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Habitual Learning as Being-in-the-World: On
Merleau-Ponty and the Experience of Learning

Abstract  In Phenomenology of Perception, both intellectualism and
empiricism were blamed for not grasping consciousness in the act of learning.
This was, Merleau-Ponty thought, due to an objective volatilizing of the
subjective role of the lived body in perception. In order to overcome the
difficulties in the tradition of learning and the philosophy of consciousness,
Merleau-Ponty’s next important step was to take maximal grip as a central case
of learning. To him, learning as being-in-the-world, basically has to be sketched
out in embodied and socially contextualized situations. Drawing upon this
asymmetrical identity from Merleau-Ponty, our argument in this paper is that
learning is best understood as a phenomenon that involves the learner’s
engagement with the world and her intention to make sense of its structures. A
new perspective is thus employed to present learning as an embodied and
socially embedded phenomenon, which is always projected by habitual
experience and involves transcendence. These characteristics of learning are
brought together in an integral and comprehensive way and have relevance to
studies of learning in institutions and in daily experience.

Keywords learning, Merleau-Ponty, experience, maximal grip, habitual,
being-in-the-world

1 Introduction

Learning, as a human activity, takes place in everyday experience. It is even
difficult to draw a clear boundary between experiencing and learning, because it
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seems that, at a basic level, our everyday experiences are always “tutoring us,
developing what we know and causing us to learn, in small ways and large.
Meaning develops itself under our eyes” (Talero 2006, 191).

This requires us to expand the notion of learning beyond schools and other
institutionalized educational settings. Learning processes can take place without
a learner’s apparent effort and conscious applications are an integral part of the
learning experience. Rejecting the orthodox view of learning as the acquisition of
propositional knowledge that is “outer” fixed or “inner” constructed, the
argument in this paper is that learning is best understood as a phenomenon that
involves the learner’s habitual engagement with the world and the intention to
make sense of its structures. In such a phenomenological context, learning is
situated everywhere and cannot be detached from the embodied and socially
embedded participations of the learner and the meaning she attaches to her
experience.

This integral and comprehensive understanding of learning may remind us of
practical wisdom as compared to educational curriculums of scientific origins. In
making the ontological claim that learning is being-in-the-world, Merleau-Ponty
emphasizes that:

[S]cientific perspectives according to which I am a moment of the world are
always naive and hypocritical because they always imply, without mentioning
it, that other perspective—the perspective of consciousness—by which a world
first arranges itself around me and begins to exist for me. To return to the
things themselves is to return to this world prior to knowledge, this world of
which knowledge always speaks, and this world with regard to which every
scientific determination is abstract, signitive, and dependent, just like
geography with regard to the landscape where we first learned what a forest, a
meadow or a river is. (Merleau-Ponty 2012, xxii)

Moving away from conceptualizations of learning and knowledge as “inner”
constructed (the intellectualists’ approach) and “outer” fixed (the empiricists’
approach), Merleau-Ponty provides his third perspective—the perspective of
consciousness (or “being”), which examines the process of learning as a learner’s
embodied engagement with the lived world, and the actualization of meanings
attached to her experiences. These useful insights, although they may be both
relevant and applicable to philosophy and pedagogy, are, however, far from
acknowledged. The most influential models of learning in philosophy and
pedagogy still enshrine knowledge abstracted from bodily being (O’Loughlin
2006, 13).

However, there are some good examples whose intention is to bring the body
back into the concept of learning in one way or another: for one, John Dewey’s
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(1916) important contribution of habit-centered learning in Democracy and
Education. Francisco Varela and Humberto Maturana’s works (1980; 1987)
represent ongoing attempts to understand learning as an organic, embodied
process based on the inseparability between being and the way the world appears
to us. By working out the distinction between body schema and body image,
Shaun Gallagher (1992; 1999) argues that learning is not truly embodied until it
involves the pre-noetic level of the body schema and, in his interpretation of
Merleau-Ponty’s concept of intentional arc and maximal grip, Herbert Dreyfus
(2002; 2006) concludes that successful learning and action do not require
propositional mental representation. Maria Talero (2006) explores the human
subject in Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, and argues that the learning subject is
actually a bodily subject. More widely, the body also makes a brief appearance in
the recent work of educational theorists such as Maxine Greene (1978), Elizabeth
Grosz (1994), Bonnie Shapiro (1994), Erica McWilliam & Patrick Taylor (1996)
and Christopher Winch (2001).

