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Phe no me no lo gi cal Com mu nity and In te gra ti ve So cial Agency. 

Cri ti que of a Phe no me no lo gi cal Con cept of In ter-su bjec ti vity

Ab stract   The term „phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity“ is not among the most 
well-known con cepts of phe no me no logy. It was used by Marc Ric hir re fer ring 
to Mer le au-Ponty’s con cept of „na tu ral“ com mu nity. The pa per exa mi nes this 
con cept from the po int of vi ew of so cial phi lo sophy. It analyses its re le van ce 
in the con text of a post-He ge lian phi lo sophy of in ter-su bjec ti vity. The com-
mu nity con ce i ved this way is ori gin and re sult at the sa me ti me, gi ving ri se 
to a the ory of a hi sto ri cally gro un ded for ma tion of a pre vi o usly not gi ven and 
he te ro ge ne o us com mu ni ca ti ve in te gra tion; mo re o ver, so cial me di a tion de fi-
ning the su bject of ac tion is an open, non-to ta li zing pro cess, which ma kes it 
pos si ble to con cep tu a li ze an in te gra ti ve ac tion that do es not ne u tra li ze the 
he te ro ge ne ity of the con tem po rary so ci ety. The the ory of the phe no me no lo gi cal 
com mu nity is the on to logy of a dis in te gra ted but com mon world. So cial ac tion 
ne ver hap pens on the ba sis of cha os but of the in ter-su bjec ti ve world, thus it 
can pro vi de a new ba sis for such an ac tion. On the ot her hand the „phe no me-
no lo gi cal com mu nity“ is es sen ti ally a form of the „pas si ve synthe sis“ thus it 
is una ble to pro vi de fo un da tion for a unifying ac tion, the only pos si bi lity for 
an aut hen tic in te gra tion (a non-re pre sen ta ti ve form of so cial in te gra tion). 
Thus it ne ces si ta tes a cri ti que.

Keywords: In ter-su bjec ti vity, Marc Ric hir, Ma u ri ce Mer le au-Ponty, na tu re, 
in fi nity, phe no me no logy, so cial phi lo sophy, in te gra tion

Re cent so cial mo ve ments po se pre vi o usly ra rely emp ha si zed qu e sti ons 
in the fi eld of so cial phi lo sophy. Mass mo ve ments in va ri o us co un ti es in 
the last few years pro ved to be un clas si fi a ble with the in he ri ted con cepts. 
One of the re cog ni za ble com mon cha rac te ri stic of the se mo ve ments is 
the lack of sta ble ide o lo gi cal bac kgro unds. Whi le mass mo ve ments of 
the 20th cen tury ten ded to ha ve ide as or ide als sha red by the in di vi du als 
or at le ast ide als that we re re a dily ac cep ta ble by most of them, the re is 
no sign of such com mit ment no wa days. In ca se of Tur kish an ti-go vern-
ment mass de mon stra ti ons, or Lon don youth de mon stra ting on the stre ets, 
or say Hun ga rian stu dent pro test mo ve ments, unifying ide o logy is non-
-exi stent. A so cial phi lo sophy with an eman ci pa tory al le gi an ce has to 
deal with the qu e sti on of the pos si bi lity of ac tion of a ra di cally he te ro-
ge ne o us mass, one that has no com mon gro und not only in ide als but in 
most ca ses not even in in te rests. Alt ho ugh far from be ing an en ti rely new 
phe no me non, the dec li ne of 20th cen tury mass so ci e ti es ren de red this 
the ru le in stead of the ex cep ti on. A si tu a tion which ne ces si ta tes a mo del 
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of in ter ac tion bet we en he te ro ge ne o us agents, in di vi du als or gro ups that 
are ra di cally „ot her“ to each ot her.

