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INTRODUCTION

Ontological dualism describes a range of philosophical frameworks that broadly 
conceive the mind as separate from the world in a discontinuous and absolute 
way, and its influence in philosophy is commonly attributed to René Descartes’ 
effort to establish the “objectivity” from the viewpoint of the rational thinker, the 
cogito.1 Descartes proposes that the mind does not occupy space or have physi-
cal dimensions, and is therefore independent of physical forces. By contrast, the 
world of objects and bodies is composed of physically extended matter and subject 
to physical forces.2 Descartes’ ontological dualism has been challenged by many 
traditions, including Spinozist parallelism, Bergsonian vitalism, and the group of 
philosophers associated with phenomenology, including Edmund Husserl, Martin 
Heidegger, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Focusing on the work of Merleau-Ponty 
and his concept of écart (as well as flesh), this article argues that the philosophical 
challenge to ontological dualism within European philosophy dovetails with the 
philosophical traditions identified with Daisetsu Teitaro Suzuki’s Zen Buddhism. 
Suzuki, who practiced Zen under the tutelage of Soyen Shaku during his univer-
sity studies,3 translated many texts from Japanese into English, and introduced 
much of this literature to Europe and the United States. Suzuki has faced criti-
cism for his essentialist approach,4 but his physiological perspective nevertheless 
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provides a framework of embodied Buddhism that correlates strongly with Mer-
leau-Ponty’s ontology. In particular, Suzuki’s account of the experience of satori 
can be related to the Merleau-Ponty’s own conception of consciousness, which 
allows for post-dualistic conceptions of thought and the body.

To develop this argument, this article will focus on the role of the body in medi-
ating the separation of self from the world in Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy. This 
requires some understanding of intersections between phenomenology and Ge-
stalt psychology, and their shared conceptual relation to the Hindu concept of 
Māyā. Having discussed the body as a point of significance to phenomenology, be-
ing both the very constitution of our existence in the world and also the method 
through which we discover and encounter meaning, the article will turn to a dis-
cussion on pre-personal and personal consciousness, focusing on Merleau-Pon-
ty’s view of embodied knowledge, and the ‘mental self ’ as derived from what he 
calls praktignosis. Finally, these concepts will be shown to have deep similarities to 
particular contemporary articulations of Zen thought, including the engagement 
with a lived/living world (a common perceptual framework of “self-division”). 
The article will here offer a phenomenological reading of satori, primarily as con-
ceived through the interpretations offered by Suzuki.

It is important to emphasise from the outset that Merleau-Ponty is not articulat-
ing a “Western Buddhism”, in the manner that Arthur Schopenhauer had attempt-
ed (I will discuss this below). Rather, I want to suggest that certain themes made 
explicit in Suzuki’s conceptions of experience can help us better understand more 
implicit or obscure aspects of Merleau-Ponty’s thought, and visa versa.

THE BODY IN MERLEAU-PONTY’S PHILOSOPHY 

The Body is the site of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, retaining a central sig-
nificance throughout the entirety of his work. The Body is not an object and in-
stead “is the condition and context through which I am able to have a relation to 
objects”.5 Merleau-Ponty envisages the body as an event in motion, rather than 
an inert mass of biological matter to be animated by a conscious mind. Merleau-
Ponty differentiates the body from external objects because it is entirely unable to 
be observed externally; rather, it is the totality of the constitution of experiences, 
and “what prevents its ever being an object, ever being ‘completely constituted,’ 
is that it is that by which there are objects”.6 The problem of considering the 
body as an object separate from the subject is the error inherent to the Cartesian 
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tradition in Western philosophy—that is, the fallacy of securing an impersonal 
perspective that can maintain its distance from that which is observed. For his 
part,  Merleau-Ponty challenges ontological dualism by presenting consciousness 
as the relation between self and world, rather than as a position elevated above 
the physical world.

