
Chapter 5

The Need for Merleau-Ponty in Foucault’s 
Account of the Abnormal

HANNAH LYN VENABLE

Introduction

Whether with contempt or admiration, current writers on the history of 
psychiatry continue to acknowledge the work of Michel Foucault. His 
extensive survey on the history of the abnormal has clearly influenced 
how a history of psychiatry should be written by challenging historians 
to question the reasons behind shifting perspectives on mental health. 
Due to both his historical contribution as well as the simple persuasive 
power of his writing, many philosophers acknowledge the insights found 
in his unique account of the abnormal. I will argue, however, that we 
can successfully draw on Foucault’s work on the abnormal only once we 
recognize that it is Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work in psychology that 
serves as its hidden foundation. In fact, I will go so far as to say that 
without claiming this foundation, Foucault’s account of the abnormal 
will fall short and fail to accomplish even its own internal goals: in other 
words, his account cannot and should not stand on its own.

In order to uncover the hidden foundation of Foucault’s account 
of the abnormal, we may turn to the biographical links between 
 Merleau-Ponty and Foucault. Merleau-Ponty served as a teacher and 
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model for many of the rising French philosophers, including Foucault, 
during the 1940s and 1950s. However, what is less well recognized, 
at least in the English scholarship, is that Foucault faithfully attended 
Merleau-Ponty’s 1949–1952 Child Psychology and Pedagogy lectures.1 
At the same time as attending these lectures, Foucault pursued and 
obtained his licence in psychology, taught psychology classes, and worked 
at the Hôpital Sainte-Anne.2 From this, there is no question that Fou-
cault’s early studies of the abnormal were under the direct influence of 
 Merleau-Ponty.3 Nonetheless, we still do not know if this formation is 
still in place when Foucault writes and publishes his History of Madness 
in 1961 as Foucault’s work in other places has been highly critical of 
the phenomenological enterprise. 

The proper way, then, to establish the foundation for Foucault’s 
account of the abnormal is to look at the structural links between Mer-
leau-Ponty and Foucault. While the biographical links reveal that Foucault 
received insights from a Merleau-Pontean psychology, it is only through 
an examination of the structural soundness of Foucault’s account that we 
can discover its phenomenological roots. The historical structures presented 
by Foucault, while certainly powerful and helpful tools for understanding 
the experience of the abnormal, need more justification than historical data 
and analysis. Upon examining Foucault’s account, we are still left asking: 
why are the historical structures shaped this way, and what is the source 
for these recurring patterns? We will find, however, that the historical 
structures are already manifest in the phenomenological patterns; in other 
words, the historical construction of the abnormal actually comes out of 
the existential experience of the abnormal. To illustrate the dependence of 
Foucault’s historical account on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological one, 
I will offer a brief overview of Foucault’s concept of the abnormal and 
then present the problems or gaps that are found there. I conclude by 
demonstrating how  Merleau-Ponty’s method fills these gaps and provides 
the structural support needed to stabilize his historical account.

By arguing for the necessity of Merleau-Ponty in Foucault’s account, 
I am not placing a priority on Merleau-Ponty over Foucault. In fact, I 
believe Merleau-Ponty’s work requires Foucault’s rich historical analysis 
and acute awareness of human brokenness; thus, there is also a need for 
Foucault in Merleau-Ponty’s account of the abnormal.4 For the purposes 
of this chapter, however, we will be focusing solely on the way that 
 Merleau-Ponty specifically enriches and supports Foucault’s account.
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Foucault’s Account of the Abnormal

To begin, I will give a brief summary of Foucault’s account of the 
abnormal from his 1961 History of Madness and his 1974–1975 lectures 
entitled Abnormal. The abnormal, for Foucault, is a “modern” category 
given to people who struggle with mental disorders and who are not able 
to assimilate fully into present society as a result. By “modern,” Foucault 
means something that originated in the nineteenth century and continues 
up to the present time.5 Through his study, he shows how the definition 
of madness (la folie) changes over time because it is subject to the societal 
perceptions of reason and unreason or the rational and the nonrational.6 
The terms “rational” and “nonrational” are always historically contingent 
for Foucault, but his context will tell us whether he is referring only 
to a particular society’s view, such as the modern understanding of the 
“rational” meaning “normal” or “knowable,” or whether he wants to cap-
ture all the historical meanings under the term, such as the “overarching 
unreason” (déraison). These evolving perceptions, understood in both of 
these contexts, make up the consciousness of madness and are revealed 
in how institutions change in order to address the problem of madness. 

