerges from sensorimotor interactions. In linguistics,  his work
influences approaches that treat meaning as rooted in metaphor, gesture, and bodily experience (as
in Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By).  In art theory,  artists and critics use the notion of
“flesh” and “visible-invisible” to describe how paintings and sculptures make us see the world anew.
Moreover,  Merleau-Ponty’s  emphasis  on  the  temporality  of  signs  offers  a  powerful  tool  for
understanding media and digital culture. The sign is never static; it unfolds in time, as a melody or a
film does. The “lived present” is always pregnant with a past and a future. This is why a photograph
can evoke more than what it literally shows—it carries the gesture of the moment it was taken.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING SIGNIFICANCE OF MERLEAU PONTY SIGNS

Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of signs invites us to return to the wonder of expression. In a world
saturated with semiotic analysis and data-driven interpretations, his reminder that signs are alive,
embodied, and interpersonal remains profoundly relevant. “Merleau Ponty signs” are not just
academic  concepts;  they  are  the  very  texture  of  our  everyday  existence.  Every  smile,  every
handshake,  every  word  spoken  in  love  or  anger  is  a  sign  that  carries  the  flesh  of  the  world.  By
embracing this rich, nuanced view, we can learn to read the world with greater sensitivity—listening
not only to what is said, but to how it is said, and to the silent gestures that surround every
utterance. In the end, Merleau-Ponty shows us that to be human is to be a living sign—always in
the process of making and remaking meaning.
For further reading, consider Phenomenology of Perception, Signs, and The Visible and the Invisible.
These works  offer  deeper  insights  into  the  philosophy of  embodied communication  and the poetic
nature of human expression.
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