However, the intention of this paper is neither to advance another
epistemological theory nor to propose a “one size fits all” model of learning, but
to provide a phenomenological way to enrich our understanding of learning. By
framing the discussion of Merleau-Ponty’s contribution to the subject of learning,
we intend to show that Merleau-Ponty has, historically speaking, an
underappreciated contribution to learning theory. A phenomenological
perspective is thus employed to present learning as an embodied and socially
embedded experience which is always projected by habitual experience and
involves transcendence. Instead of existing independently, the characteristics of
learning are closely intertwined and constitute the phenomenological
understanding of learning.

2 Intellectualism and Empiricism: Two Traditions of
Learning

Modern Western philosophy can be seen as the history of successive periods in
the cultivation of “mind” in which the body became increasingly discursively
submerged as the philosophical tradition developed. Merleau-Ponty’s
Phenomenology of Perception is a bold attempt to overcome the problems of
intellectualism and empiricism in the Cartesian tradition, both of which were
unable to grasp consciousness “in the act of learning” due to an objective
volatilizing of the subjective role of the lived body in perception. Merleau-Ponty
criticizes that “empiricism does not see that we need to know what we are
looking for, otherwise we would not go looking for it; intellectualism does not
see that we need to be ignorant of what we are looking for, or again we would
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not go looking for it. They are in accord in that neither grasps consciousness in
the act of learning, neither accounts for this ‘circumscribed ignorance,” for this
still ‘empty’ though already determinate intention which is attention itself”
(Merleau-Ponty 2012, 30). In order to clarify how Merleau-Ponty resolves the
problems of intellectualism and empiricism, it is necessary to understand how
each is problematic on their own terms.

Intellectualists regard “noesis™ as the highest achievement and emphasize the
transmission of propositional, abstract, replicable, and universal knowledge.
Based on a radical gap between what is inside the mind and what is outside in the
objective world, intellectualists start from the individual (or the learner) as the
source of knowledge. The human brain is seen as a “repository” where
knowledge can be recollected, stored, and awakened for later use. Knowledge is
acquired through representations in the brain and warranted by the solitary
examination of ideas. Depending on a representation, a mental image mediates
between the learner and the world. Here, relations between the learner and the
world are fixed, static, and non-problematic.

In this intellectual context, learning as the acquisition of true ideas is detached
from its context, and the learner experiences in unique, subjective ways.
Neglecting “the significant aspects of learning dynamics,” such a learning
process resides in a “theoretical framework where the learner deals with ‘abstract
ideas’ that require ‘thinking, rather than ‘doing.” Theoretical knowledge is
ranked higher than practice” (Papadopoulou 2009, 272).

However, it is not only intellectualism that Merleau-Ponty accuses of not
grasping consciousness in the act of learning. By taking the objective world for
granted, empiricism suffers from the same difficulties.

From the empiricist perspective, knowledge is externally constructed in the
outer objective world and ‘given’ to the learner to take in. In other words,
objective knowledge is out there and offered to a passive mechanism to
assimilate. Accordingly, learning seen as the acquisition of objective knowledge
is replicable for different learners in a de-personalized and neutral way.

In contrast to intellectualism, empiricism regards experience as the sole origin
of all ideas. Based on accumulated experiences, learners are able to bring
experiences into the fold of knowledge. In this manner, learners become passive
“sensory experts” (Talero 2006, 192), because the properties of objects are not
directly present in themselves, but are created by excitations of sensory systems.
This creative mechanism allows ideas to represent objects outside the mind, to
disappear from consciousness, and to be recalled again. And this transmission is
necessarily private and stable.