Within this conception of the Body and consciousness, the mind is not a non-
spatial object “in” or the body, but rather becomes the condition of mediation 
between the body and the world it inhabits. We arrive here at a theme central to 
Merleau-Ponty’s The Visible and the Invisible (Le Visible et l’invisible, suivi de notes 
de travail, first published in 1964): the motion of écart,7 which is used to describe 
the movement from “the visible to the the invisible”, or from the seen world to 
the unseen mind. The self tries to both know itself and be itself, insofar as it at-
tempts to possess and know its own embodied consciousness. In this way, the self 
becomes both an agent of knowledge and an object of its own knowledge, creat-
ing an internal division that cannot be overcome. This division or “moving away” 
from self becomes the foundation of our temporal existence.8 This phenomeno-
logical view of the human subject’s relationship to the world posits knowledge as 
a relation to an experienced body schema, rather than as a synthesis of succes-
sive and varied impressions (as suggested by the Kantian tradition). A distinction 
must therefore be made between being in space and time and the dynamic process 
of inhabiting space and time. As David Morris explains “in virtue of my habits, I 
do not live and move in relation to things as grasped by objective science within 
geometrical space; I live and move in a space of practical things correlative to my 
anticipations”.9 Merleau-Ponty’s description of this experiential framework is de-
rived from clinical applications of Gestalt psychology, to which I now turn.

GESTALT: THE ‘MĀYĀ’ OF MODERN PSYCHOLOGY

The construction of an external environment through a body schema is an emer-
gent, tertiary property of consciousness. This property is a focal point of Gestalt 
psychology, which provides an important touchstone for Merleau-Ponty’s contri-
butions to phenomenology.10 The fundamental basis of Gestalt is that the mind 
perceives the world first as a whole, and fills in details later, rather than the world 
appearing as the synthesis of its parts. For example, one cannot learn a musical 
instrument by learning each note and time signature from a book, and then pro-
ceeding to combine these elements individually into a musical composition. Like 
reaching for an object, “the movement of my hand towards it, the straightening 
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of the upper part of the body, the tautening of the leg muscles are enveloped in 
each other. I desire a certain result and the relevant tasks are spontaneously dis-
tributed amongst the appropriate segments”.11 To play the piano, the individual 
tasks of playing the keys and controlling the pedals, are not dictated by the mind, 
but performed spontaneously by the synthesised body. Indeed, overthinking the 
application of any of these elements individually is likely to disrupt the continu-
ation of the others. One has to, so to speak, be their hands and feet, rather than a 
conscious subject attempting to command them. In this way, the specialised func-
tion of analytical consciousness is distinct from the holistic perceptions of bodily 
consciousness. This implies that the internal distinctions of perspective and the 
ability to discern between objects in the world is an emergent property of mind. 

The origins of the theme of holism in Gestalt theory can be found, at least in part, 
within many already existing traditions outside Europe. The Vedantic concept of 
Māyā, like the psychological descriptions of Gestalt theory, “signifies the illusory 
character of the finite world”.12 The philosophical concept of Māyā, meaning illu-
sion or magic, has been associated with many of the philosophical and religious 
traditions of the Indian sub-continent, but in the context of this discussion its 
most important development was into the realm of Buddhist psychology. For ex-
ample, in the Tibetan Mahāyāna system of Śaṅkara (c. eighth century), or “union 
with Brahman” (meaning the ultimate cosmological reality), entails “the dissolu-
tion of appearances – an end to the realm of māyā along with the world of plural-
ity and difference.”13 This begins to build a picture wherein the ordinary aware-
ness of differentiated reality is an illusory apprehension of an holistic reality. This 
Tibetan tradition later contributed to Zen Buddhist conceptions of the ultimate 
reality of emptiness, and the manner in which the mind relies on this emptiness 
in the construction of the awareness of form.14 These factors of Zen philosophy 
will be discussed further below in relation to Suzuki’s interpretation of Rinzai 
Zen, but for now, the involvement of Māyā in German philosophy will briefly be 
considered. 

