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Assessing Daniel Yacavon’s Critique of Merleau-Ponty’s Film Theory

Abstract

This study aims to critically evaluate Maurice Merleau-Pon-
ty's phenomenological film theory, specifically addressing
the critiques posed by the contemporary philosopher Daniel
Yacavone. Merleau-Ponty’s theory characterizes cinema as a
“temporal gestalt," where meaning is dynamically constructed
through the interaction between individual film elements and
the overall structure. This research seeks not only to reassess
Yacavon’s criticisms but also to highlight the enduring rele-
vance and potential areas for expansion of Merleau-Ponty’s
ideas within the field of film studies. Daniel Yacavone, as a
theorist in the field of film philosophy, focuses on certain lim-
itations of Merleau-Ponty's film theory and presents four fun-
damental critiques. Employing a qualitative and critical ap-
proach, this study revisits the core concepts of Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology of cinema, while thoroughly examining the
specific critiques made by Yacavone. Yacavone’s main points
of contention include Merleau-Ponty’s alleged insufficient at-
tention to technical elements such as camera movement and
mise-en-scéne; an incomplete understanding of the concept
of the body; and an overemphasis on human experience, thus
neglecting non-human perspectives and a failure to consid-
er the cultural and symbolic meanings embedded in films.
Through detailed textual analysis of primary and secondary
sources, this research explores the validity and implications
of Yakavon's arguments against the theoretical framework es-
tablished by Merleau-Ponty. The findings reveal that although
Yakavon’s critiques successfully highlight certain aspects that
Merleau-Ponty’s initial theory might have overlooked, they
often fail to appreciate the depth of Merleau-Ponty’s insight
regarding the role of the body in perception and the integral
nature of temporality in cinematic experience. Contrary to
Yakavon’s interpretations, Merleau-Ponty places significant
emphasis on the temporal experience as opposed to mere
bodily presence, suggesting a more intricate interplay of
bodily engagement within filmic perception. Furthermore,
this study points out that while Merleau-Ponty’s approach
could benefit from integrating more robust discussions of
technical, cultural, and symbolic dimensions, it still provides
a profound foundational framework for understanding cine-
matic experiences. The results of the research show that Mer-
leau-Ponty's meaning of the role of the body in perception is
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in conflict with Yacavone’s claim. Also, for Merleau-Ponty, the
more important principle is temporality, not embodiment as
mentioned in Yacavone’s reading. The study concludes that
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological film theory, despite the
critiques brought forward by Yacavone, is a crucial theoretical
resource in film studies. Yacavon’s criticisms, while valuable,
push the discourse forward by prompting a deeper reevalu-
ation and extension of phenomenological approaches to in-
clude contemporary cinematic techniques and cultural theo-
ries. This research advocates for a renewed engagement with
Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology, suggesting adaptations
that incorporate contemporary perspectives to enrich the un-
derstanding of film as a medium. It underscores the necessity
of revisiting and adapting Merleau-Ponty's insights to meet
the evolving analytical demands of modern film studies and
to effectively bridge the gaps identified by Yacavone.
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