' The Husserlian concepts of noema and noesis constituted a heuristic, committing us to
consider the object of learning (the noema) and the manner in which it is grasped (noesis).
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However, learning cannot be achieved in the vacuum mind of the individual
and detached from experiential context. Equally, it is not possible to talk about
learning if there is no mind involved in the process (Papadopoulou 2009, 284).
As Merleau-Ponty points out:

Both take the objective world as their object for analysis, which comes first
neither in time nor according to its sense; both are incapable of expressing the
particular manner in which perceptual consciousness constitutes its object.
When it comes to perception, rather than sticking closely to it, they both keep
their distance...Consciousness is too poor in the first case and too rich in the
second for any phenomenon to be able to solicit it. (Merleau-Ponty 2012,
28-30)

This suggests that the learner and her world cannot be perceived separately,
assuming a radical gap between what is inside the mind and what is outside in
the objective world. All experiences of the world must “involve an active
consciousness, or else an engaged mind, which reaches out to the world; and also
a body, which has a physical presence and lives the experience” (Papadopoulou
2009, 272). Merleau-Ponty stresses that knowledge develops within the
pre-noetic background of the lived world, embracing embodied and social
practices, and the objective world of perceptions, cognition and the like. As
human beings, we live in two dimensions—one created by our relations with
“this world” that are given in experience, the other created by our relations
within a social context. These two dimensions co-exist and constitute the
experience of a whole human being. In this sense, every experience is both
embodied and socially embedded. Experience involves the whole person, rather
than a single mind that takes in externally constructed knowledge, and it also
involves the learner’s connections to the world and to others.

Therefore, each of us has “achieved contact with the world from a particular
vantage point, in terms of a particular biography” (Greene 1978, 2). All of this
shapes our present perspective and the way we understand things. To be learning
in a “landscape” is to be conscious of one’s evolving experience and ways of
being engaged in this world. However, intellectualists and empiricists fail to
recognize this necessarily embodied and socially embedded nature of learning
which is the result of our human nature.

To sum up, the tradition of learning in intellectualism and empiricism ignores
the embodied and social nature of human beings, seeing the operation of
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individual minds in mechanical ways® and thereby failing to grasp the
fundamental nature of learning as both an embodied and a socially embedded
experience.

3 Maximal Grip as a Central Case of Habitual Learning

In order to overcome the difficulties in the traditions of learning, Merleau-Ponty
provides his third perspective—the perspective of consciousness (or “being”),
which regards learning as being-in-the-world (the unity between the learner and
the world). To exemplify this asymmetrical identity, Merleau-Ponty takes
maximal grip as a central case of habitual learning to indicate how the process of
learning is influenced by past experiences, individual biography, and the present
context. In order to better comprehend this central case, we have to explore how
Merleau-Ponty develops the notion of “intentional arc.”

Merleau-Ponty suggests that past experience is projected back into the world.
Depending on her past experiences and her interpretation of the present situation,
the learner perceives the lived world from a unique standpoint. What she has
learned beforehand shapes the way in which the world appears before her, which
in turn influences her mode of learning experience. Merleau-Ponty calls this
cyclic perception the “intentional arc”:

...the life of consciousness—epistemic life, the life of desire, or perceptual
life—is underpinned by an “intentional arc” that projects around us our past,
our future, our human milieu, our physical situation, our ideological situation,
and our moral situation, or rather, that ensures that we are situated within all of
these relationships. This intentional arc creates the unity of the senses, the
unity of the senses with intelligence, and the unity of sensitivity and motricity.
And this is what “goes limp” in the disorder. (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 137)

It should be stressed that, in stark contrast to intellectualists and empiricists,
Merleau-Ponty sees the human being as a lived body, a body experienced in a
world that simultaneously responds with immediate meaning and contextual
presence. As David Morris writes: “The lived body is one’s intentional opening