The way we view madness today, or our modern consciousness 
of madness, has created the category of the abnormal and can be best 
understood by tracing the two previous types of consciousness found 
in the Renaissance and in the classical age.7 During the Renaissance 
of Europe, Foucault cites historical texts and events to show that the 
consciousness of madness contained a “continuous dialectic” between 
madness and reason because of the recognition that the rational and non-
rational were interconnected and in all parts of creation.8 In this context, 
although the nonrational was to be feared, it was also a reminder of the 
necessary “dark” and “tragic” elements of human experience.9 Foucault 
uses his famous example of the sixteenth-century Ship of Fools to show 
the privileging of the “dialectical experience of madness.”10 He argues 
that the mad were placed on these aimless ships not primarily for the 
purpose of exclusion but as a symbolic representation of the “senseless 
in search of their reason.”11 Just as the mad on the ships were searching 
for the light of reason, all humans, according to this mentality, are on a 
journey toward reason and truth. Yet there is still something to be feared 
in madness, as seen in the representative figure of the Renaissance: the 
human monster. This monster demonstrates “the spontaneous, brutal, but 
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consequently natural form of the unnatural” and magnifies the irregularities 
and deviations inherent in the world.12

The great fear of the nonrational of the sixteenth century com-
bined with the growing desire for a purified society brought about a 
more complicated consciousness of madness in the classical age. At this 
time, the concerns about madness retain some of the dialectic but also 
embrace practical, enunciatory and analytic perspectives as well.13 Again, 
Foucault believes that the changes in the structures of institutions show 
the deeper shift in the consciousness of madness. He writes: “What 
happened between the end of the Renaissance and the height of the 
classical age was therefore not simply an evolution of the institutions: it 
was a change in the consciousness of madness, and thereafter it was the 
asylums, houses of confinement, gaols [jails] and prisons that illustrated 
that new conception.”14 During the Great Confinement of the seven-
teenth century in Europe, large numbers of people were labeled mad and 
locked away; for example, over 1 percent of the population of Paris was 
incarcerated over a period of just a few years.15 European society needed 
places of confinement all the more during this time with the rise of the 
sequestering of the mad. This was motivated by the idea that madness, 
now equated with the nonrational, must be separated entirely from the 
rational because displays of the nonrational were considered displays of 
immorality. Foucault writes, “Madness was seen through an ethical con-
demnation of idleness” and other sins so much so that “madness found 
itself side by side with sin.”16 The push for confinement and correction 
is seen in the classical representative figure called the “individual to be 
corrected [l ’individu à corriger]” or the “incorrigible.”17 The figure of the 
human monster faded to the background as institutions sought to remove 
and reshape these individuals according to this new ethical model.

With the suppression of the nonrational and the growing concern 
for correction, Foucault claims that the definition of madness changed 
again in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries into the modern notion 
of the abnormal. The mad are no longer a constructive reminder of the 
nonrational as in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, nor are they 
equated with the nonrational and hidden away as in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, but are now people who have deviated from the 
normal standards of society and need to be fixed, through both ethical 
and medical means, to be brought back into society. This mindset began 
in the Great Reform, which sought to improve the conditions of the mad 
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in the given institutions in order to “cure” them.18 Now, madness is no 
longer linked to the nonrational of previous ages but is “totally alienated 
from the forms of knowledge, no longer even made an object of division,” 
as Frédéric Gros puts it.19 Drawing only on the analytic perspective, 
madness is defined solely objectively and can no longer even be placed 
as an object in the division between the rational and the nonrational, 
as it was in the classical age. Just as the modern reformers “cured” the 
mad by returning them to reason, so madness having lost any link to the 
nonrational can be cured by a return to the rational.