Māyā has been consciously engaged with by many philosophers who were influen-
tial in the development of the modern “psychological sciences”. As one important 
point of connection, Douglas Berger has extensively investigated the influence of 
the Vedantic concept of Māyā on the thought of 19th century German philosopher 
Arthur Schopenhauer.15 Broadly, Schopenhauer conceived of Māyā as an illusory 
perception of the world: “epistemologically, māyā entails an erroneous percep-
tion of things and a fallacious assessment of their nature; axiologically, it is the 
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inauthentic valuation of world and other; metaphysically, it is the mere phenom-
enal appearance of a noumenal reality”.16 The concept is later mentioned in Fried-
rich Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy (1872), in which the author claims that when the 
symbolic faculties of mind are roused to their most extreme intensity, the fun-
damental Oneness of existence demands the “destruction of the Veil of Māyā”.17 
Both Schopenhauer and Nietzsche give an interpretation of the Indian concept of 
Māyā which sees it as an illusory veil separating the self from the world,18  deceiv-
ing the subject as to the nature of their perceptions and obscuring the intrinsic, 
primal oneness of the world as flesh. In his posthumously published text Truth 
and Lies in an Extra-Moral Sense, Nietzsche also alludes to the holistic perspec-
tive which would come to characterise Gestalt thought. Nietzsche purports that 
“every idea originates through squatting the unequal. As certainly as no one leaf 
is exactly similar to any other, so certain is it that the idea “leaf” has been formed 
through an arbitrary omission of these individual differences, through a forget-
ting of the of the differentiating qualities19”. This is then posed as a process of 
dissimulation, the concealment of truth from oneself in service of the preserva-
tion of the ego, a self-preserving resistance to the synthesis of all phenomena. 
Nietzsche’s description of this affective-functional relation to the experience of 
difference is adversarial in posture, yet conceptually similar to the mode of being 
which Merleau-Ponty terms écart, or separation: “This conception derives from 
Gestalt as transcendence, that is, as the horizon of differences, as it is a pregnancy 
of meaning established in the constitutively unfinished movement of its expres-
sion. In the same way, silence marks a discontinuity in continuity that makes re-
flection possible.”20 This describes the core ambiguity of the experience of being, 
that of being both a whole and a multitude, a drive to consider oneself as a com-
plete entity, juxtaposed against the lived experience of dynamism in an evolving 
world. The Vedantic and Buddhist antecedents of European phenomenology are 
still emerging in detail, and deserve more discussion than can be included here.21 
For now, this discussion has sought to establish a similar non-duality, between 
whole and discriminated particulars, in the theory of mind across these divided 
epistemic and cultural contexts.

THE PERSONAL AND THE PRE-PERSONAL

Throughout his phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty identifies a core ambiguity in the 
human experience: the tension between pre-personal and the personal aspects 
of consciousness. As indicated above, the pre-personal explicitly pulls the body 
as flesh into the realm of philosophy, and this fleshly body is required to adopt a 
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certain state in order to be receptive to experiences in the world. Laurence Hass 
points to the common reflex test, in which a doctor taps a patient’s knee in order 
to elicit a physical reaction. In an active state, with the muscles tensed, the reac-
tion cannot be invoked, so in order to become receptive to the test, the patient 
must adopt a mode of being that is object-like.22 In this example, the mode of ob-
jects is not merely stasis, but rather inertness. If the leg were to remain tensed – 
that is, actively immobile – the reflex test would be ineffective (this is also why the 
phenomenon will not occur if the patient is, say, walking). This object-like capac-
ity of the body gives rise to Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh, or the experience 
of reciprocal receptivity between the body and the world:

[Flesh] is primarily a perceptual structure: the encroachment and overlap-
ping of phenomena within perception lead us to the assertion that flesh is 
a new word for being. As a product of perceptual experience, the origin of 
flesh is within the perceiving body: sentient bodies become flesh through 
auto-affection, and non-sentient bodies become flesh through their being 
perceived.23 

