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Merleau-Ponty resisted viewing his own thought as Grundphilosophie, that is, a way of thinking that would refer reality, knowledge and meaning to an ultimate principle, able to ground everything while also grounding itself. He was also reluctant to appeal to a mere empirical foundation, inescapably compromised with contingency and facticity. He argued that all possibilities of meaning in history are the outcome of specific, immanent inter-human practices, and in consequence the future is neither a recurrence of the present nor an empty possibility that a subjective project might fulfill. With the notion of “institution” Merleau-Ponty seeks to account for these fundamental convictions, while avoiding the danger of “conscientialism”, that is, the view that not only is consciousness the unique purveyor of meaning, capable of unifying in a closed, homogeneous system the multiplicity of social articulations, but also that, as a result, history emerges from the reciprocal acknowledgment of all constitutive consciousness. In this regard the basic premise is that the meaning of events in history neither is imposed “from the inside” by the spontaneity of a projective or “constituting” consciousness, nor is granted “from the outside” by an all-encompassing destiny that would be causally grounded, for instance, in the development of economic forces. Besides, this notion reveals an underlying logic that embraces the entire cultural order: as we will see below, in an experience or in an artifact are lodged certain dimensions (understood in the Cartesian manner as systems of reference) in relation to which a whole succession of future experiences will possess meaning and thus will form a sequel or a history.
Events that lay down a meaning

as a demand of things to come

The doctrine of “institution” was developed alongside the early evolution of Merleau-Ponty’s thought. Some incipient references to issues that lately were brought together by this concept appear already in The Structure of Behavior. Among them stand out: the problem of historical time (“in physical as well as in mental life there is no past that is absolutely past, since ‘the spirit holds in its actual depth the moments that it seems to have left behind’
”), the enigma of emergent meaning (“the higher level of behavior embraces all ancillary dialectics in the real depth of its existence”), or the difficulties of both holism and transcendentalism (“the presumed ‘existence conditions’ cannot be distinguished from the whole to which they contribute, and conversely the essence of the whole cannot be thought in its concreteness if we disregard them and its constitutive history”).
 The next step took place in Phenomenology of Perception, where the still embryonic meaning of “institution” appears related to the term Stiftung: act or process (not only relation, therefore) of grounding a concrete relationship (that is: not a causal, but an “essence” relationship) between form and content, thought and perception. And in the essay Around Marxism (“Autour du marxisme”), written in 1945 and included in Sens et non-sens, Merleau-Ponty stated his project of understanding the ambiguity of history beyond the usual polarity of causal mecanicism and finalism ruled by a rational or transcendent ground. While acknowledging the noticeable meaninglessness of the present time, he endeavored to identify the clusters of embryonic meaning that unify events in their making and which face the risk of falling back into insignificance. In short, he strived to decipher the process of historical becoming by the sole means of discerning its fragile, immanent trends.

However, the term “institution” did not receive its definitive meaning until the Merleau-Pontyan writings contemporary with Adventures of the Dialectic. In this stage of his thought, Merleau-Ponty took up “institution” as the preferred translation of the Husserlian term of Stiftung, thereby signaling his growing rejection of a philosophy of consciousness in which Stiftung was currently rendered as “constitution”. “To overcome the difficulties of consciousness”
 and to defeat “the idealism of ‘constitution’ (nature constitutes history when history is accidentally unable to constitute nature, so that in this reversibility teleology takes precedence upon ‘archeology’)”, and in consequence “to conceive the historical world as ‘instituted’”
 rather than constituted, were indeed the main motives that led Merleau-Ponty to particularize this notion. At first glance, therefore, “institution” is a concept imposed by the necessity of a non-conscientialist interpretation of history.

On a wider scope, however, the basic idea about Merleau-Pontyan “institution” is the possibility of reactivation, re-enactment, or reawakening of experience, in spite of its unavoidable sedimentation and the ensuing clotting, hardening, and encrusting process. Above all it matters to see that Merleau-Ponty’s notion of “re-activation” does not match Husserl’s, for whom “the lived experience itself, and the objective moment constituted in it”, as he affirms in Experience and Judgment, “may become ‘forgotten’; but for all this it in no way disappears without a trace; it has merely become latent. With regard to what has become constituted in it, it is a possession in the form of a habitus, ready at any time to be awakened anew by an active association.”
 As a commentator has put it, “still conditioned by the egological phantasm, Husserl falls into the naïveté of the ‘reactivation’ of the instituted significations—as if they could be the product of a few signed and dated acts of consciousness”.
 Conversely, Merleau-Ponty sees in the concept of ‘institution’, put in a nutshell, a non-subjective
 version of what the early Husserl called ‘constitution’, an alteration that, in Koji Hirose’s words, sprang from the following circumstance: “Torn between Husserlian radicalism and the difficulties posed by the philosophy of consciousness, Merleau-Ponty abstains from converting in a grounding principle the total ‘reactivability’ of the originary evidence.”
 Accounting for this radical change of perspective is not an easy undertaking, as proved by many authors when attempting to outline the multifarious meaning of Merleau-Pontyan “institution”. In Leonard Lawlor’s phrasing, for instance, “institution means that there is a past that precedes and generates every subjective present experience. There is a tradition that has always already been before there is any individual work.”
 
But the Husserlian Stiftung is not the only precedent for Merleau-Ponty’s doctrine. To appreciate the full importance of his innovative understanding of “institution” we must look back into both the French spiritualist legacy and the (also primordially French) sociological understanding of this term. In the mainstream French tradition, the catalytic influence of Bergson’s thought on Merleau-Ponty deserves to be highlighted. To appreciate it fully we must pay attention to his revealing allusion to Charles Peguy’s work and the illuminating contrast this author embodies. “Bergson did not think history from the inside, he did not look for the simple and indivisible actions that, for every stage or event, set up the isolated facts. He seems to disregard this deep history when he affirms that each epoch is everything it can ever be (chaque période est tout ce qu’elle peut être), that is, a whole event and a complete accomplishment.
 Peguy, on the contrary, “sought to describe the coming out of the event, the juncture in which some people begin and some other people respond.”  [...] “in their simplicity, the action, the work, the past are inaccessible to those that see them from the outside”  [...] “of this page that was written in an hour, even an endless commentary cannot grasp the whole meaning”  [...] “meaning is always fickle and when it re-establishes itself faces the risk of not coming into being at all (le sens se refait au risque de se defaire)” [...] “in this network of requests and rejoinders, where the beginning attains both its accomplishment and its metamorphose, dwells a peculiar ‘public timing (durée publique)’ that, according to Peguy, would be the subject-matter of a true sociology”  [...] “the ‘historical inscription’ possesses its own value (valeur propre)”

At the same time, the Merleau-Pontyan “institution” stands out somewhat against the mainstream sociological tradition, where this term describes, in Marcel Mauss’ words, “a set of actions and ideas already in place, which individuals encounter, and which more or less imposes itself on them”.
 This accredited conception seeks to apprehend the normative and regulative aspect of institutions, in opposition to the more open-ended interpretive context in which they are embedded and which implies a figurative articulation of meaning. The Merleau-Pontyan understanding of “institution”, on the contrary, stresses its hermeneutic consequences. For he clearly noticed that, in Johann Arnason’s words, “the figurative constitution of meaning, first and most extensively analyzed on the level of perception but later also with reference to the imagination and its products, is not reducible to any other sources or operations. The pattern of ‘having a figure on a ground’ (Merleau-Ponty claims that one ‘cannot go any further’, and that ‘there is no other meaning’) represents the most elementary level of interpretation, and it can be contrasted with the idealizing models and criteria that are superimposed on experience (Merleau-Ponty uses the German expression Normierung to underline their prescriptive function).”

Although those precedents aid to elucidate Merleau-Pontyan “institution”, to assess its philosophical weight demands that we turn to Merleau-Ponty himself. The first chapter of Adventures of the Dialectic (Les aventures de la dialectique), published by Merleau-Ponty in 1955 and titled “The Crisis of Understanding”, is at first sight an extended commentary on Max Weber’s contribution to the philosophy of the social sciences. A closer reading, however, detects in this text a subtle defence of Merleau-Ponty’s own doctrine of “institution”:
“There is thus a religious efficacy and an economic efficacy. Max Weber describes them as interwoven, exchanging positions so that now one, now the other, plays the role of tutor. The effect turns back on its cause, carrying and transforming it in its turn. Furthermore, Weber does not simply integrate spiritual motives and material causes; he renews the concept of historical matter itself. An economic system is, as he says, a cosmos, a human choice become a situation; and that is what allows it to raise from worldly asceticism to religious motives, as well as to descend toward its capitalistic decay: everything is woven into the same fabric.”

However, the most clear-sighted defense of Merleau-Pontyan “institution” occurs in two texts strictly contemporary to Adventures of the Dialectic. In the first of them—the locus classicus for the doctrine, set up as a résumé for a course in the Collège de France—Merleau-Ponty states that “we understand by the concept of ‘institution’ those events in experience that endow it with durable dimensions, in relation to which a whole series of other experiences will acquire meaning, will form an intelligible series or a history—or again those events which lay down in me a meaning, not just as survival or residues, but as the invitation to a sequel (appel à une suite), the demand of things to come”.
 The second text belongs to his private notes for the same course
 and delivers some welcome precisions: “’Institution’ [means] that in an experience (or in an artifact) are established certain dimensions (understood in the Cartesian way as systems of reference) in relation to which a whole series of experiences will possess meaning and will form a sequel, a history. The meaning is placed (déposé) (it is no longer only in me as a conscience, it is not re-created or constituted in the reprise). But it is not placed as would be an object left in the cloakroom, a simple leftover or a remainder: it is placed as something to be continued, to be completed, and yet this sequel is not determined. What has been instituted will change and yet this very change is demanded by its institution.”

