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Two Con flic ting In ter pre ta ti ons of So cial Phi lo sophy

Ab stract   In this pa per I pre sent two phi lo sop hers, na mely Ma u ri ce Mer le-
au-Ponty and Jean-Paul Sar tre, but from the per spec ti ve of so cial phi lo sophy. 
I emp ha si ze that so cial phi lo sophy pro ves to be a ra rity to day, and this ex pla-
ins the ne ces sity of ar ti cu la tion of the ac hi e ve ments of the se phi lo sop hers. In 
par ti cu lar, I analyze the re la ti on ship bet we en the ar ti cu la tion of in ter su bjec-
ti vity and so cial phi lo sophy and on the ba sis of the se re la ti ons I pre sent the 
dif fe ren ces and con flicts bet we en the afo re men ti o ned phi lo sop hers. Mer le au-
-Ponty’s phi lo sophy is ex pla i ned from the per spec ti ve of un bro ken in ter su bjec-
ti vity; the phi lo sophy of Sar tre is pre sen ted on the ba sis of the re la tion bet we en 
tran scen den tal su bjec ti vity and in ter su bjec ti vity. The ar tic le fol lows the ge-
ne a lo gi cal ap pro ach, that is, it hig hlights the dyna mics of the thin king of 
the se thin kers in or der to show the dis pla ce ments. Fi nally, I de ve lop the the sis 
that the la te Sar tre, who re ma i ned wit hin the fra mes of Marx’s ap pro ach, 
ac tu ally re in ter prets the early in di ca ti ons to be fo und in Mer le au-Ponty con-
cer ning so cial phi lo sophy. Con se qu ently, la te Sar tre is still an im por tant re-
fe ren ce po int in terms of the cri ti cal phi lo sophy of so ci ety.

Keywords: So ci a lity, cor po real so ci a lity, em be ded dness, so cial phi lo sophy, 
in ter su bjec ti vity, tran scen den tal su bjec ti vity, be ing-for-ot hers

In tro duc tion

The ne ces sity to analyze so ci ety from the aspect of phi lo sophy is re la ted 
to mo der nity. This is why Ernst Cas si rer is right when he talks abo ut the 
phi lo sophy of a so ci ety only in the con text of Jean-Jac qu es Ro us se au (See 
Cas si rer 1945): it was the French thin ker who laid the fo un da tion for the 
phi lo sophy of so ci ety, of co ur se with the re cep tion of ot her mo dern thin-
kers. It was he who di sco ve red strong ten sion in em pi ri cal exi sten ce and 
hu man evo lu tion. He set hi sto ri cal-phi lo sop hi cal du a lity with cle ar cri-
ti cal in ten ti ons: a man is ori gi nally good but hi story for ced him to exist 
in a so ci ety which is a pre de ter mi ned for ma tion. Whi le his con tem po-
ra ri es he si ta te abo ut se pa ra ting so ci ety and com mu nity (Cas si rer 2009), 
Ro us se au is unam bi gu o us; the fi nal qu e sti ons in his opi nion can be an-
swe red only ba sed on ,,so cial is su es“. Only the analysis of so ci ety can 
un veil the sec ret of hu man exi sten ce, and do mi nant forms of ego tism 
sho uld be as sig ned to so cial exi sten ce (Lo šonc 2009).

As for Ro us se au, so ci a lity (das So zi a le, the so cial) be co mes a spe cial di men-
sion which opens new per spec ti ves and it sho uld be re mem be red that 
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the qu e sti on of so ci ety is a cri ti cal qu e sti on in Ro us se au’s opi nion. A ne-
glect of cri ti cal aspect of his thin king wo uld imply an unac cep ta ble de for-
ma tion of the phi lo sophy of this French thin ker. Karl Marx fol lows him, 
mu ta tis mu tan dis, in this, with his in-depth cri ti cal analysis of so ci a li za tion 
(Lo šonc 2012). It se ems that his cri ti cism re gar ding po li ti cal eco nomy, i.e. 
his pro ject of cri ti cism of po li ti cal eco nomy, co uld not be un der stood un-
less his at ti tu de to the the ma ti za tion of so ci ety is ta ken in to con si de ra tion.

Ho we ver, this tra di tion of so cial phi lo sophy has of ten been cri ti ci zed, and 
for the sa ke of our su bject it sho uld be par ti cu larly po in ted out that tho se 
vo i ces of cri ti cism co uld be he ard from the fol lo wers of phe no me no logy. 
We sho uld men tion he re a mo nu men tal pi e ce of work by Mic hel He nry 
who is an im por tant re pre sen ta ti ve of French phe no me no logy and who 
ma de so me se ri o us ac cu sa ti ons aga inst the phi lo sophy of so ci ety. It is not 
a co in ci den ce that He nry uses Marx to show fra gi lity and ina de qu acy of 
phi lo sophy which re li es on so ci ety (He nry 1976: 188). From the vi ew po int 
of his phi lo sophy, which is ba sed on self-af fec tion, this French phe no me-
no lo gist cla ims that Marx ma de a cru cial bre akthro ugh only when he re-
jec ted so ci ety as the main idea. He nry’s su bject of cri ti cism is ob vi o us, and 
it re fers to cer tain mo ments that the young Marx de scri bed as: hypo sta sis 
of so ci ety, an as sump tion that so ci ety is a uni que su bject, emp ha si zing the 
so ci ety as a per so na lity; on the con trary, the af fec ti ve li fe of in di vi du als, 
who are ab so lu te as sump ti ons of hi sto ri cal dyna mics, is mo bi li zed.

Ho we ver, we will al low our sel ves so me fre e dom: the do ubt abo ut phi lo-
sophy of so ci ety is cast not only by phe no me no logy but ot her phi lo sop-
hi cal ori en ta ti ons as well. For mer vi go ro us cri ti cism of the ge ne sis of 
so cial is su es ma de by Han nah Arendt is con ti nued by Jac qu es Ran ci è re: 
po li tics or com mu nal sphe re as a con sti tu ent are aga inst so ci a lity (Ran-
ci è re 2009: 160 and Fischbach 2013: 7–20). So met hing is lost with the 
phi lo sophy of so ci ety: phi lo sop hi cal ori en ta tion to wards so ci ety dec re a ses 
sen si ti vity to po li ti cal ac tion and in tro du ces the fe tis hi zing of eco no mic 
re la ti ons. By emp ha si zing a so ci ety as a the o re ti cal pro blem, the im por-
tan ce of eco no mi cally me di a ted exi sten ce is ac cen tu a ted and ac cor ding 
in stru men ta li zed re la ti ons are hypo sta ti zed. So ci ety is an over-de ter mi-
ned en tity, and po li tics is a dis so lu tion of so ci ety. Cla u de Le fort said 
so met hing that sho uld not be for got ten: it is po li tics which esta blis hes a 
so ci ety. Ho we ver, this is be ing for got ten with the esta blis hment of so cial 
phi lo sophy. Thus, it co uld be said that pro jects such as the phi lo sophy of 
Cor ne li us Ca sto ri a dis (which de ve lops auto nomy, in di vi du als and so ci-
e ti es at the sa me ti me and se es the pos si bi lity of auto-con sti tu tion of 
so ci ety even in a he te ro no mo us con stel la tion (Ca sto ri a dis 1987: 160)), or 
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a mo re mo dern one of Frank Fischbach (with a ma ni fe sto for so cial phi-
lo sophy – Fischbach 2009. On the ac hi e ve ments of the cri ti cal so cial 
phi lo sophy, Ha ber 2012: 131–149 )  are just ex cep ti ons, rat her than a ru le.

