
I

s
t
h
a
p
s
r
a
t
a
o
c
u
e
t
b
m
t
a
a
b
t

m

M

0
l

Available  online  at  www.sciencedirect.com

Anales de Antropología

www.revistas.unam.mx/index.php/antropologia
Anales de Antropología 51 (2017) 83–87

Note

Merging perspectives of learners: Corporeality, intersubjectivity
and coexistence in art education�

Fusionar perspectivas de los estudiantes: corporealidad, intersubjetividad y convivencia
en la educación artística

a b,∗ b
Alireza Sayyad , Nahid Gilamirrod , Amirhosein Sayyad
a Art University of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran
b Azad University of Rasht, Rasht, Iran

Received 4 September 2016; accepted 11 November 2016

a
t
a
m
i
e
J
t
a
d
a
f
c
d
c
t
t

L

o
M
t
t
l
w
t
(

ntroduction

Humiliation of body and feelings is deeply rooted in the philo-
ophical tradition of the West. In Western history of philosophy,
he body has always been under suspicion and the rational power
as been considered as holding the responsibility of restraining
nd guiding one toward excellence. From the Ancient Greek
hilosophers such as Socrates and Plato to modern philosophers
uch as Descartes, it was constantly stated in this tradition that
eal knowledge must be independent from physical perception
nd feelings, because sensual and emotional experiences distort
he nature of reality. The view in Cartesian philosophy became
n absolute and established form and left a profound impact
n modern view on the priority of wisdom. For modern per-
eption, also, the body used to be considered an unreliable and
ncertain basis for recognition. The idea of thinking in mod-
rn philosophy is coupled with Descartes’ well-known quote, “I
hink, therefore I am”. Descartes stated that to achieve the truth,
odily senses are not essentially required, and thus, he separated
ind and body and divided them into two independent and dis-

inct elements. Descartes believed that human mind and wisdom
re prior to physical feelings and desires, and the only way to
chieve recognition and truth is to rely on mind without body,
ecause body and physical senses might misguide the seeker in
he way of recognition.

Western dualism in relation with mind/body led to the for-
ation of a hierarchical system in which the body was placed in
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 position lower than the mind. Affected by the domination of
his view, Western education philosophy can also be considered
s the philosophy of mind training. Emphasis on recognition via
ind and thinking denied the continuity of mind, body, and sense

n the process of learning. Therefore, focus on non-embodied
ducation dominated the western educational discourse, and as
ohn Dewey states, education became far from its goal and
urned into a way for turning the learner into a “thoughtful
nd knowledge-oriented creature” (Dewey, 2004:256). Aban-
oning rational and Cartesian views, which implied cognitive
nd wisdom-based approaches, in recent years a trend emerged
rom mind to body (La Caze & Lloyd, 2011). This trend is in
ontrast to Platonic and Cartesian views and seeks to find a non-
ualistic view on the concept of self. This turn toward body in
onnection with education seems very necessary, and attention
o embodiment in the works of some contemporary education
heorists has found a bold position.

iterature  review

Among theorists who emphasized the importance of body-
riented education, John Dewey, Henry Giroux, Hunter, Peter
cLaren, and Elizabeth Grosz can be mentioned. Affected by

he school of pragmatism, John Dewey (2004) believed that in
he process of learning, the learner perceives based on their
ived experiences. He assumed education as a set of experiences
here the learner therefore acquires an embodied presence in

he educational environment. Peter McLaren and Henry Giroux
1991) suggest in the article Radical  Pedagogy  as  Cultural  Pol-

tics: Beyond  the  Discourse  of  Critique  and  Anti-Utopianism
hat students respond to information in a physical way, assert-
ng that knowledge is not something that can only be perceived
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entally, but it has to be sensed somehow physically as well.
unter challenges absence and ignorance of body and feelings in

ducation, suggesting that in education approaches, embodiment
nd sensual aspects of pupils should also be considered (Ollis,
012:174). In Volatile  Bodies:  Toward  a  Corporeal  Feminism,
lizabeth Grosz argues that bodies are not what we give mean-

ng to, but they are meanings per se. Understanding the body as
eaning, in contrast to body as a wrapper and conveyor we place

nd record meaning in, physical embodiment-based education
mphasizes an education on the basis of bodies’s interaction with
ach other.