“Institution” uncovers a subjacent logic

that embraces the whole cultural order

As a consequence, Merleau-Ponty’s aims in devising this innovative, many-facetted notion appear now fairly plain. They have been brilliantly summarized by Johann Arnason: “Merleau-Ponty used the concept of institution to transform the traditional problematic of constitution: it refers, in a very broad sense, to the patterns of determinacy, stability and ideality that are imposed on experience, and they can only function in and through a state of constant tension with the underlying indeterminacy of the world.”
 In Merleau-Ponty’s “line of questioning”, contends Arnason, “the traditional problematic of constitution is subordinated to that of world-disclosure, world-appropriation and world-interpretation. Phenomenological reflection does not culminate in a full self-consciousness of the constituting subject.”
 This is a crucial view that appears summarized in Merleau-Ponty’s own words: “If the subject is taken not as a constituting subject but as an instituting subject, it might be understood that the subject does not exist instantaneously and that the other person does not exist simply as a negative of me.”
 This means, in short, two momentous things: that “I am also tradition” and that “I am also others”.
Determined to shed light on his idea of “institution”, Merleau-Ponty approaches it by way of different narratives, some of them “bearing upon personal or subjective history” and the rest being “related to public history”.
 For instance, he intuitively expounds his idea of “institution” with the following words: “History itself scatters (imaginatively, as it were) the elements that some day will correspond to each other. Then the system will make sense, in the same way the incipient picture commands the painter’s gestures, or the meaning of a spoken sentence summons a cluster of unknowingly converging words.”
 In another passage he illustrates "institution" with a reference to autobiographical reflection and personal reminiscence: “We ought to understand that the subject is not instantaneous when it institutes instead of constituting. [...] What I have begun in certain decisive moments of my life does not lie far away in the past as an objective memory, nor is it at hand in the form of a remembrance that I acknowledge as my own. It lies in-between, as the field of my own becoming in the time elapsed since then.”

Yet the allusive manner in which Merleau-Ponty often refers to “institution”, in harmony with his metaphorical or “lateral” approach to the major concepts of his philosophy, does not promote a thorough understanding of this notion. To make it more intelligible, it seems worthwhile to point out that history at large is a magnificent instance of consecutive “institutions” at work, as expressed by the well-known retort of Alexander Herzen to Karl Marx: “History has no culmination. There is no libretto. We need wit and courage to make our way while our way is making us.”
 According to other authors, however, it is art history the discipline that furnishes a suitably intuitive approach to this Merleau-Pontyan doctrine. In Nick Crossley’s view, for instance, “individual artists learn to inhabit an institution by letting the institution inhabit them, but that institution is at the same time a trajectory which requires of them that they continue it and modify it. Similarly, within the biography of the individual artist each work appears to build upon the next, answering the ‘puzzle’ or ‘problem’ set by its predecessor and setting a puzzle or problem for the one which will succeed it. There is both continuity and change.”
 Beyond history and art, however, the whole cultural universe becomes thoroughly elucidated by the concept of “institution”. As contended by Myriam Revault, “the dynamics of the institution amounts to a subjacent logic for the whole cultural order, for it forms a progression that starts at the personal and affective history and, across both the aesthetic impulse and the growth of knowledge, culminates in the ‘public’ sphere”.

We have pointed out that, in Merleau-Ponty’s view, the dynamics of the “institution” takes place both in the personal or interpersonal history (as a sentiment, an artwork, or a particular knowledge) and in history at large as well. Still, no other field exemplifies “institution” with more clarity than the historical development of thought. After all, the idea of ‘institution’ seems tailor-made for a network of meaning where logic coexists with contingency. The successive events that form the history of philosophy, moreover, have established their meaning “as a claim to a following, as the demand of things to come”
 with a force not matched by any other human endeavor. Nevertheless, also society at large delivers exempla that instruct about the workings of “institution”. For social institutions not only are interconnected, and thus “remind ourselves of some of the holistic features of the social”, according to Martin Kusch, but also they “do not run on tracks that are laid out in advance: their members and other interested parties must constantly decide how to behave properly within them and how to apply them”.

All in all, perhaps the most affordable approach to Merleau-Pontyan “institution” is embedded in his commentaries to Max Weber’s historical and sociological ideas. As stated above, they make out the chapter titled “The Crisis of Understanding” in The Adventures of Dialectic. The Weberian inspiration, however, was not restricted to this essay and is actually manifested in several aspects of Merleau-Pontyan thought. We have seen that history, in his view, cannot be understood neither appealing to a comprehensive, exterior source of meaning, nor in reference to the arbitrary decisions of a constitutive consciousness. If we cling to the ideal of a rigorous, empirically contrasted discipline, though, we are bound to take on the “third way” suggested by the Merleau-Pontyan “institution”, noticeably inspired by the Weberian precedent: “Max Weber seeks a midway between history understood as sequence of unique facts and the arrogant philosophy that incarcerates the past by way of its categories, as if it had been no more that what we think of it.”
 Also in Weber’s wake the idea of “institution” rejects both the teleology of an historical meaning that exists on its own resources (the advent of meaning does not come by itself, since every consequential initiative must always renew a former meaning) and the decisionism of a willed “constitution” of meaning as claimed by the old doctrine of the Sinngebung. Moreover, while granting that the historian can access this ever-renewed meaning without particular problems, Merleau-Ponty echoes Weber’s conviction that this openness does not ensure historical intelligibility: “The complete ‘possibility of re-living’ (Nacherlebbarkeit) is important as proof of understanding, but it is not an absolute condition for the apprehension of meaning. ‘One does not need to be Caesar in order to understand Caesar.’ In every event, the ingredients that can be understood are often mixed up and combined with those that cannot.”

As a résumé of what has been claimed so far, the notion of “institution”, as Merleau-Ponty understands it, appears to have been already outlined by Max Weber. This author rejected both strictly dualist and monist views, and highlighted the reciprocal intertwining (the inextricable coming together, the concrete weave) or even the Wahlverwandtschaft (the “elective affinity”) of very contrasting social and cultural orders, of which Calvinism and capitalism are the most renowned instances. Indeed, the “institution” was implicitly conceived by Max Weber as the setting up of rationality amidst the universal contingency: “a closed segment (endlicher Ausschnitt) is abstracted from the meaningless infinity of events” and becomes “endowed with meaning and significance”.
 (An alternative way of rendering this important passage would emphasize the “cutting out”—which is what Ausschnitt connotes—of every cultural item from “the infinite events of the world” to which, thereafter, “the human point of view bequeaths the meaning that they naturally do not possess”.)

Still, Max Weber discarded the idea of an objective meaning of history as well: “Even if our historical scrutiny is flawless, its results won’t tell the meaning of history’s becoming, and thus we must be capable of creating it ourselves.”
 The inspirational influence of Max Weber on Merleau-Ponty’s thought, therefore, does not need any further commentary. (Since the links of “institution” with Max Weber’s ideas help us to elucidate some aspects of Merleau-Ponty’s doctrine, now it won’t be inappropriate to point out that, some attempts to relate these concepts notwithstanding, Merleau-Pontyan “institution” and Nietzschean-Foucauldian “genealogy” are uncomfortable bedfellows. Genealogy argues that when “old rules are applied to new conditions” occur “un-perceived transformations of meaning” that give rise to “un-apparent innovations”.
 More precisely, as Foucault claims, “a system of rules in itself devoid of essential meaning” is transformed “by violence or by deception” in line with a re-interpretation that places it “in a totally different game” and subsumes it under “second-order rules”.
 Merleau-Ponty submits likewise the institutional impulse to every modulation imposed by the ensuing generations, but, in contrast to genealogy, he stresses the centrality of initiation and origin.)
The deciphering of meaning that nowhere pre-existed,

the understanding of tradition, the elucidation of historical time.
What has been stated so far suggests that the notion of “institution” describes a twofold leaning in all human practices: toward innovation and creation on the one hand, and headed for habituation on the other. A propensity toward—and ability for—incorporation and habituation, in a word, coexist with the capacity for innovative and creative practices that result in ways of acting which become preserved through habit. In their turn, innovation and creativity strive to modify or transform existing habits, or at any rate to build upon them. This issue has been specified by Myriam Revault: “The institution is always undermined by a fundamental ambivalence. On the one hand it is the capacity, the instituting force, the possibility of a beginning; on the other it is the condition that results from this dynamics, the situation it produces. Merleau-Ponty is reluctant to dissociate these two aspects, and he contends that the product involves the perpetuation of the productive action and, conversely, that the ground includes an opening to the future. The apparent ‘encrusting’ of the sedimented result cannot be separated from the aperture of a boundless horizon of possibilities, which can be re-activated at any time.”
 We may conclude, therefore, that in Merleau-Pontyan “institution” two separate aspects overlap: 1) the blend of necessity with contingency that explains the genesis of meaning and which supports the doctrine of “autochthonous organization” or “endogenous architecture”; 2) this combination, though, cannot forsake the prestige of all origins or the safety suggested by every invariance. Unity and continuity,
 in consequence, are deep-seated features of all “institutions”. Incidentally, the hub of the well-known Bourdieuan concept of “habitus” amounts to a sort of embodied “institution”, as we will contend in due time.
An even closer scrutiny of Merleau-Ponty’s “institution”, however, locates in this notion three strands firmly related to each other. Indeed it can be succinctly stated that every “institution” manages: a) to conceive a meaning that pre-existed nowhere; b) to understand tradition as sedimentation of meaning; c) to think temporality and historicity in the absence of any privileged ground.
a) Meaning. It is a fact that “institution” and meaning are indivisible. The unity of sorts that “institution” realizes does not result from a cumulative process nor stems from a given determinism, but may be attained through the permanent reprise of meaning that ensures its stability. For Merleau-Ponty “institution” designates the advent of an “operant meaning” that not only renovates or reassumes former meanings but also surmounts or overcomes them and which at the same time requests subsequent renewals or resumptions that will create new meanings.  Thus it does account for “rationality in contingency, a species of self-constitution”.
 It is plausible, therefore, to assume that “institution” delivers the definitive and universal solution to the problem of meaning. In a situation that must be termed “historical” because it cannot be read from the point of view of subject/object dichotomy, comes about light-handedly the sudden belonging-together or closing-up that all meaning contrives. It has to be borne in mind, though, that this “historical” meaning is neither the end of a causal chain nor the beginning of a teleological progression. Besides, one of the groundbreaking paradoxes of Merleau-Pontyan “institution” is that the chief purveyor of meaning, as befits an anti-dualist ontology, is difference (strangely, contingently, but persistently unified) and not identity.
This state of affairs has been conclusively described by Alexander Hubeny: “What interests Merleau-Ponty is the immanence of meaning. Every philosophy attempting to understand history as a totality faces the risk of conceiving meaning as transcendence, thus seeing in history only what has been set in it. [...] This explains why the notion of Gestalt is so important [for Merleau-Ponty]: it permits to surmise the presence of future times in the present moment: the fecundity of history.”
 In this respect we should also mention the possibility of a cognitive, anti-ontological interpretation of the present doctrine. It is grounded on the spontaneous affinity with each other of historical focuses of meaning that were previously unrelated and on the specific demands of intelligibility posed by this unexpected association. Merleau-Ponty suggests in reality an historiographical approach centered on these “nuclei of intelligibility”, sprung “out of the natural or historical given, in which each element confirms the others in such a way that they organize themselves into a system”, and which “leave their mark in the course of things and then disappear without having been destroyed, either frontally or internally”.
 All historical formations, in short, ensure the spontaneity of practices and therefore guarantee their instituting capacity. For that motive the past is always more than a sort of “past-warehouse” and thus it can never be reduced to a tradition. But this wealth of significance, in its turn, implies an uncertain future because no feat of instituted meaning is assured for ever.