So, the re la ti on ship bet we en phe no me no logy and phi lo sophy of so ci ety 
is not sim ple at all, and the re is no evi den ce of pos si bi lity of cri ti cal un-
der stan ding of so ci ety. Fi nally, ba sed on everything said the fol lo wing 
qu e sti on is not me rely a rhe to ri cal one: can phe no me no logy be cri ti cal 
with re spect to the dyna mics of so ci ety? Can phe no me no logy di scuss 
ir re du ci bi lity of so ci ety with re spect to an in di vi dual? Phe no me no logy 
wo uld cer ta inly be aga inst un der stan ding the so ci ety which is ba sed on 
pre de ter mi ned re la ti ons, and aga inst co e xi sten ce of dif fe rent ele ments 
which be long to clo sed sets; it wo uld be con trary to the ge nu i ne go als 
of this phi lo sop hi cal mo ve ment. Pon de ring over in de ter mi na tion is 
so met hing that exists de eply in phe no me no logy. Phe no me no logy do es 
not see the so ci ety as the one cha rac te ri zed by com plex fi xed forms of 
iden tity. Phi lo sophy with de ep sen si ti vity to wards the mo da li ti es of dif-
fe rent forms of ge ne sis, and phi lo sophy which is pre sent at pla ces whe re 
re flec tion is co ming to exi sten ce, just li ke the phi lo sophy of Ma u ri ce 
Mer le au-Ponty, must con si der so ci ety from the aspect of ge ne sis as well. 
So ci ety, pa ce He nry, is not a su bject, but com plex de ter mi na ti ons that 
are mo re sig ni fi cant than the in di vi du als sho uld be con si de red. So ci ety 
do es not re pre sent only a unity of va ri e ti es; it is the ir re du ci ble le vel of 
analysis, thus a sur plus with re spect to in di vi du als who do not lo se the ir 
pro duc ti ve ca pa ci ti es. Still, in spi te of the fact that so ci ety do es not re-
pre sent a synthe sis of pre de ter mi ned re la ti ons, phe no me no logy must 
con si der new oc cur ring de ter mi na ti ons which de ter mi ne the dyna mics 
of so ci ety. Cri ti cal opi nion of so ci ety and its con fi gu ra tion can not be 
cre a ted wit ho ut it. It is ob vi o us that both thin kers that we are men ti o ning 
he re we re in con fron ta tion with the so ci ety in ca pi ta lism, that is, with 
so cial de ter mi na ti ons in ca pi ta lism, and this con fron ta tion was so me-
ti mes ex pli cit (li ke in the ca se of Sar tre du ring the fif ti es and six ti es of 
the 20th cen tury) and so me ti mes im pli cit, but it was al ways pre sent.

The qu e sti on of re la ti on ship bet we en in ter su bjec ti vity and so ci ety is ra i sed 
he re and it will run thro ugh our en ti re ar gu men ta tion. Thus, our the sis 
is that the oscil la ti ons bet we en in ter su bjec ti vity and com plex re la ti ons 
con sti tu ting a so ci ety are ac tu ally the per spec ti ve that Jean-Paul Sar tre’s 
and Mer le au-Ponty’s phi lo sop hi es can be analyzed from. To be mo re pre-
ci se, the ir dif fe ren ces can be the ma ti zed with re spect to the phi lo sophy 
of so ci ety. The ir re la tion has al ready been analyzed in de tail be ca u se it is 
very in te re sting and can be the ma ti zed from dif fe rent aspects (Ste wart 
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1998): we are par ti cu larly in te re sted in ca sting light on cer tain po ints of 
the ir re la tion, as for ot her po ints sho uld be re gar ded as the bac kgro und 
for our thin king.

Both thin kers, at so me po ints of the ir li ves, sha red the opi nion abo ut 
Mar xism and exi sten ti a lism: the first one is re la ted to cri ti cal, pro ble ma-
ti zed, non-po si ti ve idea of so ci ety, and the se cond one is aga inst ali e na-
ting ab strac ti ons in the na me of lost con cre te ex pe ri en ces. If this was not 
ta ken in to con si de ra tion it wo uld be dif fi cult to un der stand the ir in ten-
ti ons re la ted to the phi lo sophy of so ci ety. Both of them are fa ced with 
the pro blem of the Ot her and ot her ness: that qu e sti on was fra med by 
Ed mund Hus serl, the fat her of phe no me no logy, who qu e sti o ned the 
pre sen ce of Ot her in phe no me no logy. Hus serl ga ve an ori gi nal an swer 
to this qu e sti on: the Ot her is ne ver im me di a tely ac ces si ble; it can be ap-
pro ac hed only in di rectly. Or, as he said: the re is ac ces si bi lity only in 
inac ces si bi lity (Hus serl 1973: 627). This was the pro blem that Sar tre and 
Mer le au-Ponty must ha ve been fa ced with.

Mer le au-Ponty and the Un bro ken In ter su bjec ti vity

We sho uld start with Mer le au-Ponty be ca u se an im por tant work of this 
French thin ker, Phe no me no logy of Per cep tion, ex pli citly re la tes to the 
is sue of so ci a lity. Mer le au-Ponty, a thin ker of per cep tion, body and world, 
spe aks abo ut „so cial world“ at a cru cial po int – it sho uld be no ted that 
Mer le au-Ponty re la tes ,,the world“, i. e. his main ca te gory to so ci ety. He re 
it is: „We ha ve   di sco ve red, with the na tu ral and so cial worlds, the truly 
tran scen den tal, which is not the to ta lity of con sti tu ting ope ra ti ons whe-
reby a tran spa rent world, free from ob scu rity and im pe ne tra ble so li dity, 
is spread out be fo re an im par tial spec ta tor, but that am bi gu o us li fe in 
which the forms of tran scen den ce ha ve the ir Ur sprung...“ (Mer le au-Ponty 
2002: 425). It cle arly says that: Mer le au-Ponty as signs „truly tran scen den tal“ 
fun ction to the so ci ety. Thus, so ci ety can not exist as an ob ject: so ci ety is 
on to lo gi cally-phe no me no lo gi cal, it is a ,,di men sion’’ of our be ing. Al so, 
so ci ety is a „con stant fi eld of our exi sten ce“, and we can read abo ut „exi-
sten ti al mo da lity of so ci a lity“.

Exi sten ti a lism is al so pre sent when Mer le au-Ponty analyzes so lip sism in 
de tail. The re is ir re fu ta ble „truth“ abo ut so lip sism, but ca u tion pre va ils: 
so lip sism is pos si ble only in the con text of so ci ety; so lip si stic ex pres si on 
is pos si ble only in di scur si ve for ma ti ons of so ci ety. So lip sism can not be 
over co me, yet it is strongly re la ted to the ca te gory of „so cial event“. Isn’t 
it a con tra dic tion? So lip sism yes, says French thin ker, but phi lo sophy of 
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so lip sism is not, be ca u se each ex pres si on of su bjec ti vity re pre sents en-
tran ce to the „in ter su bjec ti ve world“. So ci a lity is al ways mar ked with „al-
ready“ be ca u se its exi sten ce is al ways in con nec tion with pre vi o u sness: 
„Pri or to the pro cess of be co ming awa re, the so cial exists ob scu rely and 
as a sum mons. At the end of No tre Pa trie Péguy finds on ce again a bu ried 
vo i ce which had ne ver ce a sed to spe ak, much as we re a li ze on wa king that 
ob jects ha ve not, du ring the night, ce a sed to be, or that so me o ne has been 
knoc king for so me ti me at our do or“ (Mer le au-Ponty 2002: 422). We can not 
dis su a de from so ci ety: it is im pos si ble to en co un ter a si tu a tion whe re so-
ci a lity is ob jec ti vi zed be ca u se so ci ety is the exi sten ti al di men sion. Every 
re la ti on ship with things is an al ready so ci ally me di a ted re la ti on ship with 
so cial things bet we en al ready so ci a li zed in di vi du als. This re fers even to 
hi story: Mer le au-Ponty was con vin ced that a hi sto rian can not „em bra ce“ 
hi story be ca u se he/she tre ats it as an ob ject, just li ke Stend hal’s Fa bri zio 
del Don go who is trying to see a bat tle as a sce nery. We co uld say that 
so ci ety is a struc tu re of event ness, so met hing beyond su bject-ob ject re-
la ti on ship; so ci ety re pre sents a kind of li mi nal mo ment which, ac cor ding 
to Mer le au-Ponty, can not be put in to any per spec ti ve. Fi nally, we will not 
for get the fact that Mer le au-Ponty di stin gu is hes him self from the rest of 
phe no me no lo gists be ca u se he was highly ap pre ci a ti ve of so cial sci en ces 
and he put so me ef fort in to gi ving sen se to dif fe rent en de a vors ma de in 
the fi eld of so cial sci en ces (for exam ple, Mer le au-Ponty 1960: 184–203).