hysical  perception  according  to  Maurice
erleau-Ponty

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, French phenomenologist, is known
s one of the basic foci in contemporary discourses on embodi-
ent, who tried to configure the relationship between individual

nd the world by considering perceptive experience as a
asic source of awareness and perception (Diprose, 2012).
erleau-Ponty, by challenging the dominant Cartesian view

f subjectivity and by disintegration from the mind/body dual-
sm of Western philosophy, stresses the importance of body in
uman encounters with each other and with the world. Merleau-
onty’s philosophy based idea is that “Perception is a physical
henomenon, rather than mental. In other words, we are, not
ubjects standing with eyes, but rather embodied subjects in
he world perceiving it.” (Carman, 2011:48–49). For Merleau-
onty, body is the base and primary principle through which

he subject expresses themselves. He argues that body is not a
erely distinct and separate object; it is not a material position

hrough which we understand the world; rather, we perceive
he world with our bodies. Effects of the ideas of Nietzsche
nd Husserl on Merleau-Ponty regarding physical perceptions
annot be ignored. Criticizing the Western philosophical tradi-
ion in denying bodily senses and pure rationalism, Nietzsche
onfirmed bodily aspects of knowledge and perception. Among
ietzsche’s favorite discourses was attention to physical indi-
idual experiences, and he used to emphasize the important role
ody plays in development of knowledge. Nietzsche considered
erception of energy and powers of human body as constant
uman concern and believed that all human activities are phys-
cal and body denotes energy and tendency to power (Peery,
008). Praising pre-Plato Greek tradition, which valued human
ody greatly, he ridiculed the Platonic body-humiliating tradi-
ion, stating citing Zoroaster as saying, “But, the conscious wise

an says: I am all body and nothing beyond, and soul is the
nly word for something in body . .  . body is a big wisdom; a
lurality with a single meaning, adversary and peaceful, cattle
r shepherd. Brother, your little wisdom soul of which you call
s your body instrument as well. A small tool and plaything for
our big wisdom” (Nietzsche, 2001:45–57). By distinguishing
etween physical body korper  and lived body leib, he enabled

he body to be viewed much beyond a physical and natural phe-
omenon. Influence of Husserl’s philosophy on Merleau-Ponty’s
erception of the concept of body is quite clear, and inspired by
usserl’s idea of lived body and moving body leib, he expands
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is ideology. In Structure  of  Behavior  affected by Gestalt’s psy-
hology, Merleau-Ponty propounded this idea for the first time
hat man is an embodied subject (Premuzic, 2009:10–12). In line
ith the theory of Gestalt’s school, Merleau-Ponty believes in
nity and integration between human senses, in which eyesight
nd other senses are not separate and irrelevant and therefore,
erception does not consist of a set of data acquired from sight,
actility, hearing, etc., but it is a set the individual perceives
s a whole. Experience from the world, according to Merleau-
onty, is multisensory, with all senses interacting as a bow:
The quintuple senses which are our first means of access to
he world, are not separate from one another. Rather, they form

 structure organized in a general gestalt. Body is ultimately, a
odily whole” (Piravi Vanak, 2010:70). Merleau-Ponty shows
hat avoiding to confirm integration of senses and physical real-
ty of perception in philosophical tradition, has overshadowed
he role of body in Western civilization, reducing it to a situ-
tion lower than mind. He believes that body and mind in the
eality of lived world are inseparable and existentially, no accu-
ate boundary can be specified between mind and body: “Our
odies and minds are located in a united world, on condition
hat we consider the world not just a set of objects which are
r can be in front of our eyes, but a place of coexistence of
verything” (Premuzic, 2009:80). In Phenomenology  of  Percep-
ion, he suggests that perception is not just a cognitive practice
nd activity, but it is the embodied person who achieves per-
eption by seeing, moving, and putting their body subject to
ontact with objects. Embodiment and incarnation is a state
hrough which the subject expresses themselves in the world;

 situation for development of the relationship between self
nd other things. Thus, Merleau-Ponty suggests that body is
ot only a residence place for mind, but it is center of grav-
ty of human presence in the world (Merleau-Ponty, 1962:80).
ccording to Merleau-Ponty, instead of a passive capacity in

he face of received effects, perception is a creative and active
ractice and creativity of perception is a type of activity which
s never separate from physics. As idea and awareness is no rec-
gnizable from perception, perception is also inseparable from
he body and “The theory of the body is already a theory of
erception.” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962:181). Therefore, according
o Merleau-Ponty, perception “is not active practice of mind,
ut is existential method of an embodied subject in the pre-
onscious stage. It is a dialog between the embodied subject and
is/her worl” (Piravi Vanak, 2010:101). Seeing perception as an
ssentially physical practice, instead of considering it as a prac-
ical result of unembodied thinking, Merleau-Ponty confirms
hysics as necessary pre-requisite for experiment and acquiring
nowledge.