As a result, the Merleau-Pontyan concept of institution not only “is integral to understanding history at the personal and public levels”, in Nick Crossley’s words, but can also account for it “at the point of their interchange”
. The “nuclei of intelligibility” with which history is interspersed and around which, so Merleau-Ponty contends, “settles the infinite detail of the facts”,
 are also the “symbolic matrixes” that he describes as “typical ways of dealing with natural reality, of responding to others and to death”
 and which noticeably foreshadow the concept of “institution”: “In the point where people and natural or historical data meet, appear a sort of symbolic matrixes that pre-existed nowhere and which are in condition to leave their mark, temporarily or for a long time, in the course of events. They disappear afterwards, not destroyed by an external agent but merely as a result of internal disintegration, or because some internal development becomes predominant and manages to denature them.”
 Such “symbolic matrixes” are produced by the spontaneous encounter of elements endowed with an affinity for each other that assembles them in a system. This combination is neither an arbitrary collection nor the teleological reproduction of a pre-existing model. Thus history emerges as an ambiguous weave “torn by every contingency” and at the same time “involuntary mended by the people trapped inside it”.
 In this weave each event is, as it were, loaded with all the others, and combined with them forms a “nucleus of intelligibility” provided with many centers and accessible in different ways. 
b) Tradition and sedimentation. As we have explained, every Stiftung presupposes a dimension of meaning (a tradition) that both precedes and justifies it, but which in its turn is reshaped or deformed by the Stiftung. According to Merleau-Ponty, “traditionality (traditionalité) is not explicitation”. Instead he regards this notion as “the appearance (apparition) of ideas that impose a step ahead (font faire un pas) and which the past did not contain”. This important insight is then made explicit in the following way: “There is at the same time taking-over of meaning and abandonment of meaning, realization that is also destruction. All institutions involve this twofold aspect, end and beginning, Endstiftung and at the same time Urstiftung. ‘Sedimentation’ is just this: a vestige of what has been forgotten and, as a consequence, an appeal to a thinking that counts upon it and that goes farther.”
 The basic idea, therefore, is that historical facts thrust out productivity and thus irradiate a latency that impinges upon every present and sets out a dimension for everything that will be said and done in future times. Still, this fecundity is not unlimited and the sedimented meaning may degrade and run out as reservoir and background for the revisionist initiatives of future generations. The present view refurbishes the Hegelian notion of “objective spirit”, which in this newer context, and no longer teleologically governed by any necessity, explains how the sedimented achievements of a culture develop into a tradition. The totality of this historical becoming, though, is never effectively realized and at every moment may relapse into contingency.

To illustrate this point of view we may recur either to T. S. Eliot’s legendary account of artistic tradition or to Merleau-Ponty’s own exemplification, inspired by the Euclidean foundation of geometry. “What happens when a new work of art is created”, says Eliot, “is something that happens simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it. The existing monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the introduction of the new (the really new) work of art among them.”
 As for Merleau-Ponty’s geometrical instantiation, he contends that “the individual institution of what is true (du vrai) is linked to an institution which is more than individual: it reassumes a former intention (the originary Stiftung of geometry) and it creates one that will survive it, that will go farther (the actual Stiftung of a new meaning), and thanks to which there is the oblivion of the origins.” (This last reference, of course, alludes to the circumstance that already in Husserl’s thought the “oblivion of the origins” was the prerequisite for every authentic tradition.) Merleau-Ponty, therefore, assumes the existence of a “two-faced traditionality”, though he specifies that “the traditionality which produces sedimentation and supplies the presumed ‘truth in itself’ is precisely the true center of historicity.”

The doctrine of institution, in short, sees the source of historical meaning in the latency or infinite productivity of all events of history insofar as they appear to benefit from an “unlimited fecundity”. They are surrounded, in other words, by a halo of “objective” possibility which, on the one hand, is less than a positive substantiality, but on the other is more than a simple, unattached virtuality. Less than a positive substantiality, indeed: since the ambiguity of historical occurrences cannot be overcome, the meaning of all events, far from being “the pure development of an idea”, comes about contingently “when the human initiative reassembles scattered data and in so doing grounds a living system”.
 This justifies Merleau-Ponty’s definition of philosophy as “consciousness of rationality in contingency”.
 It should be noted, however, that Merleau-Ponty’s approach is as anti-foundationalist as it is anti-formalist. In Johann Arnasson’s words, “the rationality in question is always relative in that it is grounded in a particular situation and a localized community of discourse and its aspiration to universality is based on a shared horizon rather than on procedural rules”.
 But also more than a simple, unattached virtuality: the “objective” possibility we have mentioned above should no be mistaken for a successor of, say, Kant’s a priori or Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm. In Kuhn’s view, precisely, both “are constitutive of the infinite range of possible experiences that might conceivable occur in the actual world to which they give access. Which of these conceivable experiences occurs in that actual world is something that must be learned. They are both stern teachers, firmly resisting the promulgation of beliefs unsuited to the form of life the lexicon permits.”

c) History and temporality. Already in Phenomenology of Perception Merleau-Ponty sketched an “existential theory of history” that assigned to human “being-in-the-world” the capacity to escape from naturalness by means of reassuming the actual situation and giving it unprecedented symbolic meaning. In his subsequent writings, the thrust to overcome the duality of subject and object—the antagonism of consciousness and things—reinforced his attempts to re-situate the historical events in a horizon of openness and indetermination. On the one hand, the plurality of historical dimensions is not hierarchically structured around a founding center, for there is not any privileged ground for historical becoming, nor any truth lies hidden behind the appearances of empirical history. “The meaning of history arises in contact with contingency, at the moment when human initiative founds a system of life taking up anew scattered givens. An historical understanding which reveals an interior to history still leaves us in the presence of empirical history, with its density and haphazardness, and does not subordinate it to any hidden reason.”
 On the other hand, the political, economical, religious, and cultural worlds appear linked among them and contrive an enigmatic simultaneity. In Merleau-Ponty’s view, every social dimension is correlated to all the others. “History renders interchangeable all orders of activity, and none of them can be singled out as an exclusive cause. It matters to know whether this cohesion heralds the joint solution of all problems, or whether this concordance is only a feature of our questioning.”

Merleau-Ponty argues, in short, that 1) the perplexities which arise when we face history, akin to those brought about by consciousness and mind, ground the concept of “institution”; as Koji Hirose puts it, “the philosophy of the institution attempts to shed light on the emergence of historical time”;
 2) in its turn, “institution” contrives the emergence of history as a philosophically deceptive and conceptually erratic reality, precisely the weird entity that may be described as “a ‘milieu louche’”. 
  Many Merleau-Pontyan scholars have tried to formulate this evasive condition, and a small sample of these attempts could begin with this instance: “The notion of  institution de-centers the subject, explaining the process by which experience is afforded meaning and ‘objects’ in terms of rules and resources which are trans-individual and historical. It thereby connects the subject to others and to history and society at a level which is both deeper than and prior to their individual consciousness.”
 From the viewpoint of another observer, “history provides the very substance of our concrete existence, where the inertia of objective conditions and a world-making autonomy meet, and which for this reason must become the centre of all philosophical concerns”.
 Moreover, and according to another scholar: “The notion of Stiftung implies above all a philosophy of history. All Stiftung is historical, whether of perception, of artistic significance, of ideality, or of history proper.”

History as institution, therefore, blends processuality with permanence, dynamicism with sedimentation, transformation and conservatism, since it describes how a more or less stabilized form comes up in the middle of historical becoming. The succession of broken equilibriums and the ensuing re-organizations are governed by an inner logic which is neither constituted by consciousness nor results from an extraneous, overarching force. This central contention has been worded by Nick Crossley in the following manner: “History does not start afresh with every day, generation or even epoch. There is always change but there is equally always continuity because history is embodied, ‘instituted’ in the ‘corporeal schemas’ of the agents who make it and, in other respects, change it.”
 All those statements, by the way, give weight to the impression that “institution” and “sedimentation” go hand in hand. Every institution opens up a process of becoming, but it also persists in a tradition as the concealed sedimentation that amounts to a grounded possibility. Consequently, sedimentation hides or covers up historical meaning, while preserving and maintaining it at the same time. Sedimented historical meaning (which includes both its partial loss and its paradoxical preservation), in a word, presupposes its eventual, if deformed, reactivation. Thus sedimentation becomes the conceptual backbone of the approach to history that Merleau-Ponty names “operant” or “vertical”.

Merleau-Pontyan stresses this “vertical”, “operant” or “intentional” approach to past times following a conviction associated to his idea of “institution”. In a few words, he believes that history is more simultaneous than successive, or according to his own formulation, that “history is made of Stiftungen [institutions], oblivion converted in tradition, reprises, interiority within exteriority, Ineinander [intertwining] of present and past”, rather than of  “process, chains of visible events”.
 Formally expressed, the Merleau-Pontyan doctrine of “history as institution” affirms principally that “grounding” and “grounded” are reversible notions. (This discussion of reversibility in relation to history
 foreshadows the descriptions, focusing on reciprocal action, perpetual genesis, and intertwining of “inside” and “outside”, that proliferate in Merleau-Ponty’s late thought.) Past and future, for instance, “echo each other”,
 and likewise what has been “given”, in a sense, cannot be discerned from what has been “created”. In fact there is only “giveness” thanks to the renewal of a tradition that amounts to “oblivion of the origin”, and conversely what is “created” will become “the originary past” of all subsequent renewals. The doctrine of the “institution”, in a nutshell, rejects the objectivistic conception of time. An “institution” is always an Urstiftung that anticipates or pre-possesses the Nachstiftung which repeats and re-activates the Urstiftung. The time of the institution is thus properly the thickness of the present time, which owes its unity to the “institution” itself.