Now, we sho uld in tro du ce the no tion of cul tu re so that the qu e sti on of so-
ci a lity and in ter su bjec ti vity co uld be re sol ved (See Vi sker 1999). Al so, it 
sho uld be no ted that exi sten ce of cul tu re throws light on the re la ti on ship 
bet we en Me and You. Mer le au-Ponty gi ves lots of exam ples for dyadic re-
la ti on ships. Still, the ne ga ti ve si de sho uld be men ti o ned as well, be ca u se it 
is qu i te cle ar that the con sti tu tion of the ot her do es not sol ve the pro blem 
of so ci ety. So ci ety can not be en com pas sed by in ter su bjec ti vity bet we en Me 
and You; it is not a sum of dyadic re la ti ons. Mer le au-Ponty uses he re the 
lan gu a ge of con sci o u sness, the lan gu a ge of this ema na ting ca pa city, and 
he re la tes so ci ety to un de ter mi ned num ber of con sci o u snes ses. Thus, the re 
sho uld al ways be a con sti tu ti ve sur plus in so ci ety with re spect to in ter-
su bjec ti vity and dyadic re la ti ons: in de ter mi nacy is the di men sion that can-
not be de ter mi ned re fle xi vely or cal cu la ted be ca u se the re will al ways be 
so me o ne who do es not fit in to this cal cu la tion. Let us put it dif fe rently: in 
cul tu re Me turns to You, that is, cul tu re is a system of fa ce-to fa ce re la ti ons 
and so ci ety re pre sents the co e xi sten ce of an un de ter mi ned num ber (n+1) 
of su bjects. Mer le au-Ponty was not as ex pli cit as Sar tre: so ci ety sho uld be 
mi ni mally con si de red in the con text of ména ge à tro is (Ba di ou 2008), in 
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tri a dic struc tu res whe re the third one is al ways con sti tu ti ve. But it is cle ar 
what this is abo ut. The re are no dyadic re la ti ons wit ho ut a con sti tu ti ve third 
one; to de ve lop the pre vi o usly ex pres sed tho ught: wit ho ut the con sti tu ti ve 
part of „un de ter mi ned num ber of con sci o u snes ses“. He re, the French phi-
lo sop her gi ves a glimp se of tho ught abo ut in sti tu ti ons which are su per i or 
in com pa ri son to everything that se ems na tu ral to us. Ac tu ally, Mer le au-
-Ponty was ne ver cle a rer, nor did he ever se pa ra te so ci a lity and in ter u bjec-
ti vity so cle arly; ot her at tempts of his we re mar ked with oscil la ti ons.

Is Mer le au-Ponty’s cri ti cism of so ci ety pos si ble? The French phi lo sop her 
was unam bi gu o us so many ti mes; we are fa mi li ar with his ar tic les on dif fe-
rent is su es and his pre ci se opi ni ons (Mer le au-Ponty 1960: 365–567): tho se 
opi ni ons re veal a thin ker who cri ti ci zes so ci a lity in ca pi ta lism. We sho uld 
not for get that this thin ker was sub tle in his talk abo ut so li da rity bet we en 
phi lo sophy and po li tics in the con text of re jec ting ob jects of phi lo sophy as 
„pu re ob jects“ (Mer le au-Ponty 2000: 303); he did not ac cept „ver bal li be ra-
lism“. When Oli vi er Todd re vi e wed his bo ok and com men ted that phi lo-
sophy was a ,,so ve re ign work’’ for this phi lo sop her, Mer le au-Ponty re plied 
that he had ne ver said that be ca u se „phi lo sophy was not de e per than pas-
sion or po li tics“. (Mer le au-Ponty 2000: 208 – this is not that stran ge in 
com pa ri son to Mer le au-Ponty for whom Sar tre cla i med that he was truly 
in te re sted in po li tics). As nu me ro us cri tics said, this hap pe ned in the pe riod 
of Mer le au-Ponty’s li fe when he was stag ge red and drawn in to li be ra lism 
be ca u se of the di sap po int ment with Mar xism and its hi sto ri cal re sults. 
Ho we ver, it is not that sim ple (Lo soncz 2010). In any ca se, Mer le au-Ponty 
was not a type of thin ker who co uld be de scri bed as a ne u tral ob ser ver; on 
the con trary, his phi lo sophy of the world al ways shows the in ten tion of the 
phi lo sop hi cal con si de ra tion of par ti ci pa tion. Phi lo sophy sets the con di ti ons 
for in ter ven tion in the world: it is a pat tern for esta blis hed en ga ge ment. 
He was in te re sted in par ti ci pa tion in the world, en ga ge ment at the very 
so ur ce. It was not a co in ci den ce that he did not de scri be con sci o u sness as 
,,con sci o u sness of so met hing“ but „how I can do it“, thus, as a form of po wer 
(po ten tia). That tells us a lot abo ut his in ten ti ons.

It sho uld be no ted that he wri tes a lot abo ut the exi sten ti al gro und in his 
en ti re work, abo ut Bo den (on this no tion, Vi sker 1999), li ke a world sub-
stra te for the com mon. Gro und is a ho ri zon which pro vi des pos si bi lity for 
so met hing that he calls ,,in di spu ta ble co e xi sten ce“, and so mew he re just 
a sim ple di a log ba sed on ,,com mon gro und“. We need phi lo sophy which 
mulls things from be low, and which is re flec ted to the col lec ti ve ness 
which ba se is be ne ath us. „At tac hments“, con sti tu ti ve „bonds“ and „webs“ 
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are men ti o ned, alt ho ugh they are not abo ve, but al ways be low us. Hen ce 
the con cern for spa tial aspects, for ho ri zon and per spec ti ve; the aim is to 
con si der a cri ti cal tho ught with re gard to Bo den. Mer le au-Ponty uses 
every op por tu nity to say that we sho uld not co unt on uni la te ral ac tion of 
a su bject: it is qu i te cle ar, even in his ear li er works which re fer to con sci-
o u sness and in ten tion, that he was in te re sted in what pre ce ded in ter-
su bjec ti ve re la ti ons. Thus, it is not a co in ci den ce that the la ter work of 
Mer le au-Ponty is cha rac te ri zed by strong de cen tra li za tion of em bo died 
su bject; the sta te ment „I am gi ven to myself, but I am not the light of 
myself“ be co mes cru cial (Bu tler 2004: 192). Still, the most im por tant for 
us is to ha ve em be ded dness of su bjec ti vity and in ter su bjec ti vity as cri ti cal 
for mu la: nu me ro us cri ti cal in di ca ti ons are gi ven in this sta te ment, na mely 
that we lo se this em bed ded ness in ca pi ta lism. It is a cri ti cal opi nion ba sed 
on im mi nent am bi va len ce be ca u se every en ga ge ment is am bi va lent (On 
this pa ra dig ma ti cally, Mer le au-Ponty 1996: 89), si mul ta ne o usly re pre sen-
ting fre e dom, af fir ma tion and „con stra int“. The re stric tion of fre e dom is 
not an ex ter nal ob stac le for esta blis hed en ga ge ment be ca u se re stric tion 
is tran spo sed in to fre e dom, that is the op po si tion bet we en fre e dom and 
re stric tion is im mi nent to fre e dom it self (Cha ri 2010).

Ho we ver, so met hing sho uld be cla ri fied. Mer le au-Ponty talks abo ut dual 
anonymity which is, as he says, re la ted to the „at mosp he re of so ci ety“: 
„...yet each ot her per son do es exist for me as an un chal len ge a ble style or 
set ting of co-exi sten ce, and my li fe has a so cial at mosp he re just as it has 
a fla vor of mor ta lity“ (Mer le au-Ponty 2002: 425). „So cial at mosp he re“ that 
re fers to „so ci ety“ oc cu pi es even our lo ne li est ma ni fe sta ti ons. When Mer-
le au-Ponty ex pla ins the sco pe of hi sto ri cal ma te ri a lism he even spe aks 
abo ut the „to tal and con cre te no tion of so ci ety“; then, he analyzes the 
„Unity of So cial Ev e nt“ which he even re la tes to the „so cial body“, to the 
cor pus that re pre sents an unity of „law, eco no mic struc tu re, and mo ra lity“ 
(Mer le au-Ponty 2002: 403–429. The re is a cle ar pa ral lel bet we en the body 
as the unity of ge stu re and the so ci ety as the unity of law, etc.).

