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The phenomenological philosophy of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) and the 
process philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) have been influential in 
many fields of study, yet there has been very little work done to facilitate dialogue 
between phenomenologists and process philosophers. Making an immensely 
important contribution to such dialogue, William Hamrick and Jan Van der Veken 
connect the philosophies of Merleau-Ponty and Whitehead in their co-written 
work, Nature and Logos: A Whiteheadian Key to Merleau-Ponty’s Fundamental 
Thought. Along with contributing to research in process philosophy and in phe-
nomenology, Hamrick and Van der Veken also contribute to fields of environmen-
tal ethics and ecological theology by drawing attention to the place of values, 
agency, meaning, and divinity in the natural world. The overall theme of Nature 
and Logos is Merleau-Ponty’s “new ontology,” which he was developing in the  
years before his untimely death. The aim of that new ontology was to articulate  
an understanding of reality that overcomes the dualism that pits matter against 
meaning, sensibility against intelligibility, nature against logos, the dualism that 
Whitehead terms “the bifurcation of nature” (2). To overcome that dualism requires 
an “ontological rehabilitation of the sensible,” an ontology for which nature and 
logos are intimately intertwined sites of “wild Being” (l’être brut), not mutually 
exclusive opposites (1, 76-77). Merleau-Ponty’s new ontology was still in its early 
phases when he died, giving rise to many conjectures that draw on his latest notes, 
lectures, and unfinished manuscripts to consider possible directions that his ontol-
ogy might have taken. Hamrick and Van der Veken argue that Whitehead’s process 
metaphysics (also called a philosophy of organism) is the key to understanding 
that new ontology, which Merleau-Ponty called his “fundamental thought” (pensée 
fondamentale) (239). Whitehead’s key role is indicated by his philosophical  
similarities with Merleau-Ponty and by Merleau-Ponty’s increasing interest in 
Whitehead’s metaphysics during the last years of his life (4). To present their syn-
thesis of Whitehead’s process philosophy and Merleau-Ponty’s ontology, Hamrick 
and Van der Veken give thorough accounts of Merleau-Ponty’s thinking (early and 
late) and some important influences on his thought, including the philosophies of 
Henri Bergson, Friedrich Schelling, and the ancient Stoics. Following their analysis 
of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy and his influences, the authors summarize the 
basic concepts of Whitehead’s metaphysics and relate them to Merleau-Ponty’s 
fundamental thought.

Hamrick and Van der Veken situate Merleau-Ponty’s new ontology in relation-
ship to the phenomenological ontology he developed in his early work, which 
draws extensively on Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology and on Gestalt psychol-
ogy to show how human existence is not that of an isolated thinking thing discon-
nected from a meaningless world, but is that of a “lived body” inhabiting meaningful 
horizons of space and time (12). Human existence is characterized by openness to 
the world, which Merleau-Ponty describes in terms of being “at” or “on the world” 
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(au monde) (18). The au (“at” or “on”) connotes the openness of lived contact (like 
being at the movies or on the town), in contrast to the container/contained rela-
tionship connoted in Martin Heidegger’s “being-in-the-world” (18-19). The lived 
body is simultaneously perceiving and perceived, seeing and touching the world 
while also experiencing itself as a visible and tangible being alongside others. The 
lived body is a complex psychological and physiological unity, a single “intentional 
arc” (21). Dualisms cannot account for that complex unity. Nor can mechanistic 
causal analyses, which fail to account for the way the perceiver meaningfully  
structures the perceived environment. Nor can subjective idealism and representa-
tional theories of perception, for which meaning is imposed by human conscious-
ness onto unintelligible sense data. For Merleau-Ponty, perceiver and perceived are 
mutually constitutive and thus not disconnected. However, Merleau-Ponty consid-
ered his early phenomenology to be ontologically insufficient, particularly for two 
related reasons: 1) it is too focused on “the primacy of subjectivity,” albeit embodied 
subjectivity, and 2) it accounts for relations between consciousness and a body 
without accounting for relationships between two bodies (55). The ontology of his 
later work seeks to address those insufficiencies by articulating “a concept of Being  
from within the process of Nature that we inhabit” (61). Such a concept focuses  
on consciousness and nature, which are “total parts of the same Being” (ibid.). 
Furthermore, because Being is elusive and wild, it can be conceptualized only indi-
rectly in an “interrogative ontology” or “indirect ontology” committed to question-
ing (not explaining) specific beings (68-72). Along these lines, Merleau-Ponty 
develops a concept of the “flesh,” which is an “‘element’ of Being,” a carnality ante-
rior to any subject-object dichotomy (76). The flesh moves and unfolds itself in a 
“chiasm”—a crucial intertwining and reversibility of sensing (active) and sensed 
(passive), whereby Being is given as “interbeing” (178). The flesh undermines the 
distinction between realism and idealism, as the world has a meaning and that 
meaning is constructed by perceivers (205, 237). In short, the flesh of the world is 
pregnant with a meaning—a latent intentionality or “nascent logos”—of which 
human expression facilitates the birth (27).