We may conclude by signaling that several claims of Merleau-Ponty’s later, anti-Cartesian ontology shed light on his doctrine of the “institution”. The notions of “dimension” and “flesh”, particularly, allow a deeper understanding of the issues involved. In Merleau-Ponty’s terminology, indeed, history may be considered the “flesh” of social reality in the sense that historical facts may “sediment” and thus become a “dimension” that later will be a required fulcrum for every move aspiring to be meaningful. For history is not an accumulation of facts positively locked in their present and that would additively combine at their own initiative. As to the outlandish notion of “dimension”, Merleau-Ponty is quite explicit: “Alongside with the first glance, the first exchange, the first enjoyment, there is initiation, that is, not the positing of a subject matter but the opening of a dimension that never will close again, the setting up of a plane that will be the benchmark for all other experiences from now on.”
 In his account of “institution”, precisely, Merleau-Ponty perceives a “dimension” in virtue of which experiences relate to each other and therefore conform a meaning. In other words, they obey to a simultaneous interchange of anticipation and renewal. These “dimensions” establish a level to which, in Merleau-Ponty’s words, “all experiences will be related to from now on. [...] This level, this dimension, is not an invisible of fact, as is the case of an object concealed behind another, it is not an absolute invisible totally independent from the visible, but it is the invisible of this world, which inhabits and supports it, and renders it visible.”
 Still, more intuitive ways of understanding this account of “dimension” are not scarce. Alexis de Tocqueville, for instance, observed that “in every century there is a singular fact to which all others are related”. He also pointed out, moreover, that this historical focus “usually gives birth to a fundamental thought which in its turn exerts a pull in all sentiments and all ideas that drags them along its own way”.

We are reluctant to end this overview without mentioning a current appraisal of the concept of “institution” authored by Theodore Schatzki. In his view every “institution” opens up what he calls a “field of possibility”, essentially related to agency and closely associated to Merleau-Pontyan “dimension”. Besides, he contends that “institution” suggests the prevalence of model-based or case-based thinking, sensing and feeling over strictly logical procedures. Seen in this way, “institutions” can be normative because they open up a space or field of possibilities where exclusion and constrain are construed in such a way that, as Schatzki says, “to exclude ways of proceeding is not to render them absolutely impossible”, for it only means that they “cannot be pursued at this moment in this particular configuration of phenomena”.
 Schatzki’s specification is invaluable: “the intuition behind the notion of ‘field of possibility’ qua aspect of pre-figuration is that what people can do is limited”. This statement refers to the evidence that “something can contingently, in conjunction with other phenomena, and for as long as it exists, occlude certain ways of proceeding”.
 Of course the “dimensions” implied by such constrain possess “power to exclude”, though it is not “immune to the progress of events”.
 On the contrary, it compels us “to construe constrain less indomitably”, for it “also entails re-interpreting the meaning of ‘exclusion’”. As a consequence, “to occlude certain ways of proceeding” means that “even something that might, at any moment, change or disappear can determine thus—and prefigure more generally—so long as it has not changed or vanished.”

The debate over the inadequacies of “institution”.

Its alleged unrealism and cognitive opacity
On the one hand it can be argued that the doctrine of the “institution” is an advancement over Phenomenology of Perception and the theory of the “phenomenal body”. Above all it historicizes or “traditionalizes” the notion of incarnate intentionality following the “dis-embodying” impact of the Gestalttheorie and specially of Saussure’s ideas. At the same time it elucidates this distinctive intentionality and the correlative process of embodiment from a socio-historical perspective. On the other hand, however, not only Merleau-Ponty’s earlier theories display evident shortcomings if seen from the viewpoint of the “institution”, but even his late ontology may be deemed, under this point of view, a leap in the dark. Be that as it may, it is obvious that Merleau-Ponty’s doctrine occupies an uncomfortable position in midpoint of his philosophical evolution.
The reproaches of unrealism directed to the concept of “institution” have come from all sides. For instance, it has been contended that “the strengths of Merleau-Ponty’s approach remain very much philosophical and abstract, [for] he did not seek to explore his ideas at a more concrete and empirical level,”
 since “Merleau-Ponty deals only with the general structure of perception and action.”
 Apart from unrealism, this doctrine has also been accused of epistemic opacity. After all, no “institution” automatically provides understanding about itself. Since all its features possess a pre-linguistic, embodied character, the sought-after knowledge can only be supplied by the culture on which it is embedded. In this respect, Dreyfus and Rabinow’s criticism is implacable: “If we are stuck in our embodied habitus, as Merleau-Ponty holds, then there is no position from which to do an objective, detached study of one’s own sense of reality.”
 On a wider scope, moreover, it may be pointed out that “institution” cannot explain, in simple words, why people perform one appropriate action rather than another in a given situation. In fact it can be questioned whether an underlying “institution” can account for the continuity, fluidity, and spontaneity of human action. Likewise we may wonder whether ascriptions of “institution” add anything to simple recordings of the occurrence of appropriate actions.
Countering these strictures, however, it may be conceded that at first sight “institution” assists the understanding of lived experience because it brings to light a sort of totalizing unity in the subject. Instead of an intentional directedness, it uncovers a cluster of dispositions which oversteps the customary slicing up in privacy, family, profession, culture, etc. All human practices, in fact, can only be understood at the crossroads of an embodied past (usually identified as a set of dispositions or simply as a culture) and the actual social context in which a given performance takes place. According to Merleau-Ponty, though, this social context is itself a result of institutional action. “How are we to conceive that the subject encounters any obstacle in her path? They aren’t properly obstacles if the subject herself has set them. And if they actually offer resistance, we have to cope with the difficulties of a philosophy that includes the subject in a cosmic order and sees the functioning of the mind as a case of natural finality.”

The problem of accounting for the resistances that the subject encounters in her path remains nevertheless unsolved, an obscurity which the doctrine of institution shares with other brands of phenomenology. Even “a phenomenology immediately installed in a transcendental sociology of explicit Husserlian persuasion”, in the view of François Héran, cannot face this drawback successfully, for “the great categories of phenomenology risk to remain empty and altogether formal if they do not encounter resistance in the issues to which they apply themselves”.
 And in accordance with Merleau-Ponty, we should keep in mind that if “institution” is, so to speak, never alone, neither is the macro-cultural order. Otherwise put: granting that every context opens onto a meta-context, the latter is never reducible to a definite set of principles and presuppositions. In Johann Arnasson’s words, “the social context is always part of a meta-social one, that of culturally diversified coexistence in the world, and the potentialities which reveal themselves on this level cannot be subsumed under a code of structures. More specifically, the human order of culture is an inexhaustible source of meaning, and the construction of formal invariants is only one of several keys to the universal implications of its patterns.”
 This disconcerting state of affairs has been deftly summarized in recent times: “Merleau-Ponty does not have a clear concept to identify the point of interchange between agency and structure. His is a dispositional conception of agency. [And his] concept of ‘institution’ plays a very similar role [since it] is integral to understanding history at the personal and public levels, and at the point of their interchange.”

On the other hand, the soundness of the doctrine has been defended on account of the “important praxiological considerations that Merleau-Ponty seeks to inject into the concept of institution”.
 In support of this optimistic appraisal it has been argued that the resistances to this notion, alert to the circumstances which oppose it and that give weight to the accusations of unrealism, actually are all an outcome of the institution itself and can be made manifest to the unprejudiced observer by means of an opportune “gestalt shift”. Among other scholars, Nick Crossley has been a prominent advocate of this viewpoint: “Merleau-Ponty’s exploration of human being-in-the-world, whilst it illuminates the manifold ways in which the world exists for the subject, equally shifts the gestalt so as to facilitate an exploration of the objectivity of the world and the interplay of objective and subjective elements.”
 He even adds, observing this problem from a wider scope: “phenomenology switches its gestalt from a focus upon the situated and instituting subject to a focus upon the (historical) situations and institutions lived by a multiplicity of interacting and interwoven subjects. Background becomes foreground; foreground becomes background.”
 Thus Merleau-Ponty obtains “a progressive reflexive de-centering of the subject, an ‘objectification of subjectivity’, to use Bourdieu’s phrase,
 and a move towards an analysis of society as a dynamic whole.”

Putting this issue in a nutshell, then, it can be said that “Merleau-Ponty is not the limited ‘subjectivist’ that some of his critics take him to be and it is important for us to recognize this. [...] As his notion of institution suggests, he is concerned both with agent and structure, player and game, and more particularly with their interpenetration. [...] His approach is concerned to explore the relationships between subjectivity and the broader social world, and to trace the unfolding of history as a sui generis process.”
 This optimistic view has been shared, up to a point, by Cornelius Castoriadis. In his opinion the creativity that is inseparable from social-historical institutions amply compensates for its un-groundedness, an insight that may be applied to Merleau-Pontyan “institution” as well: “The social-historical institution as such, and each institution of a society, always will be/will appear arbitrary and unmotivated in its essential elements. It is creation, which could never find necessary and sufficient conditions outside it.”

The insufficiencies of “institution” lead to a dilemma:

ontology of the “flesh” v. pre-reflexive embodiment

In fact, a number of clear-sighted criticisms have contributed to specify the limitations of Merleau-Pontyan “institution”. Merleau-Ponty’s confidence in grounding all traditions upon instituted meaning has encountered the skepticism so well expressed by Diana Coole when she reminds us that “experience is structured by accumulated meanings that become reified, saturated with habit and inertia and, in collective life, interwoven with power and obfuscation”.
 In more precise language, a devastating argument against the concept of “institution” may run as follows. Instead of merely prolonging a formerly instituted line of progression, the instituting agent occupies the empty slot in the space of possibilities set up by the several instituted lines of progression which actually configure her lived horizon. Indeed a set of normativities configure the space in which an unengaged place will eventually emerge. But the only normativity that works upon “institution” is a negative one for it determines the limits that cannot be trespassed by the instituting agency that actually occupies a given slot. This line of criticism has been expounded by Bernard Lahire in powerful language: “The absence of events or contexts acting as triggers wields the negative power of de-activating or inhibiting dispositions, attitudes, habits, schemes of action.”
 In his opinion, this negativity results from the fact that “the extant situation plays an active role as selective instance or as filter” which “gives to certain dispositions the possibility to become activated” whereas closes to others “all chances of actualization”.

Defending a more restrained viewpoint, Johann Arnasson has pointed out in this respect that “an analysis which relates the different orders or dimensions of the social world to each other opens up an interpretive space where a plurality of more or less institutionalized and more or less openly conflicting patterns [of meaning] can coexist”.
 And a hermeneutic quandary doesn’t fail to come into view insofar as “patterns of meaning” are “grounded in interpretive perspectives and evaluative orientations” and so they are combined with “principles of choice”. The constitution of this “closed, abstracted segment” of meaning, after all, results from arbitrary intentions and attitudes, so that the implicit, merely programmatic theory that would account for it “seems to be an emphatically subjectivistic one that would reduce networks of meaning to projections and the trans-subjective context to an external and intrinsically meaningless substratum”. 
 