This account of the flesh in stark contrast to Jean-Paul Sartre’s dualist account 
of the human subject, wherein the immanent world is said to flow towards or 
away from the Self, which in turn comes to be oriented toward an Other.24 This 
characterisation of intersubjective human relations can be contrasted with Mer-
leau-Ponty’s account of a more touch-focused relationship to the external world. 
Rather than focusing on Self-Other relations, the concept of flesh in the work of 
Merleau-Ponty is best understood in terms of horizons, or the partially revealed 
aspects of self and world that present as open to perceptual experience: “in real-
ity, beings themselves are present to us as a horizon, that is, there is only so much 
of a being that is present to us at any given time, and there will always be aspects 
of the being that are just beyond the horizon of its presence”.25 The horizon as a 
geographical feature is a meeting point between the earth and sky. One does not 
experience the world as a consciousness peering out from the domain of the body, 
but as the unfolding of the world unto the sky, making the self an aspect of the 
field in which it participates. The use of tools can therefore be seen as an attempt 
to broaden one’s horizons. The subject learns to understand the affect on the tool 
as an affect on the self, in essence expanding the horizon of self to include the tool 
in the experience of the body rather than as acted on by the body: “[habit] is al-
ways composed of motoric and perceptual elements in an inextricable mixture”.26 
For example, through the use of a fork or of chopsticks, one engages a novel inter-
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action between the utensil as self and the world. Similarly, the piano becomes an 
active part of the pianist’s body-perception. Further examples are given in Mer-
leau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception: 

When the typist performs the necessary movements on the typewriter, 
these movements are governed by an intention, but the intention does not 
posit the keys as objective locations. It is literally true that the subject who 
learns to type incorporates the key bank into his [sic] bodily space.27 

The habit-body is an extension of the body schema and an entwining of both the 
physical and perceptual modes of the self. It is through this expanding of the 
experiential horizon that consciousness arises: “Our bodily experience of move-
ment… provides us with a way of access to the world and the object, with a prak-
tognosia which has to be recognised as original, and perhaps as primary. My body 
has its world, or understands its world, without having to make use of any ‘sym-
bolic’ or ‘objectifying function.’”28 It therefore follows that perceptual synthesis 
“is not purely cognitive; it is a moving activity”.29 Abstract knowledge can then 
be conceived of as a kind of static “external world schema” that is imposed over 
direct experience. This conceptual overlay can take the form of language, political 
ideology, or mathematical interpretation, but ultimately this abstracted knowl-
edge is secured in relation to bodily knowledge, for it and through it. Hyong-Hyo 
Kim observes that Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy “never leaves phenomenology of 
body. As a result, the liberation of the ultimate level of truth is not part of it, even 
though he gets through the logic of dependent co-arising”.30

Using the works of Merleau-Ponty, this article has so far constructed a view of the 
emergence of consciousness from the experience of the body. In the following 
section, I examine Zen, a philosophy-religion derived from intersections of Bud-
dhist and Taoist teachings, which provides accounts of the mind-body relation-
ship that resemble Merleau-Ponty in important ways. In particular, this analysis 
will continue with the discussion of Zen satori in terms of Merleau-Ponty’s con-
ception of the personal and pre-personal.

ZEN, ENLIGHTENMENT AND THE DOCTRINE OF NO-MIND

“Buddhism” describes a long enduring and highly varied set of intellectual and 
cultural traditions, often tied to the social and political contexts of its emergence 
and popularisation. My focus here will be the work of Suzuki, who in turn draws 
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on traditions associated with the “Golden Age of Zen” in China,31 and on sub-
sequent themes in the Japanese Zen schools of thought (specifically the Rinzai 
tradition). Suzuki’s own philosophical and historical studies of Zen practice and 
development, including the influential essay collection Essays in Zen Buddhism 
(1927), slightly predated the most influential publications of Merleau-Ponty. Su-
zuki’s Rinzai reading has been chosen due to the emphasis this School has placed 
on direct experiences, the radical nature of the transition into enlightenment and 
its conception of “no-mind” which will be presented as a dissolution of the per-
sonal/pre-personal. The development of Zen as a confluence of Buddhist and Tao-
ist practices and ideas also allows for a conception of transcendence in a non-du-
alist mode, which opens onto a key concern of the phenomenological tradition.32 
There are further social and political elements to the development of Zen, in-
cluding those aspects influenced by contact with Confucian thought, that remain 
beyond the scope of the present article. For the purposes of my discussion, the 
embodied aspects of the Buddhist and Taoist components of Zen philosophies 
will be the focus.