The figure of the onanist or masturbator arises out of the classical 
age and then crosses over into the modern age becoming the last ancestor 
to the abnormal individual.20 The onanist is seen as someone who secretly 
breaks the rules and must be made to conform to the “normal” standards 
of society, showing the priority placed on the categories of the normal 
and the abnormal. Lastly, we have the figure of the abnormal individual 
representing someone who needs to be fixed—no longer seen as a mon-
ster, no longer seen as incorrigible—but simply as someone not normal. 
But even with the emphasis on conformity, the nonrational can never be 
completely forgotten, Foucault argues, as it bursts forth unexpectedly in 
our world through the arts, seen in the works of Nietzsche, Van Gogh, 
Artaud, and others.21

In each age, Foucault uncovers how the treatment of the mad depends 
on the perception of the rational and nonrational, offering “not discover-
ies,” as Jean Khalfa puts it, “but historical constructions of meaning.”22 To 
summarize these constructions in overly simplified terms, we found that 
during the Renaissance, the rational and the nonrational, seen as truth 
and darkness, had a mutually dependent dialectic relationship, and, thus, 
the mad were seen as connected to the world and represented the world 
as it was. During the classical age, a division between the rational and the 
nonrational, representing the moral and immoral, resulted in confinement 
of the mad in order to purge society of any nonrational elements. With 
the nonrational of the past hidden, it was eventually forgotten so that in 
the modern age the mad are seen as abnormal, not as tragic wanderers 
or immoral outsiders but as people in need of correction. And yet, even 
in recent times, there results certain eruptions of madness, particularly 
in the arts, that demonstrate the historical link to the nonrational. We 
turn now to see what gaps or problems arise from Foucault’s historical 
account of the abnormal.
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Questioning Foucault’s Account

No doubt, we can see the persuasive power in Foucault’s account due 
to the sense of unity that he brings to hundreds of years of complex 
historical records on madness and due to the way he uncovers the roots 
of our present understanding of the abnormal. And yet, upon reflection, 
we find gaps in Foucault’s account that may cause us to question and 
even dismiss his claims. Although there are many critiques of Foucault’s 
method, I will present two critical issues, the problem of arbitrariness 
and the lack of application, which apply directly to his account of the 
abnormal.23

Foucault is known for pulling away from his phenomenological 
training, and seen even as breaking free from what is claimed to be its 
“fixed and absolutist view of human subjectivity.”24 But in doing so, does 
Foucault then lose a reference point or a foundation for his claims? If the 
abnormal depends on the changing consciousness of madness, which in 
turn is based on the shifting perceptions of the rational and nonrational, 
then it seems that the abnormal is nothing at all in itself but whatever 
society at the moment decrees that it is. This leads us to ask whether the 
abnormal becomes arbitrary, subject to the whims of the historical forces 
of the time. Despite its cohesion, Foucault’s account of the abnormal 
can feel arbitrary because of its lack of grounding for its claims and its 
inability to root the ideas of the rational and the nonrational in anything 
other than societal perceptions. 

Partially due to this problem of arbitrariness, Foucault’s work lacks 
a direct application to the current world of mental health. Foucault is 
often criticized, as Angelos Evangelou points out, for “having no real 
interest in the mad and for offering no hope and no alternative for their 
treatment.”25 Many have seen his work as unhelpful to individuals with 
mental disorders because of his aversion to the modern approach to 
mental health and his scathing critique of the psychiatric industry as a 
whole. I believe that these two problems, arbitrariness and impracticality, 
can be addressed through the aid of Merleau-Ponty.