It is crystal cle ar he re that the so ci ety is tre a ted from a cor po real aspect 
and that it re pre sents uni fac to rial en tity (Re u ter 1999: 85). But we are fa-
cing so me di lem mas he re. It co uld be said that we are anonymo us in terms 
of ab so lu te in di vi du a lism and ab so lu te ge ne ra lism. The con ver gen ce of 
the se mo da li ti es of anonymity con firms the fact that so lip sism, alt ho ugh 
im pos si ble to over co me, from the aspect of in ter i or and ex te ri or, is still not 
a clo sing pa ra digm as we ha ve al ready seen. If we wish to cre a te a unity of 
co e xi sten ce of body and com mu ni ca tion then the aim of phi lo sophy is to 
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con nect so lip sism and open ness to wards ot hers (Mer le au-Ponty 2002: 
399): we cla im that the re are pro blems re la ted to the ma in te nan ce of ba-
lan ce bet we en the se mo ments. On the ho ri zon of Mer le au-Ponty’s phi lo-
sophy the pro blem of tran scen den tal su bjec ti vity will not be the fo cus of 
at ten tion, but his opi nion must be con fron ted with the fact that the abo-
ve-men ti o ned „dual anonymity“ qu e sti ons the tran scen den tal pos si bi lity 
of su bjec ti vity which is not re stric ted by norms of in ter su bjec ti vity. Or, to 
ma ke it cle a rer: the re is a pos si bi lity to lo wer the „at mosp he re“ of com mon 
anonymity (Fischbach 2013), the at mosp he re of strong pro mi scu ity, on 
so lus ip se. The real qu e sti on is: is the re so met hing that is not in clu ded in 
in ter su bjec ti vity or su bjec ti vity is al ready so in te gra ted in in ter su bjec ti vity 
that dis tan ce can not be kept? Is not su bjec ti vity al ready „out of it self“, 
eva cu a ted for in ter su bjec ti vity? Are not all kinds of lo ne li ness pos si ble 
only as in ter su bjec ti ve da ta? In the phi lo sophy of „in ter bo di es“ the pro-
blem is not in al ter ego and the re flec tion of al te rity but in ego, to be mo re 
pre ci se, tran scen den tal self-re fe ren ti a lity and auto af fec tion be co me qu e-
sti o na ble. The re la tion bet we en the self and su bjec ti vity be co mes pro ble-
ma tic in the con text of „strong“ in ter su bjec ti vity. Even tho ugh sig ni fi cant 
tran sfor ma tion of Mer le au-Ponty’s tho ught can be ob ser ved thro ug ho ut 
his en ti re work, this mo ment se ems to be con stantly pre sent. Thus, no 
won der this ori en ta tion ca u sed Mer le au-Ponty to cla im that the re la ti on-
ship bet we en I and Ot her is simply not eno ugh. He in vi tes us in to the 
world of Euro pean ten sion: „The I-ot her pro blem – a We stern pro blem“ 
(Mer le au-Ponty 1968: 221). The West lo ses the men ti o ned „com mon gro-
und“, i.e. on to lo gi cal em bed ded ness. What is in te re sting he re is not an 
ex pe di ent to sol ve the „pro blem of the ot her“. It is a tran sfor ma tion of the 
pro blem (Mer le au-Ponty 1968: 322, 269). This is af fir med ba sed on the 
the ma ti za tion of per fect co e xi sten ce, a flux that cir cu la tes bet we en the 
bo di es. This is how un bro ken in ter su bjec ti vity is cre a ted. Not hing less 
im por tant is the fact that so cial co e xi sten ce im pli es that everyone sho uld 
ex pe ri en ce com mu nity. In ter su bjec ti vity is the pro blem of adults only: the 
adults gain per cep tion of Ot her, when they ac hi e ve un di stur bed in ter-
su bjec ti vity they ac tu ally re mem ber the child hood (Po ster 1975).

The pro blem of al te rity lo ses its sig ni fi can ce in the se ar gu men ta ti ons and 
it is at tri bu ted to the sur plus of cen tra lism in su bjec ti vity. Thus, Hus serl’s 
pro blem con cer ning in ter su bjec ti vity is re sol ved. Let us pay at ten tion to 
the next qu o te: „The re is no pro blem of the al ter ego be ca u se it is not I who 
se es, not he who se es, be ca u se an anonymo us vi si bi lity in ha bits both of us, 
a vi sion in ge ne ral, in vir tue of that pri mor dial pro perty that be longs to the 
flesh, be ing he re and now, of ra di a ting everywhe re and fo re ver, be ing an 
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in di vi dual, of be ing al so a di men sion and a uni ver sal“ (Mer le au-Ponty 1968: 
322). Now we are fa cing the pro blem of al ter ego from anot her per spec ti ve.

Un di stur bed in ter su bjec ti vity of early Mer le au-Ponty is un do ub tedly 
cre a ted by cor po real so ci a lity. He cri ti ci zes Sar tre for so ci a lity which is 
on slip pery gro und; the re is no „in-bet we en“, his phi lo sophy is open to 
plu ral su bjec ti vi ti es only („In Sar tre the re is a plu ra lity of su bjects but no 
in ter su bjec ti vity“, Mer le au-Ponty 1973: 205) which can be con fron ted, 
but not to real, body-ba sed, car nal in ter su bjec ti vity: Sar tre’s on to lo gi cal 
du a lity that pre vents con si de ra tion of in ter su bjec ti vity is cri ti ci zed (Mer-
le au-Ponty 1996: 89). Ho we ver, the qu e sti on is whet her cri ti cism of so ci ety 
is pos si ble, cri ti cal phi lo sophy of so ci ety, if re flec tion re li es on symme tric 
in ter su bjec ti vity which tran sforms in to un pro ble ma ti zed exi sten ce?

Sar tre, Tran scen den tal Su bjec ti vity and In ter su bjec ti vity

Sar tre fol lows the fo ot prints that might be He gel’s (Bu tler 1999: 101–175): 
he re, we re fer to the phi lo sophy of de si re and ne eds which in vo kes in ter-
su bjec ti vity, as well as the ,,nor ma ti ve idea of so ci ety“ (for this di men sion 
of nor ma ti vity, see Fischbach 2013). Ten sion ca u sed by in ter su bjec ti vity 
and ex pres sed in Be ing and Not hing ness can un do ub tedly be re la ted to 
He gel. Be ing and Not hing ness was cri ti ci zed not only by Mer le au-Ponty 
but so me ot her well known thin kers as well. He re is an exam ple: Sar tre’s 
phi lo sophy is ex tre mely no mi na li stic (Ador no). He tri es to ab stract from 
hi sto ri cal cir cum stan ces which ma kes him think abo ut me taphysi cal 
con cepts espe ci ally with re spect to ab so lu te fre e dom (Mar cu se); even 
Alain Ba di ou, who se phi lo sophy is in flu en ced by Sar tre’s thin king, cla ims 
that fre e dom is ro o ted in in di vi dual con sci o u sness and that every col lec-
ti ve pro ject is pre de ter mi ned to be pas si ve (Ba di ou 2008: 26). Still, if we 
ac cept tho se tho ughts wit ho ut any cor rec ti ons then the re is no ot her 
op tion but to ex clu de the men ti o ned Sar tre’s work from the re gi ster of 
cri ti cal phi lo sophy of so ci ety. We do not ar gue that the gi ven opi ni ons 
might ha ve va lid per spec ti ve, but we wish to ma ke so me chan ges.

Let us turn to Be ing and Not hing ness in or der to con firm the di ver gen-
ces bet we en Mer le au-Ponty and Sar tre. They are not hard to find. The 
be gin ning of one im por tant chap ter in the bo ok starts with: „Whi le I 
at tempt to free myself from the hold of the Ot her, the Ot her is trying to 
free him self from mi ne; whi le I se ek to en sla ve the Ot her, the Ot her se-
eks to en sla ve me. We are by no me ans de a ling with uni la te ral re la ti ons 
with an ob ject-in-it self, but with re ci pro cal and mo ving re la ti ons. The 
fol lo wing de scrip ti ons of con cre te be ha vi or must the re fo re be en vi sa ged 
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wit hin the per spec ti ve of con flict. Con flict is the ori gi nal me a ning of 
be ing-for-ot hers“ (Sar tre 1956: 364).