The weight of the foregoing criticisms forces us to admit the inadequacies of the Merleau-Pontyan doctrine of the “institution”. It is undeniably relevant, as we have shown, when accounting for the emergence of meaning, the understanding of tradition, and the elucidation of historical time. But now, in view of the preceding shortcomings, we must decide on the procedures that can extend, refine, and complete the doctrine.
In consequence we contend that the concept of “institution” is placed at a crossroads where the relevant signposts point at two directions. We also argue that Merleau-Ponty himself decided to take one of them when he developed his later, anti-Cartesian ontology. And eventually we will claim that the alternative course involves a synthesis of this ontological viewpoint and the doctrine of perception and embodiment that was the key to his early thought. In other words, we maintain that Merleau-Ponty’s ideas on “institution” only turn out to be a consequential doctrine if they: a) are prolonged into a description of the “fleshly” structure of history and transposed into the vocabulary of his later ontology; or b) become re-interpreted in the light of his early standpoint, where the archeological bent of his thought rejected all forms of objectivity and stressed the pre-objective or practical insertion of the body in its social environment.
The Merleau-Pontyan doctrine of the “institution”, as we have seen, has been accused of being unrealistic, exceedingly abstract, opaque to cognition, and in need of a hermeneutic approach. It is apparent, therefore, that to make his theory more concrete and cognitively firmer (to flesh it out, in a word), Merleau-Ponty had either to proceed along the path leading to non-Cartesian ontology (this was the option he did take) or to regress towards the “intentional arc”
 and likewise to the “phenomenological body” (which is the course taken by Pierre Bourdieu in his doctrine of the habitus, as will be explained at the end of this essay).
“Institution” extends to Merleau-Ponty’s later ontological issues:
“flesh”, “invisible”, “active essences”, and “dimensionality”
Admittedly, the idea of “institution” solves many quandaries. It explains the coming out of meaning, the power of traditions, and the labyrinth of time and historicity in a way that deserves unconditional praise. And above all it describes the internal correlation between past and future that is the backbone of historicity. But “institution” neither specifies the grounding reasons of this blend of unity and difference between past and future, nor does it account for its manifold varieties. Yet these missing “grounding reasons” were requested by Merleau-Ponty himself in an evaluative backward glance: “Phenomenological descriptions are always somewhat disappointing [...] and to attain their full philosophical range they must disclose the grounding reasons (raisons de principe) that govern the apparent relationship between the negative and the positive.”
 Koji Hirose has put the underlying issue plainly: “Why Merleau-Ponty does not declare himself satisfied with the notion of ‘institution’, and why he then proposes the notion of ‘flesh’ in his last, unfinished text?”

This line of distrust encourages a series of unsettling questions. What role did the concept of “institution” play in Merleau-Ponty’s decision to abandon the notion that a sovereign, constituting consciousness, since a philosophy concerned with history, according to his later views, cannot be a philosophy of consciousness? How does this notion cope with the ambiguities of history at large and above all with the difficulties posed by the historiography of thought? Is because it cannot really solve them that the concept of “institution” opens a direct pathway to the anti-Cartesian ontology let unfinished by Merleau-Ponty? How does it face the history of culture, where ideality and change, norm and contingency, conscience and world intermingle? In any case, it seems to be beyond doubt that to embrace “institution” obliges to abandon Cartesianism, as Cornelius Castoriadis has contended: “Across diverse simultaneous and successive institutions is deployed and actively expressed a polymorphism that could not, save by a fallacious tautology, be made into the materialization of possibilities fully pre-constituted ‘elsewhere’ and from a timeless ‘always’—then it must be understood that it is the entire outlook of the inherited ontology that is being abandoned, along with the implicit but always sovereign signification of Being.”
 Another remark from Castoriadis: “If some nontrivial components of perceiving are instituted, [...] that already leads to a radical condemnation of the entire egological frame of reference within which, and within which alone, perception has always been considered.”

It has been argued, as well, that the doctrine of the “institution” was not brought forward properly. One of its drawbacks, allegedly, is that it was not adequately blended with the ontological issues which appeared thereafter and whose elaboration was interrupted by Merleau-Ponty’s early death. In this respect Arnasson contends that “we can only speculate about the results of a more systematic integration of the perspective on ‘institution’” (which Merleau-Ponty “only sketched in broad outlines although it is noticeably linked to his variation on Weberian issues”) with “the themes of the Visible”.
 In contrast, we maintain that the later ontological issues, centered on the notions of “flesh”, “active essences”, “invisible”, and “intertwining”, in a large measure prolong and complete the doctrine of the “institution” (and even supersede it, for they effect what a Hegelian would call aufheben). Its efficiency when attempting to explain historicity was bound to be surpassed by an ontological setting that, among other reasons, might have been enforced by Merleau-Ponty in view of the problems posed by his earlier doctrine. In what follows we will relate the concept of “institution” to these ontological notions.
a) Institution and the “flesh”. “Institution”, according to Renaud Barbaras, “flawlessly designates the originary implication of the derived in the originary (cette implication originaire du dérivé dans l’originaire) that makes out the specificity of ‘flesh’. Indeed the ‘flesh’ is neither fact nor quidditas. It is the Event, the originary Institution that opens up a dimension of reprise, demands an upcoming time, and only manages to be truly itself in virtue of this reactivation and this development.”
 In other words, the “flesh” is what makes possible the “institution” as the insertion of a difference. This difference does not convey an ontological vacuum because “it is the place where a vision appears (le lieu d’émergence d’une vision) and hence it is filled up by the flesh”.
 We should keep in mind that the flesh is principally “not-presentable as such”, which means that it only presents itself in an originary way through the bounded difference implied by every institution. As pointed out by Koji Hirose, “the phenomenology of the difference (écart), bent on discerning the singular event, and the ontology of the flesh, aspiring to ground the same type of event, not only are complementary but also articulate each other.”
 On the one hand, the world is not merely restricted to its actual positivity, for its very “flesh”, according to Merleau-Ponty, is “pregnancy of possibilities”.
 On the other hand, all possible worlds are potential variations of this world. This means that they are not “other worlds” in the sense of being absolutely foreign to my own world (all their possible meanings must be related to it, one way or another). They could rather be likened to the “invisible” of this world, on the contrary, insofar as they announce its imminent visibility. In more intuitive terms, it should be pointed out that history exemplifies this prominent connection between “institution” and “flesh”. As Xavier Guchet has put it, “to think history thoroughly does not consist in an endless oscillation between raw events and ideal meanings. It rather means to occupy the interval between the latent operations that make up the ‘flesh of history’, where ‘meanings are constantly knotted, then un-knotted, and thereafter knotted again but differently, within a fresh network of knowledge and experience’.”

To find out the actual connection between “institution” and “flesh”, however, an explication of this latter notion is in order. By means of “flesh” Merleau-Ponty seeks a final defeat of modern subjectivism and solipsism and the definitive demise of the transcendental swamp, for “flesh” is above all “the formative medium of the object and the subject”
 and therefore the absolute source of both. In short, “flesh” stands for the inscription of “the other” in the selfhood of everything, “it its very flesh”, as it were. Merleau-Ponty presents the “flesh” as “a prototype of Being” in the last chapter of The Visible and the Invisible, but he considers also that thought itself is a “sublimation of flesh”.
 The importance assigned to “reversibility” in The Visible is an appropriate steeping-stone to Merleau-Ponty’s novel terminology. After all, the problems that grow out of dualistic conceptions of mind and body, immanence and transcendence ask for “the revision of our ontology, the re-examination of the notions of ‘subject’ and ‘object’”.
 The recurrent quandaries posed by ontological dualism demand that we see the world as pre-eminently phenomenon, as an “autochthonous organization” in which the interwovenness of everything is primordial and irreducible. In this respect, the last sentence of The Visible, which states that reversibility, though “always imminent and never realized in fact”
, constitutes the “ultimate truth”,
 concords with Merleau-Ponty’s earlier description of the “flesh” as an “ultimate notion”
 in whose light everything must be understood anew.
 The “flesh” is at bottom the universal matrix of all conceivable reciprocities. It consists, in other words, “of multiple encroachments of imminent reversibilities”.

Thus it can be said, in a nutshell, that the Merleau-Pontyan “ontology of the flesh” pursues three main goals: 1) to exclude all anthropocentric and subjectivist connotations; 2) to deconstruct the metaphysical subject and the reflexive consciousness; 3) to set up an archaeology of objectivity and of ideality. “Flesh” connotes an all-pervading reciprocity and intertwining, confronts the danger inherent to the notion of being-in-itself, and overcomes the lure of an immanentism that defines Being as being-for-us by bracketing being-in-itself. Nothing must be taken for granted: “neither the naïve idea of being in itself, nor the correlative idea of a being of representation, of a being for consciousness”.
 At bottom, accordingly, there is no antinomy between a philosophy of transcendental constitution and a philosophy of material causality.

“Our purpose is [...] to show that the being-object, and the being-subject conceived by opposition to it and relative to it, do not form the alternative, that the perceived world is beneath or beyond this antinomy, that the failure of ‘objective’ psychology is—conjointly with the failure of ‘objectivist’ physics—to be understood not as a ‘victory’ of the ‘interior’ over the ‘exterior’ and of the ‘mental’ over the ‘material’, but as a call for the revision of our ontology, for the re-examination of the notions of ‘subject’ and ‘object’.”
 This ontology, according to Merleau-Ponty, “would be the elaboration of the notions that have to replace those of object, subject, meaning”.
 