Merleau-Ponty suggests that we are not just a body in the
orld’s space, but a body of the world. Therefore, existence
f body is pre-requisite to all our experiences (Merleau-Ponty,
962:162). He suggests that consciousness is not something
eyond a physical being, and in fact, body’s presence is an
ssential pre-requisite for human knowledge subject. Through
mbodiment and their lived experience in the world, individuals

xpand their perception and body cannot be separated from way
f thinking.
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hysical  reflection  in  encounter  with  artworks

In art history, often little attention has been paid to the fact
hat interaction of spectator and audience encountering a paint-
ng, sculpture, or even architecture can lead to physical and
ensual reactions in them. Although in mid nineteenth cen-
ury theory circle of German art and theorists such as Theodor
ipps, Robert Lipps, Robert Wisher, and Heinrich Wolfflin had
xtensively addressed sensual and physical reactions of the audi-
nce in encounter with artwork, their views were often ignored
y dominant academic artistic views of the nineteenth century
Freedberg & Gallese, 2007). In these academic views, feelings
ere often considered as a characteristic lowering excellent val-
es of the artwork. The belief that art has nothing to do with
otivating senses and feelings and must be distinguished from

hysical and bodily territories and studied as a merely cognitive
opic formed the dominant view of the theory of art. Some other
rtistic historians believed that although some artistic images are
ble to stimulate feelings and desires of spectators, artistic aspect
f artworks, is not discussed in the history and theory of art. In
ontemporary art theory, affected by Merleau-Ponty’s views, a
lear and quite sensible attention has been dedicated to physical
mpathy of audience with artwork, and theorists underline the
xtraordinary importance of audience body in development of
hese feelings. People such as Michael Freed, Rozalin Crows,
nt Michelsen, and Robert Maurice, influenced by Merleau-
onty, made many attempts in understanding and analyzing

he bodily and sensual relationship of audience with art-work.
orrowing Merleau-Ponty’s discourses regarding physical per-
eption, these theorists argue that in encountering with artworks,
ody acts as a ground on which relations of the spectator with
he observed artwork is developed, and given meaning.

As discussed, according to Merleau-Ponty, body is the center
f perceptive experience in esthetic experience. For Merleau-
onty, perception and understanding of spectator from art work

s, in essence, as much physical as it is mental. In the process of
pectating an artwork, in addition to visual interaction between
pectator and the work, a sense of dynamic and tactile inter-
ction emerges. Therefore, in Merleau-Ponty’s view, “Seeing
nd moving are also interwoven in such a way that in visi-
le phenomena, dynamic inference is always present” (Carman,
011:269). Seeing is never merely optical, but seeing something
alls to participation inner awareness of the individual from their
urrounding environment and how they can move and interact
ith the environment. According to Merleau-Ponty, light, color,

nd depth embedded in an artwork only find meaning because
hey can create a physical reflection in the body of the audi-
nce. Merleau-Ponty addresses the physical basis in painting and
entions Cézanne’s paintings as the most distinguished sam-

les of physical perception. In Cézanne’s  Doubt, Merleau-Ponty
ees Cézanne’s method of pressing paintbrush in his paintings
s a way of mixing the painting with the surrounding world
nd believes that each spot of color in Cézanne’s works can be
onsidered as a representation of a moment of feeling and expe-

ience. In encounter with Cézanne’s works, our perception of the
olor of things is not limited to visual experience, but is like a
ontext that involves other senses such as tactility and olfaction:

m
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We see the depth, the smoothness, the softness, the hardness
f objects; Cezanne even claimed that we see their odor. If the
ainter is to express the ·world, the arrangement of his colors
ust carry with it this indivisible whole, or else his picture wil

nly hint at things and wil not give ‘them in the imperious unity,
he presence, the insurpassable plenitude which is for us the
efinition of the real” (Merleau-Ponty, 1964:15).