One pos si ble po int whe re such a so cial phi lo sophy co uld ta ke its de par-
tu re is a phe no me no lo gi cal con cept of com mu nity. Un li ke most ten den-
ci es in so cial the o ri es, phe no me no logy de fi nes its ba se on the va ri o us 
– not only con flic ting or in co he rent, but in the ca se of Mer le au-Ponty: 
in con si stent – phe no me na of „be ing-in-the-world“. The thin kers of a phe-
no me no lo gi cal com mu nity ela bo ra ted this po int to the ex tent of a the o-
re ti cal sta te ment on the „plu ra lity of worlds“ (Ric hir 1992b: 52sqq) and 
the com mu ni ca tion among them (a phe no me no logy of lan gu a ge). Such 
a phi lo sophy has many ac hi e ve ments that are cle arly re le vant in the si-
tu a tion de scri bed abo ve. He re I wo uld li ke to ad dress two of the se ac hi-
e ve ments: 1. the com mu nity con ce i ved this way is ori gin and re sult at the 
sa me ti me, gi ving ri se to a the ory of a hi sto ri cally gro un ded for ma tion 
of a pre vi o usly not gi ven and he te ro ge ne o us com mu ni ca ti ve in te gra tion; 
2. so cial me di a tion de fi ning the su bject of ac tion is an open, non-to ta li zing 
pro cess, which ma kes it pos si ble to con cep tu a li ze an in te gra ti ve ac tion 
that do es not ne u tra li ze he te ro ge ne ity. Lastly I will cri ti ci ze a third pro-
perty of phe no me no lo gi cal the ory of com mu nity, na mely its pas si vity, 
which for me ma kes it im pos si ble to ta ke this the ory as is, bar ring a 
unifying ac tion that is in my mind the only pos si bi lity for an aut hen tic 
in te gra tion (a non-re pre sen ta ti ve form of so cial in te gra tion).

Wit ho ut do ubt, phe no me no logy has a va gue re la tion to so cial phi lo-
sophy. The ir re la ti on ship is cle arly exi stent but not cle arly de fi ned. One 
of the ma jor su bject-mat ters of the la te hi story of phe no me no logy was 
in ter-su bjec ti vity, a the me that is pre do mi nant in con tem po rary so cial 
phi lo sophy as well. Mo re o ver, so cial phi lo sophy of ten dec la res its debt 
to phe no me no logy in this re gard. But the phe no me no lo gi cal con cepts of 
in ter-su bjec ti vity are not evi dently equ i va lent to cor re spon ding con cepts 
in so cial phi lo sophy. It is even qu e sti o na ble whet her phe no me no lo gi cal 
ter mi no logy uti li zed in so cial the o ri es – li ke the Hus ser lian con cept 
Le ben swelt, which has a no ti ce ably suc cessful car ri er in va ri o us so cial 
the o ri es – do es not lead to a fa tally li mi ted me a ning of the se terms. It 
se ems that what is mis sing from them is exactly what di stin gu is hed 
phe no me no logy from so ci o logy, na mely the „me taphysi cal“ po si ti o ning 
of its su bject.

The term „phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity“ is not among the most well-
-known con cepts of phe no me no logy. It was used by Marc Ric hir – per haps 
the most im por tant con tem po rary thin ker of the phe no me no logy of 
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lan gu a ge – re fer ring to Mer le au-Ponty’s con cept of „na tu ral“ com mu nity 
(Ric hir 1992a). Ta king this con cept as the fo cus of our con si de ra tion has 
at le ast two advan ta ges: first, it is a ra di cal con cept that is ta king phe no-
me no logy to its li mits; se cond, it is an es sen tial con cept, and thus it 
al lows us to grasp di rectly the pro blems in he rent in phe no me no logy. 
Mer le au-Ponty ser ves he re as a po int of de par tu re, sin ce he is, wit ho ut 
do ubt, the most ra di cal thin ker of so cial be ing among the phe no me no-
lo gists. No net he less, the con cept of „phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity“ is 
– as I wo uld li ke to po int out – cle arly un sa tis fac tory if one is de ter mi ned 
to en ga ge the pro blems of in te gra ti ve so cial agency, which is a the ory of 
a com mu nity ba sed on so cial ac ti vism. Tho ugh phe no me no lo gi cal com-
mu nity gi ves us a sta ble con cep tual gro und for esta blis hing a the ory of 
this kind of agency (be ing anar chi cal and non-te le o lo gi cal), its es sen tial 
pas si vity, non-con struc ti vity and non-in te gra ti vity of fers no way for in-
te gra ti ve so cial con struc ti vism.