In fewer words, “flesh” is the “single stuff” out of which body and things are made, for bodily subject and world are rigorously “simultaneous”.
 It should be borne in mind that Merleau-Ponty is after a “definition of being that is neither being-for-itself nor being-in-itself, [...] that must rediscover what lies before the cleavage operated by reflection”.
 This ground-breaking “being”, therefore, will make possible for philosophy “to apprehend the fertile moments where a meaning comes in possession of itself”, since in that case we will be in position to detect “the same ontological structure underneath all relationships”.

b) Institution and the invisible. We should keep in mind that “invisible” means the background phenomena or contextual features that hold an inherent normative role. Its link with “institution” should not be overlooked: from a cluster of causal relationships unexpectedly emerges a micro-bubble of meaning, which in no way pre-existed, and which acts independently of all claims for objectivity and of every presumed law. (As we will see below, the notion of “practice”, prominent in contemporary thought and crucial in the work of Pierre Bourdieu, connotes this anomalous but causally efficacious “invisible”.) In other words: the relation (on which the notion of “institution” feeds) between the sedimented presence of the instituted element and the latency of possibilities of the instituting element, now appears as the chiasmic relation between “visible” and “invisible”. Some of the shortcomings of “institution”, in consequence, seem now superseded, an accomplishment that has been neatly put by Frank Robert: “The concept of institution is unsatisfactory because it remains attached to Husserlian eidetic and to static phenomenology. Thus a new conceptuality becomes necessary, in harmony with the critique of positive essences and of the constituting subject. The Visible and the Invisible will bring up this new conceptuality, [...] suitable to describe a relationship whose non-positive terms, intertwined with each other, emerge non-positively in a history. Their intertwining does not belong to any of the related terms, for it is the non-positive ‘invisible which supports the visible’.”

To evaluate the prominence of the “invisible” in Merleau-Ponty’s later thought, however, demands to acknowledge that an ontology of reversibility will remain an act of philosophical boldness if it is not doubled by a doctrine that explains “why the hinge between activity and passivity remains unavoidably concealed” and hence elucidates “the most difficult issue, that is to say, the relationship between flesh and idea, between the visible and the inner armature that it manifests and also hides”.
 In short, a non-dualist ontology has to clarify why the reversibility that links the sentient with the sensible stays incomplete, since it “is always imminent and never realized in fact”
. The doctrine of the “invisible”, precisely, tries to explain why in spite of this flaw the experience of the sentient yet develops into a close and coherent framework. Facing these perplexities, which a reversibilist ontology inevitably brings about, Merleau-Ponty argues that “the visible” is diacritically structured by forms, armatures, and invariants which perception infallibly recognizes, in the same way we recognize a face without being able to describe it analytically. “Insofar as I see something, I do not know what I see (a familiar person is not definite)”.

These invariants are actually invisible to perception. They are concealed in the visible and melt into its very manifestation (culture achieves its expression by giving them a plastic, musical or linguistic figuration). This means that in the originary presentation both the “visible” and the “invisible” are presented. Yet this does not imply that in this presentation the invisible becomes visible. Merleau-Ponty cannot accept a dimension of invisibility severed from the phenomenic aspect of manifestation. The invisible is actually presented as un-presentable, and in fact its presentation exhibits the ingredient of absence that every presence contains. This originary presentation of what is originary un-presentable (the presence of absence as absence, as it were) suggests that phenomena come about as originary dimension of Being and warrants Merleau-Ponty’s views on the universality of the sensible. “It is visibility itself what involves a non-visibility. [...] The perceived world is the collection of pathways that my body opens up (the same happens in painting) and not a multitude of spatial-temporal individuals”.
 To condense Merleau-Ponty’s contention, the arrangement of relations defined as direct, empirical and visible links between entities (thoughts and things) in reversible interaction is supplemented by a background arrangement of invisible relations of structural equivalence/difference that span time and space. All entities, in short, acquire their constitution only through their location in this topological setting. In a note written in May, 1960, Merleau-Ponty pitted the “invisible”, banally understood as “what is not actually visible, but could be (hidden or inactual aspects of the thing—hidden things, situated ‘elsewhere’—‘here’ and ‘elsewhere’)”, against an “invisible” defined as “what, relative to the visible, could nevertheless not be seen as a thing (the existentials of the visible, its dimensions, its non-figurative inner framework)”.

c) Institution and “active essences”. With the notion of “active essence” Merleau-Ponty answers the question: What is actually instituted by “institution”? Most importantly, “active essences” are what the body internalizes and in so far they constitute the habitus, as we will prove, since they account for all “background understanding”. The world of “active essences”, in a word, amounts to what Merleau-Ponty calls “invisible”. As he puts this issue, “it matters to know how the ‘intellectual ideas’ establish themselves [on top of the ‘active essences’], how the ‘ideality of horizon’ gives way to ‘pure’ ideality, and in virtue of what miracle the natural generality of my body and of the world at large is enlarged by a created generality, is reassumed and rectified by a culture and a knowledge.”
 Of course, the term “active essence” is only one specimen in the multitude of names that Merleau-Ponty uses to designate this indefinable entity. The most widespread of them is of course “sensible idea”, though “alogic”, “operative” or “non-intellectual” essences are also usual names, as attested by the Merleau-Pontyan contention that “the link with the past of the perception in its very flesh takes place by means of structural generality or alogic essence.”

The elusiveness of these notions, obviously, calls for a thorough explanation. As we have seen, the “visible” contains the “invisible” as its own specific depth, as a kind of inner frame that it simultaneously hides and displays. In opposition to fully intelligible ideas, the “invisible” amounts to an expanded “active essence” because it “cannot be detached from sensible appearances and converted into a second positivity”.
 This resistance is actually the main strength of such “active essences”, however, for they are not simply concealed truths, as would be “an actual invisible that yet some day we shall be able to behold”.
 Instead, their truth dwells in their veiled character, paradoxically brought about by the alliance with the sensible element of which they are the structure. In short, since they are the originary framework of the “visible”, they produce the orthodox, intelligible ideas and hence they are the cause of all admitted truths. As Merleau-Ponty writes, “beneath every intellectual idea, ready to be entered and seized by the intuitus mentis, there is one of those entities which instead of being positive are differences or are even ‘differentiated’”.
 The agency of an “invisible” that somehow is inscribed in the “visible”, therefore, explains why meaning comes to presence in the sensible world. All events are inwardly structured or framed by an “active essence” which is the invisible rule that commands both its visibility and its generality, and as a consequence determines its meaning. We may then conclude that Merleau-Ponty names “invisible” the arrangement of relations disclosed by the scrutiny of the all-embracing ontological intertwining, where homogeneity coexists with difference. This peculiar term is thus a shorthand expression for the background phenomena that hold an inherent normative role. It merely stresses that these features are contextual and hidden at the same time.
d) Institution and dimensionality. We have pointed out above the role played by the concept of “dimension” in establishing the canonical meaning of “institution”. In this new ontological setting, Merleau-Ponty names “dimensionality” the logic of classification that the “invisible” brings about. Equivalence and differentiation, in other words, entail the notion of a “unique” dimensionality that yet encompasses a diversity of “dimensions”. This means that a thing or an event become “dimension” if it radiates, beyond its spatio-temporal individuality, a “way of being” (that is: an “active essence”, as specified above) or a “style” (that is: “the manner according to which a given visible appears”) that, in its turn, give to the specific thing or event the unity of a characteristic experience or of a single “ray of the world (rayon du monde)”. It should not come as a surprise, then, that according to Merleau-Ponty “active essences” become “dimensions” or “systems of equivalences”. In the vocabulary we will use below, this amounts to saying that practical reason works via dimensionalization (to “dimensionalize” and to “deform coherently” are synonyms for Merleau-Ponty), or else that Bourdieuan habitus becomes explicable thanks to “active essences” and “dimensionalisation”. A given experience, in other words, becomes the reference for other experiences occurring thereafter, and neither rules, nor norms, nor principles govern this process.

A forceful way of elucidating this ontological “dimensionality” should begin by reminding us that, according to Merleau-Ponty, things are neither identical to themselves nor are they substantial entities. They are variants or modifications of other things, of other spatial-temporal positions and of other qualities (they “correspond” to them, as it were), for differentiation also entails modulation. In consequence, and precisely because they differ, things “absolutely strange to each other are nevertheless absolutely together (sont pourtant absolument ensemble)”.
 There is a kind of cohesion between them that turns them into “extreme differences, extreme divergences of one singular something (écarts extrêmes d’un même quelque chose)”.
 The notion of “dimension”, therefore, appears related to the circumstance that differentiated “ways of being” or, as Merleau-Ponty says, “active essences” possess “the possibility of becoming neutral” since this feature allows us “to understand that the sensible world is this perceptive logic, this system of equivalences, and not a cluster of spatio-temporal individuals”.
 In this respect he points out again that equivalences and similarities, on the one hand, and differences and divergences or écarts on the other, make up the “invisible”.
His most fundamental contentions on this matter are that Being is non-coincidence, or in short: differentiation, and that presence is originary divergence (écart), which in a still Cartesian vocabulary means that a “strange distance” separates the subject from itself and the thing from its own identity. (Related to such peculiar Being and thus accounting for the ontological endurance of “institution”, the following summing-up from Castoriadis is invaluable: “What Merleau-Ponty calls Being can no longer be thought as Being-given, Being-achieved, Being-determined, but as continued creation, perpetual origination, which concerns not only ‘concrete existents’, and is not reproduction of other exemplars of the same.”
) According to Merleau-Ponty, the individual is not substance and accidents, and even less it is the incarnation of canonical essences. The individual is basically divergence (écart) from itself because it is constituted by a “constellation” of equivalences and differentiations. A thing is “not much (peu de chose) if compared to those participations”,
 for they change it to a mere “tick (punctuation)” in a field of things that, in their turn, are no more than variations of the “visible”.

At this point we are in a position to admit that the elusive notion of “flesh” designates in fact the “invisible” continuously being born in the midst of the “visible”. Being “unfolds” or “radiates” in the differentiations which contribute to the unremitting re-constitution of its very identity. Contrary to the impression that the all-embracing reversibility encourages, the “flesh” is not an un-differentiated whole where all dimensions are blurred. One of the difficulties raised by Merleau-Ponty’s ontology, precisely, springs from this circumstance: the notion of “flesh” is set as an archetypical unum, yet its unity involves an inherent diacritical implosion. The individual “produces” its own singular universality because it “irradiates worldliness”. Alongside a structure of objective relations, in other words, things possess a framework of virtuality that “doubles, supports, and feeds them, and which is not in itself a thing but possibility, latency, and flesh of things”.
 Thus “every perceived being may be defined by means of a structure or a system of equivalences around which it is set”.
 In general terms, Merleau-Ponty contends that instead of separate facts, spatio-temporally individuated by the respective essences (which are no more than illusions contrived by an overestimated consciousness), and also instead of abstracted generalizations or idealized grounds, there is only “a whole architecture, a whole ‘stratification’ of phenomena, a whole series of ‘levels of being’”
 which differentiate themselves thanks to the encroachment of the “invisible” upon a specific “visible”. 