Hamrick and Van der Veken show how Merleau-Ponty’s distinction between 
meanings expressed by humans and those latent in nature draw on the Stoic dis-
tinction between the logos proforikos and the logos endiathetos, where the former 
is meaning as it is expressed outwardly and the latter is the latent meaning in the 
natural world (103). The authors also elucidate Merleau-Ponty’s engagement with 
the philosophies of nature and life developed by Schelling and Bergson. For those 
three thinkers, nature is a dynamic and creative process, not a heap of mere objects. 
Those connections with Schelling’s and Bergson’s evolutionary philosophies sup-
port the connections between Merleau-Ponty and Whitehead. After reading some 
of Whitehead’s work in his later years, Merleau-Ponty adopted Whitehead’s con-
cept of nature as creative “process” (passage), agreed with his critique of scientific 
materialism, and shared his aim to overcome the bifurcation of nature (4). Hamrick 
and Van der Veken claim that Whiteheadian concepts can help complete Merleau-
Ponty’s ontology of the flesh. For instance, Whitehead’s concept of “prehension” 
accounts for the different ways that beings feel or unconsciously apprehend the 
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world around them (195). In Whitehead’s “pan-experientialism,” every entity is 
both feeling and felt, thus extending Merleau-Ponty’s more human-centered 
insights into the sensing-sensed flesh (199). Hamrick and Van der Veken also argue 
that Whitehead’s concept of universals as “eternal objects” supplements Merleau-
Ponty’s effort to describe the nascent logos of nature (220). Furthermore, Whitehead 
is like Merleau-Ponty in criticizing some forms of abstract thought for distort-
ing  actual occasions and also criticizing positions like those of Bergson and 
Schelling, who consider all concepts to be falsifications or obstructions of reality. 
Theologically, Whitehead and Merleau-Ponty both affirm the entanglement of God 
with the natural world, although Merleau-Ponty generally avoids God-talk and is 
sometimes explicitly atheistic, in stark contrast to Whitehead’s panentheism.

Whitehead’s concepts help Merleau-Ponty’s new ontology become more sys-
tematic and more applicable to nonhuman nature. Moreover, Whitehead is not 
here replacing Merleau-Ponty, for the latter has contributed indispensable phe-
nomenological evidence for an ontology that overcomes dualisms. Along the same 
lines, Merleau-Ponty’s language is more accessible to the average reader than are 
the systematic terms deployed by Whitehead. Together, Whitehead and Merleau-
Ponty supplement one another as they converge on the task of rethinking nature 
and the place of humans therein. This has relevant applications in all areas of the 
humanities and sciences, for it would benefit every field of study to rid itself of fal-
lacious assumptions that oppose facts to values, objects to subjects, or nature to 
logos. Ecological problems provide an even more relevant application, as process 
philosophy and phenomenology can come together to show that there are values 
embedded in the natural world and that environmental and human wellbeing are 
inextricably intertwined (228). Even aside from any applications it might have, 
Nature and Logos is an exemplary work of scholarship. The numerous references 
and citations (for English and French sources) alone make the book an invaluable 
addition to one’s library. Of course, not everything can be included in such a book. 
Future research connecting Merleau-Ponty and Whitehead should also consider 
non-Western philosophies, such as the Buddhist philosophies that have been com-
pared with phenomenology and/or with process metaphysics. In any case, Hamrick 
and Van der Veken present an exciting, creative, and relevant contribution to the 
ongoing task of experiencing and conceptualizing the profundity of the world. 
Hopefully this work will lead to more cross-fertilization between Merleau-Ponty 
and Whitehead and between many forms of phenomenology and process philoso-
phy, with the aim of overcoming the bifurcation of nature, reconnecting humans 
with the world, and restoring meaning in nature.
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