In ter pre ta ti ve fra me le a ding Sar tre can be no ti ced he re. He ob vi o usly starts 
from a cer tain ho mo lo gi cal struc tu re be ca u se he con si ders the fact that 
sa me de scrip ti ons apply both for us and the ot hers, but he pla ces it in to a 
ra di cal per spec ti ve of con flict. It is not true that in ter su bjec ti vity is mis sing 
he re and that su bjec ti vi ti es are mul ti plied he re, but it is true that we are 
wit nes sing the ri sing of a new phi lo sophy of asymme tric in ter su bjec ti vity. 
The im pos si bi lity to avoid the ob jects can al so be fo und in Cri ti que of Di a-
lec ti cal Re a son, and it is not just so me youth ful ent hu si asm: „It is im pos-
si ble to exist a m ongst men wit ho ut the ir be co ming ob jects both for me 
and for them thro ugh me, wit ho ut my be ing an ob ject for them, and wit ho-
ut my su bjec ti vity get ting its ob jec ti ve re a lity thro ugh them as the in ter i-
o ri sa tion of my hu man ob jec ti vity“ (Sar tre 2004: 105). Thro ugh so me phi-
lo sop hi cal ef fects of phe no me no logy, Sar tre pra i sed in ten ti o na lity du ring 
the thir ti es of the 20th cen tury, and not just as an ori en ta tion that re li e ves 
us from the bur den of ide a lism, but as a phi lo sop hi cal mo ment that opens 
the do or to un der stan ding of su bjec ti vity amongst su bjec ti vi ti es (Sar tre 
1947: 34–36). Sar tre had a pro gram for over co ming so lip sism: he cri ti ci zed 
Hus serl who, alt ho ugh de fi ned ot her ness as the ab sen ce he co uld only 
ha ve know led ge as the brid ge bet we en my be ing and the ot her one (Sar tre 
2004: 235). He did not see exi sten ti al lo ne li ness as so lip sism. The men-
ti o ned in ter pre ta ti ve fra me ma kes in tel li gi bi lity of in ter su bjec ti vity ob tain 
its form dif fe rently than in the ca se of Mer le au-Ponty (he re we do not 
ac co unt the si mi la rity bet we en the Phe no me no logy of Per cep tion and the 
Be ing and Not hing ness, but see Bu tler 1998). The vo ca bu lary spe aks for 
it self and sheds light on strong di ver gen ces bet we en Mer le au-Ponty’s mo-
nism and Sar tre’s du a lism. When the first one spe aks abo ut dis pos ses sed 
in di vi dual from the aspect of on to lo gi cal com mu na lity, the se cond one 
spe aks abo ut dif fe rent forms of pos ses sion: „Whe re ver I go, wha te ver  I   d o, 
I only suc ceed in chan ging the dis tan ces bet we en me and the Ot her-
-as-ob ject, only avail myself of paths to ward the Ot her. To wit hdraw, to 
ap pro ach, to di sco ver this par ti cu lar Ot her-as-ob ject is only to ef fect em-
pi ri cal va ri a ti ons on the fun da men tal the me of my be ing-for-ot hers If we 
start with the first re ve la tion of the Ot her as a lo ok, we must re cog ni ze 
that we ex pe ri en ce our inap pre hen si ble be ing-for-ot hers in the form of   a 
pos ses sion. I am pos ses sed by the Ot her; the Ot her’s lo ok fas hi ons   my 
 b ody in its na ked ness, ca u ses it to be born, sculp tu res it, pro du ces it as it 
is, se es it as I shall ne ver see it. The Ot her holds a sec ret the sec ret of what 
I am“ (Sar tre 2004: 280). The Ot her watches us and ta kes „the sec ret of our 
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be ing“. We can not watch wit ho ut be ing watched at the sa me ti me. It is not 
qu e sti o na ble that we are for ced to ec sta si es and to be out of our sel ves, to 
put our sel ves in the fra me of in ter su bjec ti vity be ca u se we can not re ach 
our sel ves and our iden ti fi ca tion wit ho ut the Ot her. But Sar tre uses the 
words which mean „as si mi la tion of the Ot her“, „ab sor bing of the Ot her“: 
in stead of unity a se pa ra tion bet we en Me and Ot her oc curs, ali e na ting 
ga ze of the Ot her: „Me“ is the ob ject of the ga ze of the ot her (see the cri-
ti que con cer ning the re la ti on ship bet we en the ga ze and eye, La can 1973: 
84 and Jay 1993.), I am „al ways un der the ga ze of the ot her’’, this is Sar tre’s 
fa mo us sta te ment which ma de gro unds for esta blis hment of ocu la ro cen-
tric phi lo sophy of in ter su bjec ti vity. When Mer le au-Ponty talks abo ut com-
mu nal at tac hments, Sar tre will find di scre pan ci es that lead him to con-
clu sion that the re is no pos si bi lity of unity of Me and the Ot her – the main 
se pa ra tion po int which ge ne ra tes far re ac hing con se qu en ces is the one 
bet we en the In-it self and the For-it self. This is why we can not analyze 
Sar tre if the tran sfor med pro blem of in ter su bjec ti vity is used to sol ve the 
pro blem of al te rity: the re is no unity bet we en Me and the Ot her, thus, not 
only that I find myself thro ugh so me o ne el se but I am al so te sting the al te-
rity which do es not sol ve the pro blem of my be ing. It has al ready been 
shown that Sar tre’s di a lec tics of in ter su bjec ti vity in cre a ses di scre pan ci es 
and emp ha si zes the am bi va len ce of fre e dom and com mon re a li za tion of 
fre e dom (Ca be stan 2005: 19–41). (Ge nu i ne exam ples of asymme tric in ter-
su bjec ti vity are re la ted to se xu al sphe re, i.e. for sa dism and ma soc hism; 
this re pre sents the dra ma of in ter su bjec ti vity).

Ob vi o us exam ples of di ver gen ce with re spect to the aut hor of Phe no me-
no logy of Per cep tion are the parts whe re Sar tre talks abo ut con sci o u sness 
that re pre sents „exi le from the world“, or when he tre ats con sci o u sness 
from the aspect of „ne ga ti vity“: this is too far from Mer le au-Ponty. Of 
co ur se, man is a be ing who is the be ing-in-the world but he has to pay for 
this in he rent de ter mi na tion. His fre e dom is pa ra do xi cal. Un li ke Mer le au-
-Ponty, Sar tre’s su bjec ti vity is not dis-em bo died and it is not his phi lo sophy 
that is cut off from so ci a lity. In spi te of the fact that Sar tre ra rely spe aks 
in Be ing... abo ut so ci ety (alt ho ugh he did men tion „so cial event“ on ce), 
Mic hael The u nis sen tre ats him wit hin the fra mes of „so cial on to logy“, i.e. 
he analyzes his so cial phi lo sophy from the on to lo gi cal aspect (The u nis sen 
1960: 230–240). His phi lo sophy of fers pos si bi li ti es for dif fe rent analysis: 
fre qu ently men ti o ned in ter pre ta tion of „bad fa ith“ as a pos si bi lity for „self-
-de cep tion“, self-ne ga tion of the con sci o u sness, has ge ne ra ted nu me ro us 
so cial analyses (Du puy 1995: 53–69. On the analysis of the wa i ter in a café, 
Ber na sco ni 2006: 35. Hac king 2002: 109. This analysis co uld lead to the 
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so cial in ter pre ta tion of the „ove ri den ti fi ca tion of the ru le“ and „the a tri cal 
ge stu res“ as the form of so cial ha bi tu a li za tion). For us, this is a fan ta stic 
in tro duc tion in the the ory of ide o logy. We agree that in Be ing and Not hing-
ness we wit ness a tran shi sto ri cal phe no me no lo gi cal analysis (Lan ger 1998: 
93–121). In spi te of the ef forts ma de by Sar tre to in clu de a lo nely in di vi dual 
in the be ing-in-the so ci ety, a cri ti cal tho ught emer ges he re, ba sed on „re-
fle xi vity as in sti tu tion“ (O’Ne ill 1972: 231) or „mul ti di men si o nal cri ti que“ 
(Wal den fels) - for us it is „si tu a ted cri ti cal re fle xi vity“.

We think that Sar tre is in the spa ce bet we en fre e dom and re stric tion: we 
ha ve al ready said that it is im por tant for the per spec ti ve to be in ner with 
re spect to fre e dom; we ha ve po in ted out the pro blem of the per spec ti ve of 
self-re fe ren ti a lity of fre e dom. Con si de ring his in ten tion to emp ha si ze the 
key im por tan ce of self-cho i ce, Sar tre co uld be analyzed from the aspect of 
phi lo sop hi cal pa ra dox „to cho o se one’s pre de sti na tion“. This do es not imply 
an un de re sti ma tion of con tex tu al de ter mi na ti ons, but it in clu des so met hing 
we ha ve de ter mi ned as self-re fe ren ti a lity of fre e dom (Du puy 1995: 63). 
Na tu rally, our in ten tion he re was to show that Sar tre sol ves the sa me pro-
blem in a dif fe rent way: si tu a ted ness of fre e dom is analyzed he re (con tin-
gency of fre e dom in the world in Sar tre’s work) by mo ving ac ross di ver gent 
paths. We can not say anything abo ut the thin ker who con nects si tu a tion 
and fre e dom: one can be free only in a „si tu a tion“. We be li e ve that Sar tre 
is con fron ted with di a lec tics of at tac hment and de tac hment in re la tion to 
the world; he con tem pla tes abo ut con sti tu ti ve mo ments of de tac hment 
whe re Mer le au-Ponty thinks abo ut pri mor dial at tac hment.

Ten si ons in the in ter su bjec ti vity; 

Mer le au-Ponty ver sus Sar tre

It sho uld be no ted that alt ho ugh Sar tre’s phi lo sophy suf fe red big chan ges 
on its way from Be ing and Not hing ness to Cri ti que of Di a lec ti cal Re a son, 
the re are still so me cle ar signs of con ti nu ity (This is emp ha si zed by Ja me son 
1971: 206–306. He cha rac te ri zes the Cri ti que...as the sup ple ment to the Be ing...
It is very in di ca ti ve that Sar tre se ve ral ti mes re calls in Cri ti que...the Be ing...). 
It is not true at all that la ter so cial en ga ge ment has no pre vi o us fo un da tion 
and that it is not ba sed on ear li er star ting po ints. Co uld it be any dif fe rent 
with a phi lo sop her who pat he ti cally cla ims that fre e dom has the sa me me-
a ning as the pos si bi lity of tran sfor ma tion, or who im pli es re spon si bi lity for 
the world – mo re o ver, the lat ter in di ca tion ke eps con ti nu ity in the la ter 
part? It can be no ted that Sar tre (on ce again, in spi te of the am bi va len ces) 
cre a tes con di ti ons for oc cur ren ce of „di a lec ti cal vo lun ta rism“ (Hal lward 
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2010: 129–157 and Ba di ou 2008): his phi lo sophy of will cre a tes pos si bi li ti es 
for con si de ra tion of col lec ti ve self-eman ci pa tion. We are tal king abo ut pos-
si bi li ti es only and not hing el se: even Sar tre had so me dif fi cul ti es with the 
com pre hen sion of col lec ti ve will in a syste ma tic way, as well as with the 
ar ti cu la tion of that ever la sting will. Ho we ver, no ne of the cri ti cal so cial 
phi lo sop hi es that ta ke in to ac co unt ge ne sis of dif fe rent col lec ti vi ti es re no-
un ce the me rits of phi lo sophy of will that can be fo und in Sar tre’s work.