Merleau-Ponty’s Aid

As we have seen, Foucault needs a way of validating his historical account. 
I will argue that he can do this by turning to Merleau-Ponty’s phenome-
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nological understanding of common human experience. I justify this turn 
to Merleau-Ponty for two reasons. First, in a general sense, historical 
structures often arise from experiences already present in the perceptual 
world. Thus, we can better understand the historical structures when we 
see how they are grounded in bodily experience. For example, we can 
see the roots of the social desire to set up some form of government 
in the bodily experience of order, both in the organization of the body 
itself with all the organs functioning together and in the system for 
how the body relates to the outside world. In a similar way, the histor-
ical structures of madness are better supported when traced back to the 
bodily experiences of madness itself. A second reason for calling on the 
aid of Merleau-Ponty is found in the specific relation that Foucault has 
to phenomenology. Due to the major role that Merleau-Ponty played 
in Foucault’s formation, Foucault’s training in phenomenology spills 
over into his work on madness, as seen in his continued use of some 
phenomenological vocabulary in the History of Madness.26 By looking 
to Merleau-Ponty, we are able to make explicit this hidden foundation 
already lurking behind the historical accounts.

In light of these reasons, we can give credence to Foucault’s his-
torical structures of the abnormal by rooting them in Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenological patterns found in the abnormal experiences of the body. 
In doing so, we will also provide Foucault’s account with hope of an 
application; by showing that the historical and existential can be matched, 
we are then better able to understand fully the nature of many disorders. 

Rooting Historical Structures in  
Phenomenological Patterns

While keenly aware of the social-historical milieu of the human, 
 Merleau-Ponty avoids the problem of arbitrariness by bringing us “some 
general truths,” as Talia Welsh calls them, “about human development and 
intersubjective life.”27 Through his phenomenological-existential analysis, he 
demonstrates that the abnormal is best understood by revealing the general 
truths found in human experience, in experiences of both the rational and 
the nonrational. Merleau-Ponty consistently finds the Cartesian view of 
rationality unsatisfactory and states that we, along with others in Hegel’s 
tradition, must continue to “explore the irrational and integrate it into an 
expanded reason.”28 Thus, in the study of the abnormal, Merleau-Ponty 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 1/2/2024 4:43 PM via HUNTINGTON UNIVERSITY. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



104 | Hannah Lyn Venable

aims to explore the irrational (one type of the nonrational)—as seen in 
experiences typically ignored and rejected by modernism, such as halluci-
nations, hysteria, melancholy, and more—and then to enlarge the modern 
understanding of the rational accordingly.29 He further describes how the 
nonrational is at the core of human experience and the source for anything 
that we call “reason.” Through this expansion, Merleau-Ponty goes beyond 
the categories of the rational and the nonrational, showing us they are 
best understood in a dialectic, reversible relationship, later called the unity 
of the flesh. His phenomenological analysis, which exposes general truths 
of human experience and moves beyond the rational–nonrational dichot-
omy, provides the phenomenological patterns needed to root Foucault’s 
historical structures. I will establish this phenomenological foundation 
for the abnormal by, first, describing how madness can be accessible and 
meaningful and, second, demonstrating the presence of these patterns in 
the disorder of schizophrenia.30

Beginning with the accessibility of madness, we should remember 
that Foucault uncovers the historical tendency to define madness accord-
ing to the current understanding of the rational, but he does not offer a 
reason for this phenomenon: for example, in the classical age, the madness 
was equated with the nonrational in hopes of maintaining a rational 
and moral society; and more recently, in the modern age, madness is 
seen as something abnormal that needs to be fixed and cured in order 
to conform to the modern standard of the rational as the “normal” and 
“objective.” This continual search to understand displays of the abnormal 
is not arbitrary but comes out of the phenomenological principle that 
madness is accessible to our understanding and is not devoid of mean-
ing; madness is an integral part of human experience, arising out of it 
and being central to it. Merleau-Ponty writes that abnormal cases, as 
seen in madness, and normal experiences, as seen in perception, “despite 
all their differences, are not self-enclosed [ne sont pas fermées sur elles-
mêmes]; they are not islands of experience without any communication 
and from which one cannot escape . . . [they open] onto a horizon of 
possible objectifications.”31 Although abnormal experiences are different 
from usual human experiences, they are not cut off from common human 
experience; they are not closed on themselves (as the French literally says). 
These experiences display a link among humans and make up a shared 
horizon of human experience.32

Reflecting on the experiences of homesickness and hallucinations 
can illustrate the shared horizon of nonobjective space. When we are 
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homesick, we are far from something or someone that we love and feel 
we are not truly living in our actual objective space. My body may be 
in one place, “but this landscape is not necessarily the landscape of our 
life . . . and if I am kept far from what I love, I feel far from the center 
of real life.”33 While experiencing a hallucination is a more extreme form 
of feeling far from the center of real life, it is similar in that we feel as 
if we are somewhere else, although our body remains in objective space. 
Whether or not we distinguish between the objective and nonobjective 
spaces in the moment, both experiences of homesickness and hallucina-
tions represent experiences of the nonrational because we feel the power 
of a space that is not actually there and can be rationally shown to be 
elsewhere.