Com mu nity as Ori gin and Re sult

It is so mew hat of a com mon pla ce that every so cial phi lo sophy has to pre-
sup po se so me kind of ori gi nal, that is, non-con sti tu ted (na tu ral), kind of 
in ter-su bjec ti vity.1 In its nar row me a ning, as I wo uld li ke to em ploy the 

1 Early mo dern po li ti cal phi lo sophy ma de use of the con cept of „na tu ral sta te“ for 
this the o re ti cal re qu i re ment. La ter so cial phi lo sophy of ten ex pli citly re lied on the 
re for mu la tion of this con cept ma king use of an in ter-su bjec ti vist vo ca bu lary in stead 
that of the na tu ral law. Ta ke for exam ple the early He gel, who uti li zed Hob bes’ idea 
of strug gle among the su bjects in the na tu ral sta te to esta blish a the ory of in ter-su-
bjec ti vity as a „strug gle for re cog ni tion“. For He gel the real ra di ca lism of Hob bes 
con si sted in esta blis hing po li ti cal phi lo sophy on the lack of pre-esta blis hed hi e rarchy 
of su bjects in the na tu ral sta te. On the ot her hand the lack of hi e rarchy una vo i dably 
sup po ses a per pe tual po wer strug gle among the pe o ple. He gel in his early works in-
ten ded to re in ter pret the Hob bsean strug gle as a „strug gle for re cog ni tion“ that is an 
ori gi nal (non-con sti tu ted, na tu ral) in ter-su bjec ti vity (Axel Hon neth 1996: 7–30). On 
the ot her hand Marx op po sed firmly the idea of fin ding this „ori gi nal“ in ter-su bjec-
ti vity in any na tu ral sta te. He esta blis hed the so cial phi lo sophy on the most advan ced 
form of in ter-su bjec ti vity, on the „pre sent fact“ of re i fied work. In the Eco no mi cal 
ma nu scripts of 1844 he wri tes: „Ver set zen wir uns nicht wie der Nationalökonom, wenn 
er erklären will, in einen nur er dic hte ten Ur zu stand. Ein sol cher Ur zu stand erklärt 
nichts. Er schi ebt bloß die Fra ge in eine gra ue, ne bel haf te Fer ne. Er un ter stellt in der 
Form der Tat sac he, des Ere ig nis ses, was er de du zi e ren soll, nämlich das not wen di ge 
Verhältnis zwischen zwei Din gen, z.B. zwischen Te i lung der Ar be it und Austa usch. 
So erklärt die The o lo gie den Ur sprung des Bösen durch den Sünden fall, d. h., er un ter stellt 
als ein Fak tum, in der Form der Geschic hte, was er erklären soll. Wir gehn von einem 
nationalökonomischen, ge gen wär ti gen Fak tum aus“ (Marx 1968: 511). Still, it re ma ins 
a qu e sti on how one can op po se to this fact a non-re i fied form of in ter-su bjec ti vity; 
on what gro unds non-in sti tu ti o nal com mu nity („com mu nism“) is pos si ble. Do es it 
pre ce de re i fi ca tion or fol low? One has to con clu de that ori gi nal in ter-su bjec ti vity 
must al ways be both an ori gin and a re sult.
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term in this pa per, so cial phi lo sophy is not me rely phi lo sophy on so ci ety, 
rat her a phi lo sophy ba sed on in ter-su bjec ti vity or so cial agency. Thus 
the task be fo re a ge nu i ne in ter-su bjec ti ve so cial phi lo sophy is ac tu ally 
two fold. To esta blish phi lo sophy of so ci ety on in ter-su bjec ti vity one must 
be able to tra ce con sti tu ted forms of in ter-su bjec ti vity (sta te, in sti tu ti ons, 
etc), to non-con sti tu ted ones (or at le ast ones with so me kind of ori gi nal 
le gi ti macy as we shall see).2 Mo re o ver to esta blish so cial phi lo sophy ba sed 
on in ter-su bjec ti vity rat her than su bjec ti vity one must be able to tra ce 
pu re the o re ti cal or epi ste mo lo gi cal con cepts, li ke per cep tion, con sci o-
u sness, self-con sci o u sness etc. to the se ori gi nal forms of in ter-su bjec ti vity. 
Es sen ti ally, this ori gi nal sta te is what I call – fol lo wing Ric hir – the phe no-
me no lo gi cal com mu nity.