Zen Buddhism arrived in Japan by way of the Golden Age of Ch’an Buddhism in 
China,33 as one of the Buddhist schools of Mahāyāna.34 The Indian Buddhist Monk, 
Bodhidharma, is credited with introducing this specific method of practice dur-
ing the Liang Dynasty.35 Despite broad differences between Mahāyāna, Theravada 
and the earlier Indian Buddhist traditions, these disparate schools are fundamen-
tally engaged with the central unifying concept of Enlightenment.36 Enlighten-
ment is described by Suzuki in the broader Zen tradition as a kind of ‘waking’ to 
the reality of one’s existence, or perhaps more accurately, to the reality of one’s 
non-existence. Enlightenment seeks to contest the egoistic sense of self as the 
foundational source of morality, suffering and evil. This soteriological distinc-
tion traces back to traditional Indian accounts of the Buddha’s life, where upon 
attaining Enlightenment (prajñā), Gautama Buddha intuited that “the existence 
of self is an illusion, and there is no wrong in this world, no vice, no evil, except 
what flows from the assertion of self”.37 Suffering is a unique mode of conscious-
ness which arises from a fundamental misunderstanding, wherein the mirage of 
a Self blinds us to the undifferentiated continuity of the living-world. If an organ-
ism acts destructively towards its environment, in truth it is acting destructively 
towards itself as an integrated part of that environment. Understood in this way, 
Enlightenment is not a doctrine to be known, nor a faith to be held, but rather, 
“involves the reintegration of subject and object until they are once more com-
pletely infolded, until object is lost in subject and the appearance of any object 
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has ended.”38 The varied schools of Buddhism seek to grapple with this psycholog-
ical and metaphysical paradox, each offering a methodology designed to lead the 
Self to its own dissolution. Traditionally, these pathways are constructed through 
scholarly dedication or meditative practices, often a mixture of the two. For his 
part, Suzuki argued that Zen stands at a radical breaking point with traditional 
Buddhism.39 He argues that Zen is the outcome of particular Chinese interpreta-
tion of the doctrine of Enlightenment, and that Zen is a pragmatically oriented 
awakening to the living-world in contradistinction to a static knowledge of it.40 In 
an essay derived from his own time as a Zen Buddhist Monk in Japan, ‘Practical 
Methods of Zen Instruction’ (1927), Suzuki notes that the often posed question 
of ‘What is Zen?’ is difficult to answer, because it involves a kind of qualia that 
defies scholarly instruction.41 The teachings of Zen masters, at least in Suzuki’s 
reading of the Rinzai tradition, do not involve instructing one how to live by the 
virtue of Zen, but rather demonstrate the absurdity of attempting to do other-
wise: “Their methods are naturally very uncommon, unconventional, illogical and 
consequently incomprehensible to the uninitiated.”42 This rejection of canonical, 
static truth can be traced to the first patriarch and “spiritual father” of Zen, Bod-
hidharma, who introduced the notion that simply learning doctrines through the 
emulation of masters is a self defeating process. While not the author of any texts 
on Buddhism, Bodhidharma’s disciples documented and collected accounts of his 
thoughts on the nature of enlightenment (prajñā). One of these texts, translated 
as the “Bloodstream Sermon” (1987), proceeds in the following way: 

To find a buddha, you have to see your nature. Whoever sees his nature is 
a buddha. If you don’t see your nature, invoking buddhas, reciting sutras, 
making offerings and keeping precepts are all useless. Invoking buddhas 
results in good karma, reciting sutras results in a good memory; keeping 
precepts results in a good rebirth, and making offerings results in future 
blessings—but no buddha.43

It is not enough, therefore, to study the texts of Buddhist sages, or engage exclu-
sively in the practice of zazen (座禅), translated from Japanese as “seated medita-
tion”, without the corresponding break with dualistic methods of thinking.	