To say that we can have rational access to experiences of the nonra-
tional, such as those in hallucinations, is not to acquiesce to a rationalistic 
explanation of disorders nor to give into some kind of “irrational conver-
sion,” as Merleau-Ponty writes, but to perform an “intentional analysis” 
that reveals a sense of meaning in human behavior and points to the 
integration of the rational and the nonrational.34 M.C. Dillon argues 
that ontology, as the “search for the logos or meaning of things,” is at 
the heart of Merleau-Ponty’s project.35 Dillon writes, “Merleau-Ponty’s 
ontology provides an explication of phenomena in the light of which phe-
nomenology can understand itself—without being naïve or dogmatic—as 
inquiry whose subject matter is real.”36 Phenomenology explores what is 
real, and, while not boasting of complete comprehension, it does claim 
to reveal meaning and order in the real world. This is because, whether 
we as humans choose it or not, “we are condemned to meaning [sens]”; 
as Merleau-Ponty famously reminds us: we can relate to the world only 
in a meaningful way.37 The capacity of the rational helps disclose the 
logic present in the world; as he writes: “. . . there is a logic of the world 
that my entire body merges with.”38 By understanding the patterns in 
abnormal behavior, as seen in the rational–nonrational relation, we can 
get a glimpse into the logic found in human experience, both existen-
tially and historically. The logic present in the world is not an abstract 
logic, but a “lived logic” that gives meanings that can be grasped only by 
embodied humans.39 Despite changes in the historical perspectives and 
in the representative historical figures (the monster, the incorrigible, and 
the masturbator), this lived logic is precisely what grounds the historical 
search for the meaning behind the abnormal, including the continual tie 
of the abnormal to the perceptions of the rational and the nonrational.
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Due to the accessibility of the abnormal, Merleau-Ponty is then 
able to gain insight into the complexities found in many disorders in 
the Phenomenology of Perception. Here we will look at the disorder of 
schizophrenia as an example to illustrate the phenomenological patterns 
of the abnormal. For people with schizophrenia, a fragmentation occurs 
in their mental lives such that on top of reality is a layer of fantasy. This 
added layer does not replace objective reality, nor do the objects of the 
real world disappear, but it gives reality a new signification. When one 
experiences hallucinations, one can still cross a room, avoiding the furni-
ture and objects on the floor, because the hallucinations are on top of the 
already perceived reality.40 Merleau-Ponty concludes that “hallucination 
and perception are modalities of a single primordial function . . . because 
reality itself is reached for by the normal subject in an analogous operation” 
to the abnormal subject.41 Both experiences, hallucinatory and perceptual, 
come from the same pattern of human experience because we perform 
an analogous task of drawing on the nonrational, primordial function of 
the human to engage with the world. 

In terms of the rational and the nonrational, we find that the 
reliance on the nonrational is present in both cases of perception and 
hallucination, but that the patient with schizophrenia is not regulating the 
nonrational by the rational in the proper ways. This explanation still uses 
the terms “rational” and “nonrational” not to produce another division but 
to show the complexity of the experiences. Here, even in strange behav-
iors, the rational is still present for the patient because the experiences 
make sense and have valid reasons for the person. What differs is that 
application of the rational is broken because it is disconnected from the 
actual world: “The falsehoods of mentally disturbed individuals are not 
themselves deceiving; there is always something positive in their vision 
which serves to ground their actions.”42 There is always some structure 
of the world “around which the mentally ill organize their behavior,” as 
Talia Welsh explains, for hallucinations are best understood as “ ‘like’ our 
perceptions but false” and as containing a similar meaning or sense in 
them.43 It makes sense, for example, for patients to speak to someone 
who appears to them in a hallucination because the patient feels that the 
person is present at least in some way.44 