Ori gin in Mer le au-Ponty is al ways for mu la ted in me taphysi cal ter mi-
no logy. One must not for get that Mer la eu-Ponty’s The Vi si ble and the 
In vi si ble is an on to lo gi cal pro ject. He to ok this ef fort in its stric test sen se; 
ul ti ma tely he me ant to re de fi ne the con cept of „na tu re“ it self. One can 
ac tu ally de scri be the la test phi lo sophy of Mer le au-Ponty as an ef fort to 
re de fi ne the op po si tion bet we en cul tu re and na tu re by a phe no me no lo-
gi cal on to logy of na tu re and in sti tu tion re spec ti vely.3 Thus „phe no me no-
lo gi cal com mu nity“ is na tu re it self ta ken in a re de fi ned sen se. Mer le au-
-Ponty’s pri me exam ple to con trast with his own is the con cept of na tu re 
in the Car te sian sen se, which is in fi nity of the physi cal uni ver se, or mo re 
pre ci sely, an in fi ni te ex ten si on. Na tu re in his sen se is not the „in fi ni te 
uni ver se“ that – ac cor ding to Koyré (Koyré 1957) – re pla ced the „clo sed 
world“ of an ti qu ity, alt ho ugh it can be for mu la ted by re de fi ning its key 
terms, in this ca se: in fi nity. In a wor king no te of Fe bru ary 17 1957 this 
re fe ren ce to Koyré is ap pa rent:

In fi nity: it is to be su re a con qu est to ha ve con ce i ved the uni ver se as 
in fi nity – or at le ast on the gro und of in fi nity (the Car te si ans).

2 Again ta king the exam ple of He gel, he ar gu es that Kant errs in not re a li zing that 
the con cept of ’Ich“ which he se ems to ta ke as a non-con sti tu ted ba sis that tran scen-
den tal con sti tu tion pre sup po ses, is it self a re sult of ab strac tion. „Ich hin ge gen ist die 
ein fac he Ge wißhe it se i ner selbst. Aber Ich über ha upt ist auch zu gle ich ein Kon kre tes, 
oder Ich ist vi el me hr das Kon kre te ste, – das Be wußtsein se i ner als unen dlich man nig-
fal ti ger Welt. Daß Ich An fang und Grund der Phi lo sop hie sei, da zu wird die Ab son-
de rung di e ses Kon kre ten er for dert, - der ab so lu te Akt, wo durch Ich von sich selbst 
ge re i nigt wird und als ab strak tes Ich in sein Be wußtsein tritt. Al lein di es re i ne Ich ist 
nun nicht ein un mit tel ba res, noch das be kan nte, das gewöhnlic he Ich un se res Be-
wußtse ins, wo ran un mit tel bar und für je den die Wis sen schaft an geknüpft wer den 
soll te.“ (He gel 1986: 76)
3 Two ma jor su bject-mat ters of his co ur ses he tho ught in the Col lège de Fran ce in the 
fif ti es are na tu re and in sti tu tion. See Mer le au-Ponty (1995) and (2003). In the wor king 
no tes of The Vi si ble and The In vi si ble it is a con stant the me as well. See al so Bar ba ras.
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But ha ve the Car te si ans re ally do ne so? – Ha ve they re ally seen the 
depth of be ing, which is re cog ni zed only with the no tion of in fi nity 
[an inex ha u sti ble re ser ve of be ing which is not only this and that but 
co uld ha ve been ot her (Le ib niz) or is ef fec ti vely mo re than we know 
(Spi no za, the unk nown at tri bu tes)]?

The ir no tion of in fi nity is po si ti ve. They ha ve de va lu a ted the clo sed 
world for the be ne fit of a po si ti ve in fi nity, of which they spe ak as one 
spe aks of so me thing, which they de mon stra te in „ob jec ti ve phi lo-
sophy“ – the signs are re ver sed: all the de ter mi na ti ons are ne ga tion 
in the sen se of: are only ne ga tion – This is to elu de in fi nity rat her than 
to re cog ni ze it In fi nity con ge a led or gi ven to a tho ught that pos ses ses 
it at le ast eno ugh to be able to pro ve it.