Meditation with the aim of a totally “silenced” mind was widespread throughout 
the early history of Buddhism in China.44 Some subsequent representations of 
meditative practice, especially in its wide popularization outside Buddhist con-
texts, emphasise the notion of a silenced mind as an unblemished mirror which 
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reflects the world without prejudice. However, Suzuki argues for caution around 
such characterisations of meditative traditions, lest they reproduce the very dual-
isms that Buddhist practices seeks to alleviate: silence versus noise, clean versus 
blemished. In Suzuki’s interpretation, Hui-neng, the sixth and final Patriarch of 
the “Golden Age of Zen”, likened this separation of the uncleaned and the cleaned 
mind to any other dualistic structure:

They have evidently forgotten that the self-nature is not a somewhat 
whose Body can be reflected on our consciousness in the way that a moun-
tain can be seen reflected on the smooth surface of a lake. There is no such 
Body in self-nature, for the Body itself is the Use; besides the Use there is 
no Body.45 

Hui-Neng’s contention is that the constitution of Body is its Use, and that the Use 
is the incarnation of Body. A non-dual approach that can be understood in terms 
of Merleau-Ponty’s assertion that the self cannot be apprehended as object, as it is 
the onto-epistestemic precondition by which there are objects. Suzuki concludes 
that this onto-epistemology is central to Hui-Neng’s metaphysics:

Self Nature, Otherwise expressed, is self-knowledge; it is not mere being 
but knowing. We can say that because of knowing itself, it is; knowing is 
being, and being is knowing. This is the meaning of the statement made 
by Hui-neng that: ‘In original Nature itself there is Prajñā-knowledge, and 
because of this self-knowledge. Nature reflects itself in itself, which is self-
illumination not to be expressed in words.46

In Suzuki’s reading of Hui-neng, the mind is a tool for “discrimination”, with the 
blunt mind discriminating crudely, while the sharper mind dissects in more sub-
tler nuances: “By ‘discrimination,’ therefore, is meant analytical knowledge, the 
relative and discursive understanding which we use in our everyday worldly in-
tercourse and also in our highly speculative thinking.”47 This discrimination, the 
separation of the world into forms, is the foundation of the illusion of ego, and the 
ego seeks to concretise these discreet forms in a desperate defence of its own ex-
istence as a discreet being. As noted above, Enlightenment is broadly considered 
an awakening to the reality of one’s existence, in order to overcome the illusions 
of the discriminating mind. Bret Davis argues that this does not exclude plurality, 
as Enlightenment is still an experience within the midst of the living world: “The 
true samādhi of oneness does not exclude an engagement with the plurality of 
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things in the world, but entails a non-duality of equality and differentiation and a 
stillness in the midst of movement.”48 However, this does not mean that practices 
of discrimination can simply be overcome by pointing to the fictitious nature of 
dualisms. To remove one half of a dualism is to create two dualisms: “if we cut a 
bar magnet in halves, so as to take off its north pole, we find only that each half has 
now north and south poles as before.”49 Similarly, to cleanse the mind from im-
purity to purity via meditative states, conceived in opposition to non-meditative 
states, is merely to expand the dualisms in operation. To articulate a non-duality 
in language, a system of division and classification, is to make of it a dualism, a 
Zen and not-Zen.50 In the spirit of avoiding this duality, Hui-neng propounded a 
doctrine of sudden awakening, satori, where the self-nature is discovered ontolog-
ically, rather than rationally or epistemologically. The final section of this article 
will examine the relationship between satori in Suzuki and flesh in Merleau-Ponty.