% In the discussion of Molyneux’s problem posed by John Locke, Gallagher also discusses the
tension between nativist (one of the contemporary descendants of intellectualism) and
empiricist. Gallagher’s analysis shows that neither of their answers to Molyneux’s problem can
be exclusively endorsed. This is because the nativist conception of the mind as internally
constructing experience artificially separated the subject and the object, while the empiricist
answer also fails to account for the latest results of developmental psychology and
neuroscience (see Gallagher 2005, 153-72).
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to the world, through which alone one experiences meaningful things in the first
place” (Morris 2008, 111). However, it is worth noting that, for Merleau-Ponty,
experience is neither a collection of information about the past, nor neutralized
with respect to the process of learning. Instead, experience conditions the
learning process and gives it the lived bodily power of creating and repeating
certain experiential forms.

In this sense, all learning has a pre-structure or context which depends on our
experience. On the one hand, learning should be thought of as a subjective
activity carving the learner’s own path with her unique experience; on the other
hand, learning should be thought of as a less subjective activity in which the
learner’s past and present are constantly mediated.

Another important concept related to learning and developed by
Merleau-Ponty is the idea of getting a “maximal grip.” This concept comes from
his interpretation of perception and manipulation. When we look at something
below the level of self-referential intentionality, we tend to find the best distance
and posture for taking in the thing either as a whole or as different parts; when
we pick up a piece of paper from the floor, we tend to grab it in such a way as to
get the best grip on it. In Merleau-Ponty’s words:

For each object, just as for each painting in an art gallery, there is an optimal
distance from which it asks to be seen—an orientation through which it
presents more of itself—beneath or beyond which we merely have a confused
perception due to excess or lack. Hence, we tend toward the maximum of
visibility and we seek, just as when using a microscope, a better focus point,
which is obtained through a certain equilibrium between the interior and the
exterior horizons. (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 315-16)

My body is geared into the world when my perception provides me with the
most varied and most clearly articulated spectacle possible, and when my
motor intentions, as they unfold, receive the responses and action specifies a
perceptual ground, a background for my life, a general milieu for the
coexistence of my body and the world. (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 261)

Working within a dialectical framework, Merleau-Ponty not only intends to
expose the limitation of the empiricists’ detraction of the body as a passive
“sensory expert,” but also the intellectualists’ disregard of the body in favor of
consciousness. According to Merleau-Ponty, acting is experienced as a steady
flow of habitual activity, which is enacted specifically by the body in response to
one’s sense of context.

Following Merleau-Ponty, Dreyfus suggests that “part of that experience is a
sense that when one’s situation deviates from some optimal body-environment
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relationship, one’s activity takes one closer to that optimum and thereby relieves
the ‘tension’ of the deviation. One does not need to know, nor can one normally
express, what that optimum is” (Dreyfus 2002, 378). Therefore, our body is
solicited by the context to get into equilibrium with the environment.

To get the phenomenon in focus, Dreyfus invites us to consider learning to
play tennis as an example of skill learning (Dreyfus 2002, 378-79). The novice
tennis learner may find herself making an effort to keep her eyes on the ball,
keep the racket perpendicular to the court, hit the ball squarely, etc. The novice
attends to or becomes aware of her own body in terms of being conscious of limb
position, movement, or posture. In such circumstances, the body often appears as
abstract from the context, and the process of learning involves a partial and
articulated representation of the body. Contrary to this, an expert tennis player is
immersed in the game and her experience is more one of her arm going up and
being drawn to the appropriate position, the racket forming the optimal angle
with the court out of habit. She knows how to perform the optimum action
without calculating and comparing alternatives. The body is coping, without
representation, with the task of swinging the racquet.

Dreyfus notices that, in the process of learning, the learner tends to
discriminate still more refined contexts and to take still more appropriate actions.
In this way, the intentional arc is steadily enriched and refined (Dreyfus 2002,
378). There is no doubt that learning to play tennis is a reflective action, but the
learner does not, in fact, try reflectively to learn. For Merleau-Ponty, learning
capacity is the body’s tendency to acquire a maximal grip on the world. In this
sense, we learn—or rather, our body takes over and learns for us.