It is im por tant to con firm tho se ele ments of Mer le au-Ponty’s phi lo sophy 
which are re le vant to us and which af firm the in ten si fi ca tion of strong 
in ter su bjec ti vity; it is cal led in ter su bjec ti vity wit ho ut re si dual. The world 
is a bunch of dif fe rent bonds, a me di um of ori gi nary at tac hment, and the 
exi sting gro und for every pro cess of phe no me na li za tion. Of es sen tial im-
por tan ce are tho se in di ca ti ons that shed light on the re la ti on ship bet we en 
the world and man and which re fer to the „po wer“ of the world. Let us turn 
to the ex pla na ti ons re gar ding the birth and which po int to the en ga ge ment 
– with re spect to the world: „To be born is both to be born of the world and 
to be born in to the world…We cho o se our world and the world cho o ses 
us. What is cer tain, in any ca se, is that we can at no ti me set asi de wit hin 
our sel ves a re do ubt to which be ing do es not find its way thro ugh, wit ho ut 
se e ing this fre e dom, im me di a tely and by the very fact of be ing a li ving 
ex pe ri en ce, fi gu re as be ing and be co me a mo ti ve and a but tress“ (Mer le au-
-Ponty, 2002: 404). This im pos si bi lity of fin ding „shel ter“ aga inst the world 
le ads us to the dyna mic me a ning of in ter su bjec ti vity and in ter world. 
Not hing less spe ci fic is the fact that body which is uni ted with the world 
ap pe ars as the „po wer of the world“. Li ving in a col lec ti ve world, pri mor dial 
at tac hment is the gro und for in ter su bjec ti vity. What are the cha rac te ri-
stics of in ter su bjec ti vity? „Ac ti vity: pas si vity“ (Mer le au-Ponty 1968: 264) 
– we read la ter, which te sti fi es the mo da lity of exi sten ce of su bjec ti vity. To 
con clu de, in ter su bjec ti vity is al ways in ter pas si vity, a form which emer ges 
to sur fa ce in the struc tu res of in ter world.

Mer le au-Ponty’s phi lo sophy be ca me mar ked with an ori en ta tion which 
over po we red cen tra li zed ef forts ba sed on the con sci o u sness, just li ke it 
over po we red the po stu la te abo ut „na tu ral Ego“, whe re at the men ti o ned 
na tu ral en tity is only a pre form of con sci o u sness. Dif fe rent tran sfor ma-
ti ons of his phi lo sophy (lan gu a ge, aest he tics) emp ha si zed the im por-
tan ce of de cen tra li za tion with re spect to su bjec ti vity (Za ner 1964: 237). 
We re cog ni zed in ter su bjec ti vity in Phe no me no logy of Per cep tion. but it 
was re la ted to co gi to. Now, ra di cal de struc tion of a su bject’s pro pri e tary 
po si tion is ob ser ved; it is now in the pos ses sion of „Se e ing and Thin king“, 
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and not vi ce ver sa (Mer le au-Ponty 2003: 19). Co he sion em bed ded in the 
world go es beyond tran si tory dis so nan ces; the Ot her is not a ri val but part 
of on to lo gi cal cir cu la tion which cha rac te ri zes the be ing-in the world: the 
fact that wit ho ut vi sion of ot hers we co uld not see, is sympto ma tic and 
con tra Sar tre. The outli nes of in tra mun da nity be co me cle a rer with a su-
bject, we can di scuss the on to lo gi cal con ti nu ity bet we en body and the 
world, which is much de e per than any op po si tion bet we en the world and 
body and much de e per than the wo unds gi ven to the man by the world. 
In any ca se, the se ef forts are part of the en de a vor to con struct an idea of 
su bjec ti vity which is, at the sa me ti me, em bed ded in the struc tu res of de-
pen den ce and has the ca pa city to start, i.e. ina u gu ra te. His phi lo sophy 
aims at de pic ting the lo gic of ex chan ge bet we en con sti tu ti ve and con sti-
tu ted mo ments in the struc tu re of su bjec ti vity: but we are emp ha si zing 
the fact that on to lo gi cal con cor dan ce, dif fe rent forms of synergy in si de 
the world, and struc tu res of tran si ti vity are pre sent he re. Mer le au-Ponty 
per forms a sub tle analysis of „aest he tic lo gos of the world“ and whi le do ing 
this he di sco vers nu me ro us, as he says „in com pos si bi li ti es“ in the world. 
Ho we ver, „forms of unity“ al ways pre vail, an on to lo gi cal synergy. We might 
even read that the po si ti ons of Me and the Ot her are only „myste ri o us“ 
forms of dis so ci a tion. We co uld even as su me that Mer le au-Ponty is clo se 
to that cor po real phi lo sophy which ap pre ci a tes cer tain mysti cal ele ments 
of „uni que body“ and „in ter cor po ra lity“ with re spect to the world (On the 
me a nings of cor pus mysti cum in the phi lo sophy of Mer le au-Ponty, Vi sker 
1999: 212. It is very in te re sting to evo ke such sta te ments that lead to us to 
an ot her type of de sti na tion: the re is vi o len ce as the ine vi ta ble aspect of 
hu man re la ti on ship, the per cep tion is al ready the form of vi o lent act in 
the con text of the world. We co uld ar gue that it is dif fi cult to re con ci le this 
type of re flec tion on the pri mor di a lity of vi o len ce with the pri mor dial 
at tac hments and on to lo gi cal con cor dia. Sta u digl 2007: 250.). In ot her 
words, he de ve lops a strong phi lo sophy of the who le with re spect to the 
seg ments, which at tracts so me re li gi o us con no ta ti ons.

We ha ve di sco ve red si mi lar ten den ci es be fo re, na mely when we the ma ti zed 
„Unity of so cial event“ whe re parts of „so cial body“ are mu tu ally im plied. 
Then, we de ter mi ned that ,,so cial at mosp he re“ so me how over de ter mi nes 
the mo da lity of mu tual im pli ca ti ons. Still, Mer le au-Ponty did not ma ke 
such re fe ren ces to so ci a lity in his la ter work. The con cept of „event ness“, 
which had the cru cial ro le in He i deg ger’s work and in French phi lo sophy 
(Ba di ou, for exam ple), did not be co me cle a rer. We re mem ber so me gre at 
cri ti cal in ten ti ons of Mer le au-Ponty which sug ge sted an in sight in to the 
exi sting cri ti cal si tu a tion: we par ti cu larly re fer to his re flec ti ons on the 
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gro und and pos si ble ne ga ti ve con se qu en ces of lo sing that gro und. Can we 
say that dis so ci a ti ons and spe ci fi city be co me pre do mi nant even if we do 
not ha ve in sight in to the „com mon gro und“? Can we ma ke it pos si ble for 
di ver gen ces to af firm when we lo se the gro und un der our fe et?

As for the phi lo sophy of so ci ety, a pos si ble po int of bre akthro ugh co uld be 
Mer le au-Ponty’s un der stan ding of „na tu re“. This co uld not be un der stood 
as de flec tion from his thin king or so me oc ca si o nal stop; on the con trary, 
we can see from his ear li est at tempts that his in tel lec tual en ga ge ment 
re gar ding the abo ve men ti o ned su bject was con stant. Ac cor dingly, the 
im por tan ce of his re flec ti ons re gar ding na tu re is beyond any do ubt; they 
show ten den ci es of his thin king. No won der the analysts in te re sted in 
the ex pli ca ti on of the na tu ral world fo und him (for exam ple, Du fren ne 
1970: 201–212 and Lan ger 1990: 115–129): his con tem pla tion on ne ces sary 
opa city of the na tu ral world shows his cri ti cal at ti tu de to wards am bi va-
lent ac hi e ve ments of mo der nity. It is evi dent that his con si de ra tion of 
the na tu ral world in clu des po li ti cal is su es as well (Mer le au-Ponty 2003: 
95). Not hing less im por tant is that hu ma nism, which is the su bject of 
cri ti cism he re, is re pre sen ted by Sar tre, i.e. the „na tu ral world“ gi ves 
pos si bi li ti es for furt her con fron ta tion. Im mer sing in to na tu ral on to logy, 
de-su bjec ti va tion of per cep tion, le ads a phe no me no lo gist to the zo nes 
with symbi o tic re la ti ons bet we en hu man and in hu man sphe res. This is 
ac tu ally in ac cor dan ce with the ba sic in ten ti ons of in clu si ve on to logy.