Phenomenologically speaking, abnormal behavior found in a hal-
lucination is an experience of a fantastical reality, as represented by the 
nonrational, which organizes itself around a positive structure, often 
represented by the rational. The best way to understand the behavior is 
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in the way the rational and the nonrational are related to each other and 
manifest themselves as a relation within behavior. But, Merleau-Ponty 
does not stop here at the rational–nonrational relation, for, although it can 
be helpful to describe behavior in these terms, just as we often describe 
the body as an object in certain contexts and as a subject in others, he 
wants to move beyond these categories. In his famous hand-touching-hand 
example, he shows that the body can never only be an object because it 
is also always a subject experiencing the world.45 The reversibility of the 
flesh, as it is later called, can be applied to abnormal behavior, showing 
that the deeper meaning can be seen only when we recognize the unity 
of the behavior. The behavior of a schizophrenic, for example, cannot fully 
be understood according to the rational and nonrational categories as we 
must know the intention and orientation of the person as a whole.46 This 
reversibility also explains why Foucault has both the rational and the 
nonrational, even in their variations, present in each age because it is in 
their balance and unity that we find a meaning of the abnormal. Even 
in the contemporary times, where the priority is placed on the rational, 
this unity shows why elements of the nonrational cannot be forgotten but 
must still break through in “explosions” of madness, as Foucault describes.47 

Therefore, Merleau-Ponty shows that the drive behind the historical 
structures to define madness is the existential reality that madness can 
be understood; there is a logic and meaning to madness because of the 
way it relates to human experience. Further, we found that the historical 
presence of the rational–nonrational relation was both confirmed and 
transcended in the phenomenological principles because abnormal behavior 
displays a unity and a sense due to the integration of the rational and 
nonrational capacities. 

Hope of Application

In addition to providing a foundation for his historical structures, 
 Merleau-Ponty offers Foucault the opportunity of applying his theory 
to the world of mental health. Merleau-Ponty’s work in psychology has 
had a tremendous impact not only in philosophy but also in psychology 
because of Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of real experiences and his willingness 
to employ some of the nosological language of psychology.48 By using 
Merleau-Ponty’s work as a point of entry, we can also make Foucault’s 
work relevant to the current psychological world. Foucault speaks about 
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many of the same conditions and disorders as Merleau-Ponty, and thus, 
by pairing the existential account with the historical account of a disorder, 
we can apply Foucault’s work to specific situations.

Looking again at schizophrenia as an example, we can demonstrate 
the benefits of synthesizing Foucault and Merleau-Ponty’s respective 
descriptions of the disorder (see table 5.1). In Merleau-Ponty’s account 
of schizophrenia, as we saw above, he demonstrates how a hallucination 
is not an experience of an alternate reality, but an altered reality, where 
the objective world has a distorted subjective layer placed on top of it. 
Foucault’s historical account of hallucinations adds another element to 
this feeling of distorted reality. He shows that since the classical age, 
hallucinations have often been intertwined with guilt because the person 
was seen as having an “error of mind,” specifically due to an error in 
“physical truth.”49 Owing to the classical moral lens that we discussed 
earlier, the person exhibiting this error received an ethical condemnation 
by society. Yet even in present day, although we have hidden away this 
idea of moral failing, the feeling of guilt is often found in those who 
experience mental illness. Foucault writes:

Psychopathology might feign surprise at finding feelings of 
guilt [culpabilité] mixed in with mental illness, but they had 
been placed there by the obscure groundwork of the classical 
age. It is still true today that our scientific and medical knowl-
edge of madness rests implicitly on the prior constitution of 
an ethical experience of unreason.50

The feelings of guilt are not an accident but derive from the past his-
torical judgment that the abnormal is rooted in an immoral relation to 
the nonrational. Condemnation continues to pervade the experiences of 
schizophrenia because, while the medical community would never speak 
of mental illness in ethical terms now, some of the methods still used 
today are designed to make the recipients feel a strong sense of culpability 
for their disorder.51