The way Dreyfus interprets Merleau-Ponty’s concepts of intentional arc and
maximal grip is impressive. However, his conclusion that Merleau-Ponty was an
anti-representationalist is to some extent misleading. In his theory of perception
and learning, Merleau-Ponty, as a pioneer of embodied cognition, intends to
display the practical relationship between our bodies and the world in which we
are always situated in terms of bodily projects or engagements. In such cases,
Merleau-Ponty suggests a non-representational account of learning, which is
significant in both cognition and epistemology. In fact, however, his criticism of
mental representation is conditional.

According to Merleau-Ponty, learning is not only about the process of
representational structure and transformational rules. If we admit the continuity
of evolution, cognition can never start at a high level from the very beginning.
Indeed, we employ our bodily engagement at the starting point, before we know
it, and, as we do so, we enter into the learning context. Only at a high level of
cognition, especially at the stage of symbolic semantics, is the internal
representation of cognition developed.
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As Andy Clark argues, we should not be too quick to reject the explanatory
apparatuses of computation and representation’. Minds “may be essentially
embodied and embedded and still depend crucially on brains which compute and
represent” (Clark 1997, 143). This is because the minimal conditions under
which internal representation talk will be useful, arise whenever we can
successfully unpack the complex causal web of influences so as to reveal the
information-processing adaptive role of some system of states or processes. Thus,
attention to the role of body and context can transform the images of problems
and solution spaces with local and action-oriented representations.

However, in seeing the operation of mind in mechanical terms, the
representationalist neglects the origin and the development of human cognition.
Therefore, much of the anti-representationalism described by Merleau-Ponty can
be better cast as opposition to the idea of the brain as encoding “fully
programmed specifications” (Clark 1997, 174) of development and action.

4 The Ambiguity of Being-in-the-world

The elaboration of the “intentional arc” and “maximal grip” within
Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy allows us to recognize that our experience and lived
body involves the learning subject as a bodily subject.* In the process of learning,
the body functions in a tacit or implicit way, as the very center and medium of
this subjective experience. However, we may want to take a step further and ask
how it is possible for experience to serve as a foundation for present learning
without it explicitly being experienced? In other words, how can a form of
knowledge exist in an ambiguous bodily manner without the body being

* Clark argues that natural environments and physical bodies provide valuable clues for
intelligent action and thus develops an embodied approach of cognition. The embodied
approach aims to exploit these environmental cues by studying how evolutionarily developed
domain-adapted cognitive systems cope with their natural environments. The new strategies
include concepts to exploit the cues for action given by the environment, such as local and
action-oriented representations or epistemic actions that reduce the complexity of both
representational content and processing. For Clark, our cognition and action require a minimal
form of representation. For more details about his defense of “minimal representation,” see ch.
8 of Clark (1997). In contrast, Gallagher contends that the concepts of minimal representation
on offer do not apply to action per se and that a non-representationalist account that focuses on
dynamic systems of self-organizing continuous reciprocal causation at the sub-personal level is
superior. So the debate over whether embodied cognition needs representation continues (see
Gallagher 2008).

* For more discussions about this topic see Talero (2006), Grosz (1994), and O’Loughlin
(20006).
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consciously aware of it? The answer can be found in the ambiguity of
being-in-the-world.

Let us consider for a moment two dimensions of the body: (a) subject-body
and (b) object-body. Subject-body is the body that pre-reflectively lives as an
incarnated subject, while object-body is the physical body that we can perceive
or that is perceived by others.

(a) Normally, subject-body sets the stage of subjective experience. It actually
acts before we are explicitly aware of it. For example, my hand shapes itself in
the best way possible for the purposes of picking up a piece of paper on the
floor. It operates not only in instrumental contexts, but also in expressive
contexts. Even when we interact with others, before we know it, we may have
developed a sense of a person. This maximal grip is based on a tacit
sensory-motor performance—preconscious, sub-personal processes, which
play a dynamic role in perception and movement, thus forming the context of
the field of experience. Therefore, the lived body is highly anonymous in its
habitual ways of coping with the world, which is both within and outside of it.
In this way, our bodily power within the greater context creates certain
experiential forms at the very center of our experience, thereby establishing
our being-in-the-world.