SATORI: DISSOLUTION OF CONSCIOUSNESS INTO FLESH

In the Rinzai tradition, satori can be broadly understood as the experience or un-
derstanding of kenshõ, the realisation of non-distinction between self and world, 
the fundamental integration of organism with environment, transcendence with 
immanence, body with mind.51 This is demonstrated in an encounter between the 
sixth patriarch, Hui-Neng, and a monk from a rival school, Zhicheng, wherein 
Hui-Neng is reported to have “Only when there is not a single dharma52 that can 
be apprehended can one posit the myriad dharmas. To understand this doctrine 
is called ‘the body of the Buddha’. It is also called bodhi and nirvana, and emanci-
pated perceptual understanding”.53 From this point of view, Hui-Neng is critical 
of what he sees as quietistic meditation, which makes the error of trying to ap-
prehend purity as if from a distance, to cling to it as a thing. In his commentary, 
Suzuki argues less for purity than for “the opening of satori, or at acquiring a new 
point of view as regards life and the universe.” In phenomenological terms, we 
could understand this a heightened awareness of the world’s affectivity to and 
through oneself.54

The relationship between the outcome of the moment of satori, and Merleau-
Ponty’s conception of flesh is striking. Recall the above descriptions of flesh as an 
affectivity, where “sentient bodies become flesh through auto-affection, and non-
sentient bodies become flesh through their being perceived.”55 This reorientation 
from an intellectual to an affective relationship between subject and world, is how 
Suzuki engages with the purpose of the apparently paradoxical Koans which are 
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posed to Zen disciples, to demonstrate the lack of ability with which logical and 
analytical language can approach the fundamental reciprocity and inter-relativity 
of the living world. This can be seen in the famous koan from the Platform Sutra, 
in which Hui-Neng encounters two monks arguing over whether a flag is moving 
or it is the wind that is moving. Hui-Neng responds that it is neither, but rather 
the mind that moves.56

Further, for Suzuki’s affective interpretation of Zen, the use of the koan should be 
read in the context of “Ch’an meditation [which] is not aimed at cutting off the 
empirical world, as some Indian yoga systems may be. On the contrary, it seeks to 
engage deeply in experience by minimizing mental analysis and evaluation.”57 This 
is to say, that the koan is an instrument of Buddhist practice, and is thus informed 
by the concrete factors of dharma. As in Hui-Neng’s above commentary, there 
cannot be only one true meaning of a koan, as there cannot be only one true dhar-
ma. Koans then, are a performative method of affective engagement between the 
cognitive subject and the lifeworld as it appears to that subject. Stephen Heine’s 
analysis reveals that within the koan, “the encounter might oppose two kinds of 
religiosity, one communing with spiritual realities in a mysterium tremendum and 
the other dismissing transcendent symbols and advocating the here and now; but 
the distinction between the two tended to be overcome by their interplay in the 
dialogue as a whole.”58 Suzuki’s assertion that the koan is fundamentally incom-
prehensible has been interpreted as a continuation of the political traditions of 
iconoclasm that abounded in the foundation of Zen practice in China,59 however 
in terms of this discussion of the embodiment of Zen and the phenomenology of 
practice, it is fair to view Suzuki’s claim of incomprehensibility in terms of the the 
affective dispersion of an analytic ‘distance’ from the world as experienced in the 
‘sudden awakening’ associated with the Rinzai school. It is incomprehensible only 
in the manner of qualia, that is, untranslatable into linguistic terms.