Ho we ver, the un fi nis hed work of Mer le au-Ponty left di lem mas. Is cri ti cal 
phi lo sophy of so ci ety pos si ble ba sed on such in clu si ve on to logy, or do we 
ha ve to ac cept that all the ro ads to so cial cri ti cism end he re? Is it pos si ble 
to, maybe, to in clu de Mer le au-Ponty in the con si de ra tion of phe no me na 
such as Wel tentfrem dung (Han nah Arendt), or loss of the world, pro ces ses 
of „de mon di a li za tion“ (Ent wel tlic hung) that ta ke us to so me ro bust im-
pli ca ti ons re gar ding to day’s epoch? (Fischbach 2011: 12) We do not wish 
to as sert that on to lo gi cal phi lo sophy of the world ma kes cri ti cal phi lo-
sophy of so ci ety im pos si ble, on the con trary: we ha ve only emp ha si zed 
our qu e sti on re gar ding the pro ble ma tic re la ti on ship of un frac tu red and 
un bro ken in ter su bjec ti vity and cri ti cal phi lo sophy of so ci ety.

Sar tre’s phi lo sophy de ve lo ped in a dif fe rent way than Mer le au-Ponty’s phi-
lo sophy: we analyze the ge ne sis of his tho ught from the per spec ti ve of 
Cri ti que of Di la ec ti cal Re a son which gi ves a re tro spec ti ve. His thin king 
ran ges from be ing-in the world to be ing-in the so ci ety. Mi kel Du fren ne 
(Du fren ne 1998: 279–289) cla ri fi es the re la ti on ship bet we en Mer le au-Ponty 
and Sar tre in such a way that the wri ter of Vi si ble and in vi si ble is ori en ted 
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to wards the na tu ral world and the aut hor of Cri ti que of Di a lec ti cal Re a son 
is ori en ted to wards the „so cial world“. The first aut hor shows „aban don-
ment of so cial“ in or der to grasp the pri mor dial aest he tic ex pe ri en ce and 
the „on to lo gi cal fe e lings“, and the se cond one analyzes „in tel li gi bi lity wit hin 
the so cial“. Du fre ne ob vi o usly thinks that la ter phi lo sop hi cal work of Mer-
le au-Ponty is clo sed for the so cial world. Still, we wo uld li ke to al ter that 
sta te ment a bit. Na mely, na tu ral and so cial worlds are un do ub tedly con-
fron ted and we ha ve just de mon stra ted the im por tan ce of Mer le au-Ponty’s 
ori en ta tion to wards na tu ral world. Al so, it is ob vi o us that Sar tre shows 
ten den ci es to wards the so cial world and that he ta kes an anthro po lo gi cal 
vi ew po int. He uses con cepts which ha ve ele ments li ke to ta li za tion and 
de to ta li za tion, prac ti co-inert ness, pra xis, pro ject or con tra-fi na lity and 
which are de eply si tu a ted in the so cial world; they co uld not be un der stood 
wit ho ut it. Still, let us not for get that Sar tre, alt ho ugh from the aspect of 
anthro po logy, draws the li ne bet we en so cial and na tu ral world by using 
the idea of scar city. Scar city, ca re fully analyzed in Cri ti que of Di a lec ti-
cal Re a son, is de fi ni tely one of the key ide as he re: it is re flec ted dif fe ren ce 
bet we en so cial and na tu ral world. In ot her words: Sar tre gi ves dif fe ren-
ti a tion bet we en so cial and na tu ral world. So me is su es ha ve re ma i ned 
un cle ar in Sar tre’s work: do es he con si der scar city as tran shi sto ri cal phe-
no me non, or do es he pla ce it in the ca pi ta lism? It co uld be ar gued that 
scar city, as a qu a li ta ti ve, so ci ally pro du ced ca te gory is a hi sto ri cally con-
di ti o ned phe no me non, and only then can it be un der stood (that is the 
main po int of our en de a vo ur on the pro blem of scar city, Lo šonc 2012: 
35–60). A thin ker who re la tes so ci a lity to the phe no me non of hi story co uld 
think this way be ca u se the re is a wi de net work of so cial me di a tion which 
ex pla ins the mo da li ti es of scar city. Scar city is not a tran shi sto ri cal phe no-
me non; it is ro o ted in de ter mi na ti ons cre a ted thro ug ho ut the hi story. It is 
not a co in ci den ce that Sar tre uses the con text of „in sti tu ti ons“ to “deal with 
eco no mic sphe re and con sump tion, wit ho ut which con si de ra tion of so ci ety 
wo uld not exist“ (Sar tre 2004: 106) – he do es not do that but we can talk 
freely abo ut so cial in sti tu tion of scar city. Anyway, Sar tre’s phi lo sophy has 
so cio-eco no mi cal fra me for the „in tel li gi bi lity of so cial“ and this is how he 
ac cepts cer tain su bjects re la ted to He gel-Marx li ne of thin king (on the 
pro blems of the em bed ded ness of Sar tre on this He gel-Marx li ne of thin-
king, Chi o di 1976: 39–58), i.e. he ar ti cu la tes man as the lo cus of the need, 
as the be ing who is lac king on to logy. Scar city of fers a hi sto ri cal landsca pe 
of so ci a li zed pe o ple who com mu ni ca te via so ci a li zed things: a com plex 
pic tu re with sub tle analyses of su bjec ti vi ti es and ob jec ti vi ti es oc curs, as 
well as the al ready fa mi li ar con flicts re gar ding things, that is, con flicts that 
are de eply set in com monly used things. Tra u ma of me e ting anot her man, 
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be ing an ob ject of ot her per son’s lo ok, which led the tho ughts in Be ing and 
Not hing ness is pre sent he re as well, but with so me so cial fe a tu res. The 
im por tan ce of this analysis is that scar city re pre sents a kind of short cir cu it 
bet we en su bjec ti vity and ob jec ti vity, and we see it as a form of so cio-eco-
no mic di a lec tic ten sion. Su bjec ti vity has on its si de con sti tu ti ve struc tu res 
of re ci pro city, tra ces of con flic tual so cio-eco no mic in ter su bjec ti vity, and 
pro ces ses of to ta li za tion which gi ve struc tu re to the al ready used idea of 
pro ject. Ob jec ti vity and mat ter ha ve not only „iner tia“ as adver sity, but 
„po wer of re a lity’’ as well which is ma li ci o usly di rec ted aga inst pe o ple, li ke 
in the ca se of „con tra fi na lity“ (ca pi tal un der stood as „con tra fi na lity“). Thus, 
we ar ri ve at one not sim ple analysis of re la ti on ship bet we en ob jects and 
pe o ple: we can even talk abo ut the su bjec ti vi za tion of mat ter and ob jects.

As it is well known, He i deg ger cri ti ci zed Sar tre and cla i med that his ar gu-
men ta tion is just a new edi tion of me taphysics. This cast do ubt on the 
sco pe of Sar tre’s su bjec ti vity. Wasn’t it all just ove remp ha si zing of me ta-
physi cal su bjec ti vity? (Re na ut 1993: 39) So me po ints sho uld be analyzed 
he re: Sar tre do es try to re la te anthro po logy and pra xis. He se eks for nor-
ma ti ve de ter mi na ti ons of a man, and ex pects ge ne ra tion of eman ci pa tion 
from anthro po logy and ra di cal hu ma nism (this is anot her di ver gen ce 
from Mer le au-Ponty (on the dif fe ren ces bet we en Sar tre and Mer le au-
Ponty, Ba di ou 2005: 178)). At the sa me ti me, he al ways re minds us that 
su bjec ti vity is se pa ra ted from sub stan ti a lity („exi sten ce pre ce des the 
es sen ce“) and that it can ne ver be na tu ra li zed. This non-sub stan ti a lity 
of su bjec ti ve en ga ge ment re jects me taphysi cal de fi ni ti ons: Cri ti que of Di-
a lec ti cal Re a son is the un fi nis hed work but it is still a mo nu men tal pi e ce 
of work be ca u se of su bjec ti ve en ga ge ment, i.e. su bjec ti vity as fre e dom. 
He re, scar city and so cio-eco no mic analysis play the key ro le be ca u se they 
add re a li stic hi sto ri cal so cial sub stra te to this en ga ge ment.