(b) In much of our everyday experience, the body operates in a close to
automatic way, which means our attention is detached from the body and
directed toward the activity that we are undertaking. But, in some
circumstances, our body will appear as the focus of attention, a present
intentional object of our consciousness. Many empirical studies indicate that
the body appears as an object in consciousness in certain borderline situations,
for example in cases of fatigue, experiences of pain or excitement, illness,
certain pathological cases or physical challenges in sports, and so on.
Inheriting Merleau-Ponty’s terminology of “ambiguity,”> Fuchs concludes
that in those borderline situations “the body has a double or ambiguous
experiential status: both as a ‘lived body,” implicit in one’s ongoing experience,
and as an explicit, physical, or objective body. The subject-body means my
openness to a future, my general capacity or potentiality, and constantly
surpasses the object-body which is only present in retrospection, as my

> Countering the mechanistic standard of intellectualists and empiricists, Merleau-Ponty says
that the body is ambiguous. By this he means that the identity of an experiencing body is open
or flexible, rather than a fixed essence, since it is the style or pattern which more or less unifies
certain presented and intended interactions and developments. See Merleau-Ponty (1983, 11,
127-28).
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body-past. An ongoing oscillation between these two bodily modes constitutes
a fluid and hardly noticed foundation of all experiencing.” (Fuchs 2010, 551)

The ambiguous status of the embodied human being entails the characteristics of
the ambiguity of being-in-the-world. For the purpose of this paper, we
distinguish between two forms of being-in-the-world corresponding to the levels
of subject-body and object-body in the sense that we refer to them as “the
organic form” and “the compromising form” of being-in-the-world. The organic
form is oriented to the present and future, the subject-body developing its own
habit through the sensuous multiplicity of being based on the “passive
syntheses”6 of implicit sensory-motor function, which, as Merleau-Ponty puts it,
“arises out of the nature and physiological priorities the body deploys around
itself” (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 137). In this way, a habit is never something
bygone and left behind, but lives on and biases our present learning experience.
We are not directly aware of each passing moment, but are instead able to rely
upon structures of what we know to create a stable situation in which we can
function that includes the unknown. Therefore, the organic form of
being-in-the-world brings us “in contact with an anonymous current priority, a
rudimentary and organic set of meaning that subtends the more reflective
meanings of our personal life” (Talero 2006, 200) and, at the same time,
empowers us to achieve success and transcend ourselves in the learning process.
However, there is another, parallel form of being-in-the-world: the
compromising form. This form has retreated into the anonymity of the body, the
object-body revealing the habit which normally lies concealed. To try to grasp
this, consider the analysis of the peculiar phenomenon of the phantom limb
developed by Merleau-Ponty.” The subject, who has suffered amputation of a
limb, clearly knows about and acknowledges the loss, but sometimes seems to
‘forget’ the loss and relies on the phantom as she would on the real limb. For
example, an amputee who attempts to walk with her phantom leg is surprised
when she falls. It might seem that she has such a vivid awareness of the phantom
that it is not a phantom, but perceived as a present and workable part of the body.
From the perspective of empiricists and intellectualists, the explanation of the
phantom limb could be seen as the repression of interceptive stimulation.
According to this idea, the phantom limb is the vivid representation of the body,
specifically of the missing limb, which should not be given, since the
corresponding limb does not actually exists. However, to Merleau-Ponty, this

® Husserl (1970) uses the terminology “passive synthesis” to indicate a synthesis which is
innate to our consciousness rather than generated by our conscious activity.
7 For the detailed discussion about the phantom limb, see Merleau-Ponty (2012, 80-91).
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makes no sense. If a part does not exist, it should not be represented, and vice
versa.