Although Foucault focuses on broad societal structures rather than 
individual experiences of schizophrenia, his description of the structures 
begins to make sense when they are linked to the individual. From the 
phenomenological descriptions, we already know the type of confusion 
that is felt due to the broken rational–nonrational relation evident in the 
behavior. With the basis of the confusion already present, we can then 
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Table 5.1. Schizophrenia in Merleau-Ponty and Foucault

 Brief Merleau-Ponty Foucault Present 
Disorder Definition References References Equivalent

Schizophrenia  A breakdown between schizophrenia, PP 127, 294,  schizophrenia/psychosis,  Related to 
(especially  thought, emotion, and 299–304, 309, 349–350, 355, MIP 5 (including schizophrenia 
experiences of  behavior causing withdrawal 357, 359, 544n72, 551n94;  hebephrenia and catatonia),  spectrum 
hallucinations) from reality to fantasy;  hallucinations, PP 36, 150, 7–8, 84, HM 201;  disorders 
 mental fragmentation, often  212, 231, 304, 308, 349–360, hallucinations, MIP 48–49,  
 accompanied by hallucinations 551n84, 552n95, CPP 41–44,  HM 115–116, 132, 179,  
  177, 180–181, 359, 376–377 193, 197, 201, 211–213,  
   239–241, 257, 277, 367–368,  
   619n  

Note: References refer to Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception (PP) and Child Psychology and Pedagogy (CPP) and Foucault’s Mental Illness 
and Psychology (MIP) and History of Madness (HM). The present equivalent is based on the 2013 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders V (DSM-5), the national guide for all psychopathological diagnoses in the United States.
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further explain the disorder through the acknowledgment of the unspoken 
cultural structure that condemns it and sees a moral failure in errors of 
physical judgment. By starting with how an individual experiences the 
nonrational in a hallucination through the phenomenological, we can then 
connect that experience of the nonrational with the historical condemna-
tion of that behavior. Here we find a deeper analysis for the experience 
of the nonrational exemplified both in a feeling of nonobjective space 
and in the feeling of guilt. On a practical level, the hope is that when 
we ground the historical in the phenomenological, we then have access 
to both perspectives on schizophrenia; this helps us better understand 
the experience of the disorder and better support the person struggling.52

Conclusion

To conclude, I have argued that Foucault’s account of the abnormal, while 
persuasive, needs the phenomenological foundation of Merleau-Ponty. The 
societal perceptions of the abnormal are actually coming out of general 
truths found in human experience. The desire to define the abnormal 
according to our notion of the rational arises out of the existential 
reality that madness has meaning and connects to the logic of the lived 
world. The historical tension of the rational–nonrational derives from the 
reversibility of the flesh displayed even in disordered behavior. In other 
words, the phenomenological account tells us why abnormal behavior can 
be understood, while the historical account tells us how it plays out in 
present society. When we permit the phenomenological to ground the 
historical, we have an even greater understanding of the abnormal, which 
can allow us to care in better ways for those struggling with mental health.

One of the reasons that Merleau-Ponty’s work offers ideal sup-
port for Foucault’s account is because of the way it already opens itself 
up to further historical implications.53 Foucault arguably fills a gap in 
Merleau-Ponty by offering historical accounts of the abnormal, but 
we must recognize that this type of exploration is already implied in 
Merleau-Ponty’s method itself. Even at the end of the Phenomenology of 
Perception, Merleau-Ponty demonstrates the importance of history and 
writes rather movingly: 

I am a psychological and historical structure . . . And yet, 
I am free, not in spite of or beneath these motivations, but 
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rather by their means. For that meaningful life, that particular 
signification of nature and history that I am, does not restrict 
my access to the world; it is rather my means of communica-
tion with it. It is by being what I am at present, without any 
restrictions and without holding anything back, that I have a 
chance at progressing . . .54

Merleau-Ponty accurately notes that it is through our awareness of being 
both a psychological and historical being that we can be free to be who 
we are, to push away the boundaries sometimes blocking our way and 
to progress toward greater freedom and greater understanding of the 
abnormal, as a shared aspect of human experience.
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