In Phenomenology  of  Perception, Merleau-Ponty suggests
hat viewing an object means getting inhabiting that object
nd “visual involvement with things is not understanding their
ppearance, but is sensing physical affinity of them with us, in
ixing with things and inhabiting them” (Carman, 2011:270).
erleau-Ponty stresses location-orientation of painting and the

act that “painting is a type of local art” and considers it as a con-
ext in which “the eye dwells in the same way a human being lives
n their home” (Carman, 2011:272–275). The most important
hing in the visual perception process of artworks, as suggested
y Merleau-Ponty, is to emphasize that spectating is interwoven
ith presence and physical interaction with the work’s space.
erleau-Ponty’s theory of interweaving, meaning being in the
orld, is like fluctuation and fluidity between self and others and
ropounds physical relationship between subject and body of the
orld. This idea which was explained in Merleau-Ponty’s works,

efers to interweaving of self and others, and a type of gestalt
verlapping between the perceiving subject and the perceived
bject. Merleau-Ponty’s famous example of the contact and fric-
ion between two hands greatly helps in understanding this point:
when I touch my right hand with my left, my right hand, as an
bject, has the strange property of being able to feel too. We have
ust seen that the two hands are never simultaneously in the rela-
ionship of touched and touching to each other. When I press

y two hands together, it is not a matter of two sensations felt
ogether as one perceives two objects placed side by side, but of
n ambiguous set-up in which both hands can alternate the rôles
f ‘touching’ and being ‘touched”’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1962:80).
ccording to Merleau-Ponty’s intertwined phenomenology, in

he process of viewing an artwork, the act of looking  at  always
eads to looked  at, and therefore, there is nothing as perception
ithout concert. From this point of view, in encounter with artis-

ic works, Merleau-Ponty, rejecting the idea of disengagement
nd distinction, suggests that, encountering an artwork, the spec-
ator is able to enter perception of things that have been sketched
n the artwork, and this occurs through empathic sympathy of the
pectator with the work. Although Merleau-Ponty stresses the
mportance of subject in his philosophy, his important point of
iscussion is to emphasize movement and transition from Carte-
ian single thinking mind-oriented cognition to a participating
mbodied subject entangled with the world and connected with
ther embodied subjects. Therefore, to Merleau-Ponty, subjec-
ivity is not an independent, static, and individual identity; rather,
t is necessary for subjectivity to open itself to others and move
rom self to others; “as parts of my body together form a struc-
ure, body of another individual and mine are also a united whole;
e to the universe, creating a status for me there among oth-
rs humans (It is what advances me toward the world, future,
nd others)” (Piravi Vanak, 2010:117–118). From this point of
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iew, Merleau-Ponty uses inter-subjectivity instead of subjec-
ive activeness and stresses that subjectivity, per se, apart from
he world and inaccessible for others, does not exist; rather, it is

 relation with the world, an openness to others. Embodied sub-
ect, in its openness, seeks an endless dialog and always flowing
ith others (Glen, 2010:20–21). In Phenomenology  of  Percep-

ion, Merleau-Ponty suggests that encounter through dialog and
nvoking changes can leave great effects in involved individuals
Merleau-Ponty, 1962:240–241).

ncounter  and  symbiosis  based  on  embodiment
n art  education

Using Merleau-Ponty’s views can also be very helpful in rela-
ion to art education. In the process of art education, instead of
onsidering itself and others as opposite poles, encounter and
ialog configure the concept of self and other in a quite dynamic
nd always metamorphosing relationship. Merleau-Ponty places
motion and empathy as the root and basis of all inter-subjective
ncounters. Empathy is the act of “feeling inside another individ-
al”. In German, einfuhlung (=empathy) is derived from fuhlen
=to feel) and coefuhl (=emotion) (Barasch, 1998). In Greek
tymology, the term empathy is derived from empatheia, which
s in turn, derived from the term pathein, and refers to feel-
ng inside another individual. Through empathy, body moves
oward the outside world and does not remain limited in its
ange. Empathy can, from this point of view, be assumed as
rojecting outside, moving outside of oneself, and an expan-
ion to the outside world. In On  the  Problem  of  Empathy, Edith
tein analyzes the concept of empathy. Stein writes, “When

 now interpret it as a sensing living body and empathically
roject myself into it, I obtain a new image1 of the spatial
orld and a new zero point of orientation” (Stein, 1989:69).
he addresses the location-oriented and space-oriented nature
f empathy, stressing that putting oneself in another’s place, in
xact sense of the word, means being located in the other’s place
nd space. In the process of dialog and interaction concerning
rtworks, each learner empathizes with other learners and their
ived worlds, thus developing a movement beyond his/her limi-
ations. From this viewpoint, the importance of empathy-based
rt education can be addressed, where the individual attempts
o put themselves in others’ perspectives and look at the sub-
ect through others’ eyes, thus surpassing the limitations of
ingle-eye vision, with this surpassing being accompanied with