In Merleau-Ponty’s eyes, the phenomenon of phantom limb exemplifies the
fundamental form of our existence as being-in-the-world. It is not an absurd or
paradoxical phenomenon of illness, but a commonplace and possible
“forgetting”—where the subject seemingly forgets to acknowledge the
physiological realities of absent tissue. It is possible because the phantom limb is
included within the organic form of being-in-the-world, which does not normally
require limbs to be represented or included in perceptual awareness. When the
shifting from the subject-body to the object-body is interrupted, the subject puts
the limb to use, such that she “forgets” that it is actually not there. And, more
importantly, the missing limb, like any existing limb, continues to function
transparently in the habitual way as part of a subject-body. It is, in this sense,
“not so much the subject forgets, but that the subject-body remembers”
(Gallagher 2005, 98)*. This is the way that the habitual body makes compromises
with the world. What previously appealed to the subject-bodily competence now
threatens her organic form of being-in-the-world.

However, it is not enough to understand the compromising form of
being-in-the-world in terms of the power of escaping from the present. It is
necessary for the meaning of being-in-the-world to be intrinsically
future-oriented. As Talero claims, “the very meaning preserved in my habits only
persists on the basis of its fundamentally temporal openness towards the future: it
is the very intransigence of habit, which seems so stubbornly to carry forward a
particular past...” (Talero 2006, 201).

Now we see that what the phantom limb phenomenon shows us is that there is
a structurally analogous relationship between the organic form and the
comprising forms of being-in-the-world as a whole. A self-transparency and
self-transcendence characterizes both structures. It is the ambiguity of
being-in-the-world that constitutes the foundation of our learning experience.

5 Habitual Learning as Being-in-the-World

We began by examining the intellectualists’ and empiricists’ traditional
understanding of learning, seeking to explore their points of similarity as much
as their differences. And the interpretations of bodily subject and ambiguity
within Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy allow us to understand habitual learning as

8 In ch. 4, Gallagher provides a remarkable phenomenological discussion of congenital
amputated phantom limb and suggests that what functions underneath is the innate body
schema.
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being-in-the-world. Based on the above discussion, we may draw the following
conclusions.

First, learning is embodied. In the process of learning, first of all, the
subject-body sets the stage for this subjective experience. Based on a set of tacit
sensory-motor functions,” the lived body is anonymous in its habitual ways of
coping with the world, which is both within and outside it.

It is the subject-body that makes human attention'® possible. Attention is an
important aspect of learning in general. Learning is most effective when a learner
is able to and does pay attention to whatever it is she is learning. However,
attention is neither an internal focusing on the matter at hand, nor a reflection of
the ability of the brain to process information. Our claim here is that both of
these neglect the concealed bodily foundation of attention. The subject-body
enables attention in an implicit way, because the subject-body in many cases
operates best when the intentional object of perception is something other than
the body itself. Our bodies tend to efface themselves in the normal process of
learning and gear into learning goals. The phenomenon of the phantom limb can
help reveal what normally lies beneath bodily power in this regard. Thus, in this
sense, learning is embodied and the capacity to learn is built into our bodies.

Second, learning is socially embedded. We have seen that both intellectualists
and empiricists play down the embodied and social nature of human beings, and
regard learning as a solitary activity. However, we are not separate and
overarching egos, but are rather the result of a mix of biological endowment and
social intercourse, to the extent that the two cannot be meaningfully disassociated.
For Merleau-Ponty, the fundamental form of our existence is that of
being-in-the-world. He stresses the way perception is geared to the control of
real-time and real-world behavior. In this respect, his idea is very much like
James Gibson’s notion of “affordance”''—the possibilities for use, learning, and

° For Gallagher, it is body schema. In the work How the Body Shapes the Mind and in other
articles, Gallagher claims that human activities normally depend on a pre-noetic
(non-observational, pre-reflective) performance of body schema. In contrast with the concept
of body image, Gallagher thinks body schema involves certain motor capacities, abilities, and
habits that enable movement and the maintenance of posture. It continues to operate, and in
many cases operates best, when the intentional object of perception is something other than
one’s own body. Based on the empirical studies of developmental psychology, he argues that
the structure of body schema is innate (see Gallagher 2005, 28; Gallagher and Meltzoff 1996,
213-36). Their account, we believe, is largely compatible with the position that we developed
above.