Mer le au-Ponty used to say that con tra dic ti ons in Sar tre’s work we re im-
pos si ble to cor rect (Mer le au-Ponty 1996: 86), thus sug ge sting the hypo-
sta ti zed pes si mism. We can re ally see that Sar tre do es ha ve phe no me no-
logy of dif fe rent fa i lu res and de fa ults that are ascri bed with on to lo gi cal 
im por tan ce, and it was li ke this from the very be gin ning of phi lo sop hi cal 
ca re er. Dif fe rent analysis pre sen ted in Cri ti que of Di a lec ti cal Re a son al so 
ta ke us to the men ti o ned fa i lu re zo ne. Tra u ma tic forms of in ter su bjec-
ti vity, con fron ta tion with forms of ob jec ti va ti ons and self-ob jec ti va ti ons 
le a ve de ep tra ces: hu man in ter de pen den ce syste ma ti cally cre a tes forms 
of ali e na ti ons and re i fi ca ti ons. Ob jects and pe o ple ha ve re la ti on ships 
ba sed on ex chan ge as well as sub sti tu ti ons. The re is al so Sar tre’s fa sci-
na tion with the „Num ber“: let’s lo ok at the be gin ning of the in tro duc tion 
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that he wro te for Frantz Fa non’s work whe re he the ma ti zes (and not for 
the first ti me) on to lo gi cal im por tan ce of pos si bi lity of li ving pe o ple to 
out num ber the dead, or phe no me no na such as „the hor ror of mul ti pli-
city“ and „too many pe o ple“ (Sar tre 1963: 7. See, Ja me son 1997: 363 and 
Cha ri 2004: 110–122). He al ways ex pres ses asto nis hment, from phi lo sop-
hi cal po int of vi ew, abo ut the exi sten ce of anot her man, which is op po-
si te to Mer le au-Ponty. Ho we ver, it is im por tant that su bjec ti ve en ga ge-
ment is not ex ni hi lo he re and that it is not om ni po tent to the re a lity. 
It co uld be said that Sar tre ge ne ra tes cer tain type of pes si mi stic en ga ge-
ment or pes si mi stic ac ti vity, pro bably li ke Gram sci; be si des he ex plo res 
the pos si bi li ti es of de ve lop ment of su bjec ti vity in so ci ety which is de fi ned 
in ac cor dan ce with im per so nal de ter mi na ti ons.

The La ter Work of Sar tre with the Early Mer le au-Ponty

Our the sis is that la ter work of Sar tre shows cer tain in di ca ti ons of the 
early Mer le au-Ponty. Phi lo sophy of so ci ety in Sar tre’s work can be read 
from the per spec ti ve of dif fe rent im pli ca ti ons gi ven by Mer le au-Ponty. 
We ha ve seen the dif fe ren ce bet we en in ter su bjec ti vity and so ci ety: Sar tre 
adopts it and adds a mark of con cre te ness. First, he syste ma ti cally pro ves 
the in suf fi ci ency of in ter su bjec ti ve-dyadic re la ti on ships for un der stan ding 
of so ci ety. Con sti tu ti ve ness of the „third“ party gi ves way to nu me ro us 
analysis: we no lon ger ob ser ve only in ter per so nal re la ti on ships or sim ple 
re la tion bet we en a man and an ob ject, but the en ti re con text of struc tu red 
so cial world. Then, when the aut hor of Phe no me no logy of Per cep tion. 
re cog ni zes the ne ces sity of exi sten ce of „un de fi ned num ber of con sci o u-
snes ses“ Sar tre per forms a con cre te analysis of layered col lec ti ve ness in 
mo dern so ci ety. He talks abo ut tri adic struc tu re:

a)   se ri a lity – re pre sents a com mu nity esta blis hed for ex ter nal re a sons 
and wit hin which „pas si ve unity“ and pos si bi lity of mu tual sub sti-
tu tion and in dif fe ren ce exist; it se ems that Sar tre’s de scrip ti ons 
evo ke Ro us se au’s cri ti cal analysis: se ri a lity re pre sents the do mi nan-
ce of the Ot hers and „po wer less of pe o ple“ (Ba di ou);

b)    gro up – ta kes se ri a lity apart and pro vi des con di ti ons for com mu nity 
cre a ted for in ter nal re a sons and which has jo intly esta blis hed va lu es;

c)    or ga ni za tion – the key mo ments are ini ti a tion and in fra struc tu re 
with ac cor ding ru les.

Sar tre do es not deny that se ri a lity is em bed ded de eply in the struc tu re 
of mo dern so ci ety: that is part of his cri ti cal en de a vors. This triad ma kes 
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pos si ble the con si de ra tion of dyna mics of col lec ti ve ness in mo dern so-
ci ety: it of fers a per spec ti ve from which analysis co uld be per for med 
wit hin the fra me of cri ti cal phi lo sophy of so ci ety. That is a pos si bi lity 
that still has not been used up.

We cho se the per spec ti ve of cri ti cal phi lo sophy of so ci ety. Di ver gent paths 
of tho ught can be ob ser ved if the phi lo sop hi es of Mer le au-Ponty and 
Sar tre are con si de red. We stu died the se paths paying spe cial at ten tion to 
the dyna mics of in ter su bjec ti vity of the se phi lo sop hers. Mer le au-Ponty 
shows tra ces of un bro ken in ter su bjec ti vity, and in Sar tre’s work in ter-
su bjec ti vity is an cho red in asymme tric re la ti ons. In his early days, Mer le au-
-Ponty had so me in di ca ti ons re gar ding the com pre hen sion of so ci ety, but 
his analysis is ba sed on the men ti o ned idea of in ter su bjec ti vity. Alt ho ugh 
we did not analyze his phi lo sophy in de tail we co uld still con clu de that it 
de ve lo ped to wards syncre tic phi lo sophy of the world with ad di tion of opi-
ni ons on the pro blems of the who le and parts. Sar tre re ac hes the ed ge of 
cri ti cal phi lo sophy of so ci ety ar ti cu la ting the ca te go ri es such as scar city 
and layer ness of a col lec ti ve be ing. Both paths are qu i te re pre sen ta ti ve and 
ex hi bit pa ra dig ma tic pos si bi li ti es, but with re spect to cri ti cal phi lo sophy 
of so ci ety Sar tre’s is the one we sho uld rely on.
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Al par Lo šonc 
Dve su ko blja va ju će in ter pre ta ci je fi lo zo fi je dru štva

Ap strakt
U ovom ra du pred sta vljam dva fi lo zo fa, Mo ri sa-Mer lo Pon ti ja i Žan-Pol Sar tra, 
ali iz per spek ti ve fi lo zo fi je dru štva. Na gla ša vam da fi lo zo fi ja dru štva pred-
sta vlja na iz ve stan na čin ret kost, da nas i ova či nje ni ca ob ja šnja va za što je 
po treb no pro pi ti va ti od go va ra ju će na zna ke ovih fi lo zo fa. Po seb no se ana li zi-
ra u ra du ar ti ku la ci ja in ter su bjek tiv no sti u fi lo zo fi ji dru štva i na osno vu ovog 
iza bra nog mo men ta se tre ti ra ju ar gu men ta ci je po me nu tih fi lo zo fa u smi slu 
nji ho ve kon fron ta ci je. Fi lo zo fi ja Mer lo-Pon ti ja se ana li zi ra iz vi do kru ga ne-
lo mlje ne in ter su bjek tiv no sti, a fi lo zo fi ja Sar tra se tu ma či iz per spek ti ve re la-
ci je iz me đu tran scen den tal ne su bjek tiv no sti i in ter su bjek tiv no sti. Rad pra ti 
ge ne a lo ški pri stup, i ana li zi ra di na mi ku po me nu tih fi lo zo fa u ci lju to ga da se 
pre zen tu ju po me ra nja i re le vant ni ot klo ni. Na kra ju ra da raz vi ja se te za da je 
ka sni Sar tr, ko ji osta je u okvi ri ma Mark so vog mi šlje nja, u stva ri re a li zu je re in-
ter pre ta ci ju onih ele me na ta ko ji se ina če mo gu na ći u fi lo zo fi ji ra nog Mer lo-
-Pon ti ja. Shod no to me se tvr di da je fi lo zo fi ja dru štva ka snog Sar tra vred na za 
pro mi šlja nje u ci lju stva ra nja kri tič ke fi lo zo fi je dru štva.

Ključ ne re či: Dru štve nost, kor po re al na dru štve nost, uko re nje nost, so ci jal na 
fi lo zo fi ja, in ter su bjek tiv nost, tran scen den tal na su bjek tiv nost, bi će-za-dru gog