 type of expansion to experiencing others’ lived experience
Yacek, 2014). Through empathic reactions, the learner attempts
o view the world through others’ perspective, which essentially

eans that the individual is involved in space and time occu-
ied by others. After the individual placed themselves in the
lace of another individual and looked at the artwork through
heir perspective, he/she tries to match that view with his/her
ived experience, and therefore, the learner gets involved in a
tate of “self-unleashing”, which means by disengagement from

neself and limitations of Cartesian subjectivity, the individual
an open and expand themselves to other plausible horizons
Premuzic, 2009:46). Therefore, in the process of art education,
lurality of statuses and variety of perspectives through which

e
s
s
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ubjects view the artwork must be considered. So, as a result of
he produced spatial fluid quality, learners will be able to move
long plural perspectives produced through other participants,
ooking at the artwork through their angle of view. The multi-
erspectivity developed through variety of perspectives creates a
timulating and always flowing space that, by stimulating people
o thinking and involving their lived experiences in the process
f artwork perception, gives emergence opportunity to differ-
nt creations. In this space, people are encouraged to see their
ived worlds in a dynamic and always flowing relation with lived
orlds of other people. This dynamic interaction of ideas and

ived spaces in dialog process allows students to put together and
orm discrete segments by gestalt thinking on their desired total-
ties, and each constructed whole is subject to constant changes
nd metamorphoses. It could be argued that art education space
ust be considered as an environment providing “encounters”

hrough which and by highlighting the view through other per-
pectives and expansion of oneself to others, awareness and
ersonal perception of self and the world expands.

Another very important point, also addressed in Husserl’s
orks apart from Merleau-Ponty’s, is timing and dynamism of

he process of perception. For Merleau-Ponty, viewing is not
 process involving look at a series of constant images, semi-
hotographed images, but an always changing perception of the
hings that expand over time and are only perceivable through
ur bodily movements. Merleau-Ponty states that no artist com-
letes the painting of their work; that is, an artwork is not a
efining event, but just a beginning opened to a perspective
nd will never be closed. From this point of view, it could
e argued that in art education, neither teacher nor pupil no
ducational environment, do exist in a predefined way. Rather,
hey are created in the process of dialog and encounter instantly
Springgay, 2008). This type of art education does not mean
ttempting to learn, know, and then teach others, but such an
rtwork is a type of participation and “encounter” with an event,
hich is indefinite. This withdrawal means freeing the individ-
al from definitions and identities that restrict him in their being,
hus enabling emergence of many possibilities. Another point

erleau-Ponty discusses and is essential with regard to art is
he idea of “coexistence” which deals with inter-subjectivity and
egation of absolutism: “our perspectives merge into each other,
nd we co-exist through a common world.” (Merleau-Ponty,
004:153). Teaching art based on encounter and coexistence
lways presumes another in itself, which means that individuals
annot recognize themselves without connecting with each other
nd the world. Unlike traditional classes where learners act inde-
endently, this type of education based on embodiment, seeks to
ecure an environment that can, by shaping interaction between
earners in their relationship with artworks, create a dynamism
nd motion in feelings of individuals.

onclusion
Merleau-Ponty’s critique on mind-oriented mind of enlight-
nment, addresses the role of embodiment as a fundamental
ubject in educational discussions. Merleau-Ponty’s discus-
ion stresses the necessity of attention to lived participation of
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Stein, E. (1989). On the problem of empathy. Washington: ICS Publications.
A. Sayyad et al. / Anales de

mbodied subject in educational space and addresses the sig-
ificance of intersubjective relationship in advancement of the
rocess of education and learning. While in Cartesian philoso-
hy, what can be learnt from the world, is only obtained from

 subjective position, in Merleau-Ponty’s discourse, it is inter-
winement with the world the results in meaning. Borrowing

erleau-Ponty’s discourse, art education can be viewed as a
hysical and location-oriented phenomenon which is related
ith location-orientation and physicality of other learners.
eviewing the concept of body in art education process, emo-

ions and empathy also play a significant and valuable role in
ow learners encounter artworks, and individuals can perceive
rtworks based on their lived experiences and, in the dialog pro-
ess, become acquainted with lived worlds of other learners. It
ould be argued that stressing embodied experience as essen-
ial focus of perception in art education and paying attention to
ducation based on sensual experience will result in deeper and
ore effective learning.
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