1% For more discussion on attention and learning, see Merleau-Ponty (2012, 33-60) and Winch
(2001, 126-35).

' Gibson claims that in any interaction involving a subject with other systems, conditions that
enable that interaction include the properties of the subject and the other systems. In order to
understand how the local context supports cognition, Gibson focused on contributions of the
physical system. The term “affordance” refers to whatever it is about the local context that
contributes to the kind of interaction that occurs (see Gibson 1986, 128).
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action offered by the local context to a specific type of embedded subject. For
example, the affordances presented by a log for us and for a bird are very
different.

There is thus a necessarily socially embedded nature of learning, which is the
result of the social nature of human beings. In fact, it is no exaggeration to say
that all the processes of learning, whether in formal or informal settings, involve
inter-subjectivity. Even in our earliest learning experience, the reactions of others
shape our behavior, so that we learn to control our bodily movement, express our
needs, master our mother tongue, and understand others in such a way that our
lives begin to form a habit. In the formal setting of learning, being in learning is
like being in a relationship: we are always in a relation to others, interpreting
texts, following teachers’ instructions, thinking with schoolmates and coming
back to ourselves. This socially dynamic structure, expressed in the relationship,
characterizes precisely the learning experience.

Third, learning is always projected by habitual experience. Experience is not
just a collection of neutral information, but includes an ability to rely on or
recreate information when we find ourselves in an unfamiliar situation. In doing
so, we create a stable situation in which we can function. To experience is
precisely to be permeable and open to being shaped by habit. As Talero nicely
concludes, habit “simultaneously locks us into a repressive attachment to a
specific past and opens us up to the possibilities of meaningful engagement with
the world” (Talero 2006, 192). Therefore, the meaning of experience is not only
anchored in the past, but—more important—intrinsically future-oriented.

Thus, habitual experience is the fundamental launch pad of learning. It also
conditions the initial approach and places limits on the process of learning. First,
what we attempt to learn and understand is always guided by a pre-structure or
context through which we can relate to the unfamiliar. Thanks to our experiences,
we are able to figure out the general picture of the very problem that confronts us,
without articulating it. It is a kind of knowing-how, which helps us make sense of
the unfamiliar. In addition, our habitual experience biases the learning process in
both positive and negative ways. In this dynamic process, anchored in our own
past, we are able to discover the capacities, potentials, limitations, and
possibilities of meaningful engagement with the unfamiliar, in which
transcendence can take place.

Fourth, learning involves transcendence. As discussed above, our experience is
intrinsically oriented to the future: if not, any experience will lose its
meaning—and equally its power—over us. It is always open to change and
transformation. This is very important for our understanding of habitual learning,
because habitual learning is not merely a reproduction, but also a transcendence
of the past. We surpass the familiar in order to adapt to an unfamiliar situation
and initiate the challenge to the self.



320 HE Jing, Jespersen Ejgil

We, as learners, find our own potential, self-significance, and self-
realization—to some extent, in learning, a transformation of being-in-the-world
is taking place. However, this does not mean that we can take the transformation
for granted, since the meaning of transformation actually depends on our attitude
toward learning.'” The challenges and obstacles we meet in the process of
learning not only provide opportunities for value and meaning, but also improve
our ways of habitual being-in-the-world.

To sum up, our discussion above summarizes Merleau-Ponty’s project to
admit the importance of the lived body in human experience and to understand
habitual learning as being-in-the-world. Drawing upon this phenomenological
perspective from Merleau-Ponty, our argument in this paper is that learning is
best understood as a phenomenon that involves the learner’s engagement with
the world and her intention to make sense of its structures. A new perspective is
thus employed to present learning as an embodied and socially embedded
phenomenon, which is always projected by habitual experience and involves
transcendence. We do not intend to provide a theory of learning. Rather, what we
want to develop is a cluster concept which includes a sufficient number of
characteristics. Taken together, a certain pattern of characteristic features
constitutes our experience of learning in institutions and in daily experience.
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