The Koan illuminate the limitations of reasoning that begins with empty or inco-
herent abstractions. In doing so, the Koan orient the mind towards the generative 
space of non-being, a dissolution of the personal (“being”) into the pre-personal 
(“becoming”). Once the self is recognised as pre-conditioned by the affective and 
reciprocal ‘opening up’ of body and world into each other, the  emptiness of non-
being takes form in a dialectic with the living world and the transience of per-
petual becoming is no longer a source of existential anxiety. Rather, non-being is 
generative emptiness that “enables the forms of reality to be such as they really 
are, to be in their ‘suchness’.”60  This “emancipated perceptual understanding” 
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is pre-conscious being, separate from attachments of conscious discrimination.61 
The primary ground of being is the dialectic of perception, the motion of the vis-
ible to the invisible through which the world of appearances is constituted. It is 
against the perception of appearances as permanent, particularly the appearance 
of the ego, that satori orients one’s experience, to borrow from Suzuki. The great 
emptiness of écart is experienced as the relief which allows subjectivity to emerge 
in contrast to the appearance of perception. Hui-Neng explains that “one’s en-
lightenment (one’s Way, tao) must flow freely. How could it be stagnated? When 
the mind does not reside in the dharmas, one’s enlightenment flows freely.”62 The 
normative aims of Buddhist practice, the cessation of suffering, or the cultivation 
of spiritual being, are thus predicated on this moment of radical re-orientation 
to the pre-personal body, and the bodily habituation of the intimate being-world 
dialectic. This separates the aim of Buddhism from Western interpretations of 
spiritual practice, disregarding the search for one’s “true self” or higher being and 
rather aiming to re-invest one’s being in the primary ground of self knowledge. 
This puts Merleau-Ponty’s rejection of classical psychology in the same ontologi-
cal space as the experience of satori: 

The body catches itself from the outside engaged in a cognate process; it 
tries to touch itself while being touched, and initiates ‘a kind of reflection’ 
which is sufficient to distinguish it from objects, of which I can indeed say 
that they ‘touch’ my body, but only when it is inert, and therefore without 
ever catching it unawares in its exploratory function.63	

 This is the revelation, the emancipation from “thingness”, the realisation of one’s 
“suchness” as part of an inter-affective whole, that is achieved by satori: “Satori 
may be defined as an intuitive looking into the nature of things in contradistinc-
tion to the analytical or logical understanding of it”.64 Through this revelation, 
one comes to inhabit the living world, rather than to apprehend it, and the dis-
criminating, analytic consciousness is reintegrated into the functionality of the 
body-affectivity, the pre-personal praktignosia. 

CONCLUSION: INTERCULTURAL PHENOMENOLOGIES OF THE BODY

This article has sought to elaborate on similarities on perceptual modalities in 
both Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology and Suzuki’s interpretation of Ch’an and 
Zen Buddhism. While few direct dialogues exist between these two disciplines, 
some historical links have been identified in the work of the German precursors 
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to existential philosophy. In constructing this link, central concepts from Mer-
leau-Ponty have been juxtaposed with Suzuki’s reading of traditions taught by the 
Zen patriarch, Hui-Neng. The striking similarities include a perceptual-substance 
as the framework of being, flesh in the work of Merleau-Ponty and the living world 
of Prājnā in the Zen canon. Further, both systems of thought emphasise a direct 
engagement with the world that involves inhabiting the environment, rather than 
encountering it as an externality. 

Clearly, Merleau-Ponty and Suzuki engaged with different fields of thought, and 
were situated within thoroughly distinct cultural and linguistic contexts. Some 
minor cross-cultural points have been raised, including the impact of Buddhism 
on German phenomenology and psychology, and the common apprehension of 
a ‘psychological intermediary’ in the perspectives of Gestalt psychology and the 
Indian philosophical concept of Māya. However, these scholarly links have been 
elaborated elsewhere, and this study has aimed particularly at the role of the body 
in the respective ontologies of Merleau-Ponty and Suzuki. This comparative phe-
nomenology of the body allows intellectual bridges to be built, as well as allowing 
for a reflective examination of the silences inherent to our own accounts of expe-
rience. This study in particular has illuminated the knowledge of the body and its 
critical importance to the outcome of philosophical inquiry. As one’s conscious-
ness ceases the effort of distinguishing itself from experience, to become the see-
ing, rather than that which sees, a fundamental reconciliation with the world is 
made, on the level of primal, pre-personal praktignosia. Whether in response to 
the spiritual afflictions of attachment and suffering, or in the nihilistic field of 
wartime Europe, the fundamental afflictions of philosophy and psychology that 
plague the conscious subject are best resolved on the level of body-world affectiv-
ity.
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