“Institution” is restated in the work of Pierre Bourdieu
as the pre-reflexive insertion of the body in its social environment
While Merleau-Ponty’s later ontology implicitly contained both an extension and a refinement of the doctrine of the “institution” (this was the way of making it more concrete that was actually chosen by him), it exists a virtual, alternate route towards its completion that merges the anti-Cartesian ontology adopted by the later Merleau-Ponty with a return to the basic aspects of his earlier philosophy, that is, the theories of perception, embodiment and intersubjectivity developed in Phenomenology of Perception (this was the substitute track not taken by Merleau-Ponty). We contend that precisely the work of Pierre Bourdieu accomplishes this second, synthetic option, as the following paragraphs will make evident.
The hub of this matter is that the Merleau-Pontyan doctrine of the “institution” can also be interpreted as a theory of incarnate dispositions. The human embodiment, after all, through its empowering and unpredictable characteristics, always compounded by the compliance with the demands of pre-given institutional fields, is both the form and the medium of historical traditions. As Merleau-Ponty says, “there is what might be called a ‘natural I’ above the I that is a thinking subject. This ‘natural I’ does not leave its earthy situation and endlessly expresses absolute valorizations.”
 But this “earthy” or “natural” I brings forward “absolute valorizations” not by means of spontaneous, constitutive acts but through the succession of institutions that actually shape an embodied habit. Nick Crossley has clearly seen this state of affairs: “For Merleau-Ponty the actions of the mature social agent are rooted in habit. And yet some actions manifest a degree of creativity and innovation that effectively deforms or transforms the habitual source. The relation of habit to action is conceptualized as a two-way street: habits generate actions and actions variously modify and create new habits.”
 Hence it could be said, in the terms of an observer, that “we experience corporeally a pre-cognitive domain of brute Being” where “an ‘operative rationality’ is already at work, for perception already introduces patterns, dimensions, a modulation or style into the world, thereby insinuating significance at the level of embodiment”.
 This intimate connection between institution and embodiment was superbly described by the late Martin Dillon when he pointed out that one chief concern running through all three of Merleau-Ponty’s major works is “the central idea of an interested, questioning attunement to the world by which the body learns to come to terms with its environment—and then returns to the world through its acquisition, now a sedimented form that structures the world with a habitus derived from it.”

Thus the concept has emerged that plays the leading role in this return to the sources of Merleau-Ponty’s thought and which will assist us in overcoming some of the difficulties posed by the concept of “institution”. Indeed the work of Pierre Bourdieu, and especially the preeminence he gives to the notion of habitus, complete in our view the Merleau-Pontyan doctrine of the “institution” through a return to (and a re-consideration of) the main themes of Phenomenology of Perception. As Bernard Lahire has expressed it, “putting up roots in Merleau-Ponty, threading the metaphor of mute hand-to-hand dealings, [and] adopting a scientific, stern, anti-intellectualist and anti-structuralist attitude, Bourdieu chooses straightforwardly the language of the body, of pre-reflexivity and of speechlessness (du mutisme)”.
 This approach to the “habitus”, at the same time, predisposes to concur with Iordanis Marcoulatos when he affirms that “Merleau-Ponty’s ‘phenomenal body’ can be seen as equivalent to habitus as presented in Bourdieu’s work. I would argue that the habitus is the overall actuality of a living human as immediately experienced—it may not be reduced to a cluster of dispositions as superficially assumed by certain commentators. Merleau-Ponty’s ‘intentional arc’ (an elaboration of the concept of phenomenal body) also parallels the habitus: they are both attempts to grasp how the relatively objective aspects of one’s existential manner are subjectively experienced as well as ‘objectively’ sensed.”
 In short, “the habitus is either the un-thought corporeal structuring itself, or the impetus—the active embodied potential—for the production/perpetuation of that structure.”

First of all we should keep in mind that the habitus seeks to transcend the opposition between theories that conceive practice as constituting (phenomenology, of course, but also all brands of individualism, be them methodological or ontological) and theories that view practice as constituted (above all, structuralism and structural functionalism). Bourdieu considers social life as a mutually constituting interaction of embodied patterns and dispositions by means of which social structures and the embodied “knowledge” of these structures produce enduring orientations to action that, in turn, are constitutive of social structures. At this moment the classical definition of habitus by Bourdieu may be of some help: “The conditionings associated with a particular class of conditions of existence produce the habitus, systems of lasting, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organize practices and representations and that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them. Objectively ‘regulated’ and ‘regular’ without being in any way the product of obedience to rules, they can be collectively orchestrated without being the product of an organizing action of a conductor.”
 Or else can the habitus be understood as a “system of durable, transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions”.

In a few words, the habitus comprises perceptual features and embodied dispositions that organize the way individuals see the world and act in it. The cognitive structures which social agents implement in their practical dealing with the social world are in fact internalized, embodied social structures. Drawing on the ontological vocabulary of Merleau-Ponty, it can be said that the habitus is a mediator between the invisible and the visible. In the words of a discerning commentator, indeed, “the habitus, by giving a formal coherence to actions that are materially extremely different, mediates between the invisible system of structured relations (by which actions are shaped) and the visible actions of the actors (which structure relations). [...] The habitus itself cannot be observed, but it can be observed in its actualizations, when a ‘permissive condition’ furnishes the appropriate occasion for the virtual disposition to manifest itself in its actuality in relation with a particular situation.”
 As a consequence, when the “embodied” dispositions of the social agents that become displayed in their concrete settings (the habitus) merge with the autonomous institution that becomes objectified in history (the Bourdieuan “field”), then springs up the doxic experience that the agents readily accept. Such an “ontological complicity” between the habitus and the “field”, Bourdieu argues, explains why social agents regard social reality as a naturally given entity rather than a social construction.

Virtually all commentators concur in perceiving the doctrine of the “institution” as the finest introduction to Bourdieu’s thought: “There is much Merleau-Ponty could learn from Bourdieu, his ‘sociological heir’.”
 Or else: “The ending point for Merleau-Ponty is the starting point for Bourdieu.”
 In even starker accents: “Reading Merleau-Ponty is like reading a philosophical commentary on Bourdieu.”
 More precisely put: “The Bourdieuan definition of ‘practical sense’ and of habitus as well, may be read as an accurate sociological exemplification of Merleau-Pontyan phenomenology of perception.”
 And stressing Bourdieu’s main point: “Merleau-Ponty deals only with the general structure of perception and action. It is Bourdieu’s notion of habitus that finally makes these ideas concrete. His use of phenomenological ontology allows us to see in what way the bodily habitus anchors the homologies and analogies of the social field, to what degree the ability to respond appropriately to events in the world arises from skills without recourse to rules and representations, and in what manner the fact of being something in the social world is determined by and reciprocally determines practice.”

It must be conceded, in any case, that Bourdieu’s thought lengthens the doctrine of the “institution”, as his own words make plain: “Historical sciences might try to understand [...] the genesis of the dispositions [i. e., the habitus] that have invented themselves (qui se sont inventés) as the fields constituted themselves (à mesure que les champs se constituaient), and which through the learning process slowly engrave themselves (s’inscrivent peu à peu) on the bodies.” 
 In the wake of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, indeed, the Bourdieuan habitus came out as a manner of promoting a form of integration of experience and understanding that confronted the possibility of “openness to things without concept” and which in a sense prevails over the simpler post-Cartesian urge towards intellectual possession and overflying evidence. The habitus is indeed an extremely ambitious notion, for it purports to designate the system of durable and transposable dispositions by means of which we perceive, judge, and act in the world. These unconscious schemata are acquired when external constraints and possibilities become internalized through lasting exposure to particular social conditions and conditionings.

It is also alluring to consider that, if formerly “institution” accounted for history, tradition, and time, as intimated above, now it appears to be the turn of the habitus to elucidate these thorny issues. In Bourdieu’s own words, “the habitus, the product of history, produces individual and collective practices, and hence history, in accordance with the schemas engendered by history.”
 Otherwise stated, “the habitus as embodied acquisition is presence of the past—or presence in the past tense—and not remembrance of the past”
 This circumstance is decisive, since according to Bourdieu the interpretive apparatus is lodged within the habitus and not within the agent. After all, he regards the habitus-driven social practices as embodied and pre-cognitive: “The schemes of the habitus, the primary forms of classification, owe their specific efficacy to the fact that they function below the level of consciousness and language, beyond the reach of introspective scrutiny or control by the will.”
 

The rebuke formerly directed to the cognitive opacity of “institution”, therefore, at this time resurfaces in regard to the habitus, to which a significant “power of obfuscation” is now attributed. It should not be forgotten that the pre-conscious dispositions of the habitus rest on a process of misrecognition and elimination of possibilities. Bourdieu is quite clear over this issue: “If the future is not postulated as a field of infinite possibilities, it is because the order founded and defended by tradition is viable only when it is seen, not as the best possible, but the only possibility.”
 Examined from this point of view, the very doctrine of the “institution” is an obvious ancestor of the habitus for it supplies a plausible account of all historical rigidities—the ground of all illusio. Just this notion of “illusio” (a specific interest that results from the agents’ investment and commitment to a specific field) is essential to Bourdieu’s critique of the alleged “incorrigibility of consciousness”. Only its existence, after all, can explain the so-called “doxic experience” of the agents. As Lahire expresses this issue, “according to a phenomenologically inspired expression of Bourdieu, there is a deep ontological complicity between mental structures and the objective structures of the social situation, and this complicity grounds the illusio, i. e., a subject has an enchanted bond to a situation, in which he feels like a fish in water”.

Thus the cognitive quandaries posed by the notion of habitus call forth the difficulties of the same order that, as explained above, appear associated to “institution”. But these supposed inadequacies, paradoxically, now warrant the actual efficacy of the habitus, a circumstance that has been eloquently highlighted by Étienne Bimbenet: “The habitus amounts to a force of oblivion and misrecognition: social structures disappear from sight when they become inwardly embodied as ‘a lasting and transposable system of dispositions’. [...] The body naturalizes mastery, replaces the arbitrariness of historically constituted domination with natural legitimacy [and thus gives raise to] a social tragedy that actually reduces individuals to ‘cultural dopes’ unsuited to a lucid awareness of their own social life, because it shapes their deepest dispositions and delivers them, unknowing and defenseless, to the constraints of the social field”.

If the concept of “institution”, as stated above, made possible to understand agency in novel anti-intellectualist ways, this ground-breaking achievement of Merleau-Ponty also prefigured the deeper meaning of the Bourdieuan habitus. It could even be said, in harmony with the contentions which will close this essay, that Merleau-Ponty’s thought unexpectedly provides an incisive understanding of Bourdieu’s. An insight of Crossley accurately outlines this unforeseen possibility: “There is something more to agency than the concept of habit can fully capture. And we therefore need to locate our concept of the habitus within this broader conception of agency.”
 Seen from the vantage point offered by Bourdieu’s doctrine, then, in retrospect it could even be said that Merleau-Ponty hints at a wide-ranging account of human practice. After all, Merleau-Pontyan “meaningfulness of historical agency” does not differ much from the “reason immanent in practices” identified by Bourdieu, since this approach somehow amounts to a paraphrase of the doctrine of “institution”. In Bourdieu’s own words, patently evocative of the Merleau-Pontyan account, “there is an economy of practices, a reason immanent in practices, whose ‘origin’ resides neither in the ‘decisions’ of reason understood as rational calculation nor in determining mechanisms that are both external and superior to the agents”.

To end this section it makes sense to discuss the Bourdieuan notion most closely associated with habitus and which likewise enlarges the doctrine of the “institution”. If the habitus informs practice from within, the Bourdieuan “field” structures action and representation from without. It offers the individual a range of possible stances and moves that she can accept and take up, each with its associated profits, costs, and ensuing potentialities. This centrality of the Bourdieuan “field” has been skillfully summarized by Theodore Schatzki: “A given field is governed by a habitus (battery of practical senses) that 1) is acquired by people in growing up under the objective conditions characteristic of the field; 2) generates actions that perpetuate the practices and conditions found in the field; and 3) bestows meanings on actions, events, and arrangements that people encounter there. What is more, the actions that habitus produces, like the meanings it fashions, are those and only those that are possible given, or compatible with, the field’s objective conditions.”
 As a perceptive commentator has put it, “Bourdieu’s notion of ‘field’ seemingly captures the essence of Merleau-Ponty’s arguments about institutions and structures”,
 which in essence means that this notion competes with the habitus in bringing forth the questioning drive that Merleau-Ponty placed in the “institution”. In fact the main achievement of Bourdieu is to have replaced the unscientific, naïvely presumed link between the individual and society for the constructed relationship between habitus and “field”. This relationship, in other words, connects “histories incarnate in bodies” as “dispositions” with “history objectified in things” and forming, in Bourdieu’s parlance, the corresponding “system of positions”. Bourdieu can affirm, therefore, that the habitus “contributes to constitute the field as a meaningful world, a world endowed with sense and value, in which it is worth investing one’s energy.”

The doctrine of the habitus may overcome its failings

if finally corrected according to Merleau-Ponty’s thought

Nevertheless, Bourdieu’s efforts to present the habitus as an eminently conciliatory notion are open to criticism.  As it is well known, his combined treatments of habitus and fields propose a blend of social structure and structured/structuring dispositions that, in Bourdieu’s view, delivers a spurning answer to traditional dualisms. Indeed the habitus is supposed to mediate between internalism and externalism, micro and macro approaches, structuralism and constructivism, materialism and idealism, intellectualism and realism, objectivism and subjectivism. These dualist approaches, occasionally expanded into the traditional antagonism of freedom versus determinism, allegedly are left behind by the habitus, in virtue of its capacity to preserve the achievements secured by each point of view. Being a socially constituted system of cognitive and motivating structures, the habitus seems to be Bourdieu’s main instrument in his effort to explain how it is possible that agents reproduce objective conditions through their cognition and practices.

These efforts to see in the habitus a mediator or referee between time-worn dualisms notwithstanding, it is actually an eminently structural feature in spite of its being systematically attributed to specific human beings. Indeed the habitus is presented, according to the established description, as “a subjective but non-individual system of internalized structures, common schemes of perception, conception and action”, which clearly amounts to a structural variation or deviation (a “coherent deformation”, Merleau-Ponty would have said) within the array of a class or group habitus, of which the individual appears to be merely a supporter or carrier. Individuals, in a word, are not thought of by Bourdieu as the key unit of analysis. In fact the habitus emerges as the social device by which “macro” phenomena structure both the cognitive and practical demeanors of agents, which in turn reproduce the conditions that have conditioned them. Both cognition and practice, indeed, objectively reconstitute all macrostructures because they mediate between their objective conditions and the contingencies which arise in any given situation. It is important to notice that Bourdieu does not present the habitus as if it were a power with the same standing as the objective structures with which it interacts. On the contrary, the habitus is thought to be distinctly derivative, conditioned by an objective-structural position and destined to reproduce objective-structural conditions. Admittedly, the habitus cannot be reduced to a mere transmitter of objective conditions (objective structures engender dispositions, which in turn generate practices), but it hardly wields the explanatory dominance that Bourdieu assigns to objective conditions.

Bourdieu’s doctrine of the habitus, in a word, even if set apart by the grace of having absorbed subjectivity as a central but distinctly subaltern dimension of the social world, appears to be a reworking of well-worn objectivist approaches. Bourdieu considers that structures operate “behind the backs” of agents or at most by means of their unconscious involvement. He treats objective structures as prior to the habitus and, by extension, to practices, which they thoroughly condition without being conditioned by them in the first instance. In consequence, and despite his repeated denials (he persistently acknowledges the subjective experience of the individuals, whose practices are allegedly crucial in forming objective structures), Bourdieu tends both to reify structures and to ironicize
 the experience of the agents. The determinist thrust of his doctrine cannot be overseen, and its failure to explain reflexivity is apparent. Particularly, Bourdieu’s account of how inculcated dispositions reproduce structural determinations disregards all occasions of reinterpreting cultural meanings. His social agents are “cultural dupes” or “symbolic fools” since they cannot reflect upon (and therefore transform) the dispositions they have been socialized into.

The re-application of Merleau-Ponty’s doctrine of the institution on the Bourdieuan legacy, so we contend, may overcome these failings. Seen in its light, the actual habituses appear to be much more than a simple internalization of social norms, a non-intellectual reflection over themselves which, paradoxically, may have socially reproductive consequences.
 Likewise, the position of each individual in a Bourdieuan “field”, seen from the vantage point of the “institution”, transcends the straightforward topological situation that was assigned to her by the specific distribution of capitals that form the field, and is actually “attained” or “acquired” (in a process not unlike that which ensures perception) in virtue of the field’s objective arrangement. (In this respect come immediately to mind the Merleau-Pontyan description of how an artist “conquers” her style over her fellow artists, over her worldly circumstances, and most significantly over her own initial, clumsy attempts. Also his account may be called forth of how this style, once found, becomes stabilized through a kind of social acknowledgment which basically amounts to the imperative that it should not be identical to any other, since every hint at coincidence would mean repetition of a style that already exists, thus excluding the transformation or transfiguration that for every style is the only compelling sign of life.) In short: for an individual to acquire even a tacit and purely practical understanding of her habitus (or conversely, to gain an operant grip on her position in a given field), she must have recourse to an “expressive” practice, as Merleau-Ponty would put it. Using his vocabulary we may contend, precisely, that only an adequate “dimensionalization” of the particularities that configure an individual’s position in a field, or else their “coherent deformation”, is apt to provide the pre-objective, lived but tacit significance that a functioning habitus demands. This request of initiative and improvisation entails that a strict repetition can never take place. In fact Bourdieu cannot warrant his intimation that an ingredient of inventiveness checks the absolute determinism imposed by the structures.

These Merleau-Pontyan, second-degree improvements seem to challenge with a sizeable prospect of success the antagonism between “macro” and “micro” approaches, thus effectively ending the debate between structuralism and constructivism, or intellectualism and realism. Above all, the actually operant habitus, altogether un-objectivable and intellectually opaque to its owner,
 at once appears to be a sort of “inner scheme” which results from a perception-like operation of transcendence. According to Merleau-Ponty, “the same given that at first was endured, now becomes a signifying system”.
 The constraints of the “field”, in other words, must be actively faced by a Gestalt-like, coherent deformation (that is, an active, instituting gesture, amounting to the imposition of a style or an inner scheme) which will produce the bundle of “proposals of significance” called “motivation” by Merleau-Ponty.
 After all, the truth of really “motivated” agency is not “objectivated” agency. It is not agency cooled down. It is agency becoming itself, actually happening, with the continuous invention and improvisation that it demands. This contention condenses the Merleau-Pontyan antidote against the objectivating, determinist thrust of the habitus.


This revisionist point of view also helps to dispel a number of uncertainties. If according to Bourdieu’s specification the habitus comprises schemes of perception, cognition, and action, it is because it demands the institution (or else the reprise of what has been already instituted) of tacit perceptive significance, of tacit cognitive significance, and of tacit comportmental significance. “To understand the origin of significance […] demands to face the problem of how and under what conditions a given object or a given circumstance start signifying (se mettent à signifier).”
 In this respect, the shared archetype that elucidates the institution of these “significances” is no other than the “sens perceptif” as specified by Merleau-Ponty: “a perceptive significance, imprisoned in the visible configuration, but nevertheless able to collect in itself, in a sort of eternity to be continually re-made, a complete series of formerly sedimented expressions”.
 This reference to “sedimentation”, of course, places the possibility of “re-assuming the whole past in our lived present” under the condition that “this synthesis, in parallel to what happens in the perceived world, remains attached to pre-objective order and is questioned by each element involved”, raising in consequence “an exchange of anticipations and of metamorphoses”.
 The postulate of a “second historicity”, labeled by Merleau-Ponty “historicité de vie”
 and noticeable in painting and in language (albeit only in “operant” language), condenses all the possible developments of an anomalous, immanent and eminently non-objectivable normativity.

We believe to have proved, therefore, that Bourdieu’s thought, formerly sprung from Merleau-Ponty’s early doctrine, may overcome all its aporiae if duly re-Merleau-Pontynized. We concede that Bourdieu’s habitus surmounted some of the shortcomings of Merleau-Ponty’s doctrine of institution. But we also contend that the Merleau-Pontyan understanding of how motivation arises and of how anomalous and non-objectivable normativity develops, is needed to check the noticeable tendency towards determinism and reductionism that mars the theory of the habitus. (The vicissitudes underwent by the concept of “institution”, incidentally, are in fact a happy and enlightening instance of how actual institutions work.) Pace Bourdieu, only the Merleau-Pontyan correction of his doctrine achieves the satisfactory compromise between internalism and externalism, structuralism and constructivism, intellectualism and realism, objectivism and subjectivism which he longed for all his life. The reprise of Merleau-Pontyan “institution” by Bourdieu, as we believe to have shown, demands its necessary if anachronistic achievement in terms of earlier Merleau-Pontyan contentions. While we grant that Bourdieu oriented his thought in Merleau-Ponty’s wake, it might be added in conclusion that he was not Merleau-Pontyan enough.
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