The ve ri ta ble in fi nity can not be that: it must be what ex ce eds us: the 
in fi nity of Of fen he it and not Unen dlic hke it – In fi nity of the Le ben swelt 
and not in fi nity of ide a li za tion – Ne ga ti ve in fi nity, the re fo re – Me a ning 
or re a son which are con tin gency (Mer le au-Ponty 1960: 169).

The phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity is the bor der less world of open ness 
(Of fen he it), not the in fi nity of the physi cal world (the „na tu re“ of the 17th 
cen tury phi lo sophy and al so of la ter na tu ral sci en ce), nor the „ac tual in-
fi nity“ of Can to rian mat he ma tics. It can not be ta ken as „so me thing“, 
be ca u se it is pre ci sely the open ho ri zon of things. In fi nity ta ken as bor-
der les sness is what Ric hir calls a „phe no me no lo gi cal ape i ron“. Ape i ron 
me a ning he re ’what can not be de fi ned’: Gre ek thin king tho ught what has 
no bor der (pe ras) is in de fi na ble. The in fi nity of the physi cal world can be 
pro ved, the in fi ni te set of mat he ma tics can be de fi ned, but the phe no me-
no lo gi cal ape i ron is a sen sual world of in com pos si bi li ti es, a world of ot her-
ness, a world of in con si stency. Phe no me no logy ac cor ding to Mer le au-
-Ponty is a me a ning ful lan gu a ge of an in con si stent world.4 The „depth of 
be ing“ is an in de fi ni te and in de fi na ble open ho ri zon of ac tual be ing that 
can not be con ce i ved as a re ser ve of pos si ble, or ac tual but un re cog ni za-
ble be ing.5 It is rat her a re ser ve of „in com pos si bles.“ Ne ga ti ve in fi nity is 

4 Hen ce the con stant strug gle for a phi lo sop hi cal lan gu a ge, which can not be ba sed 
on for mal lo gic. Ho we ver, this is not an apo dic ti que ne ces sity. Lyotard tried to gi ve a 
so lid and con si stent me ta lan gu a ge to a Mer le au-Pontyan world of sen sual in com pos-
si bi li ti es, re jec ting his qu est for a new, „cor po ral“ lan gu a ge.
5 One can won der he re if Mer le au-Ponty tho ught of this „open ness“ as a form of 
„pos si ble worlds“, which the re fe ren ce to Le ib niz (and Spi no za in a way) cer ta inly 
pro po ses. Both He i deg ger and Sar tre tho ught that the open ho ri zon of the world can 
be con cep tu a li zed by re for mu la ting the no tion of „pos si bi lity“, in ca se of Sar tre this 
in vol ved an ex pli cit cri ti que of Le ib ni zian con cept of pos si bi lity. But the re fe ren ce 
he re is mi sle a ding. Mer le au-Ponty do es not ask if Le ib niz and Spi no za wo uld ha ve 
for mu la ted the pro blem of open ness right (Le i biz as pos si ble worlds, Spi no za as in-
fi ni te num ber of at tri bu tes un re cog ni za ble by men), but that they might ha ve in deed 
seen the „depth of be ing“ tho ugh they ha ve de fi ni tely for mu la ted it wrong.



10

ZSOLT BAGI  PHENOMENOLOGICAL COMMUNITY AND INTEGRATIVE SOCIAL AGENCY

pre ci sely this bac kgro und of an in de fi na ble ho ri zon be hind every ac tual, 
gi ven be ing. „It is this ne ga ti ve that ma kes pos si ble the ver ti cal world, 
the union of the in com pos si bles, the be ing in tran scen den ce, and the 
to po lo gi cal spa ce and the ti me in jo ints and mem bers, in dis jun ction and 
dis-mem be ring“ (Mer le au-Ponty 1969: 227). The sen si ble world, the world 
of the cha ir is ra di cally open, by vir tue of its in com pos si bi lity, thus the 
phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity is not an ide o lo gi cal or po li ti cal com mu-
nity, it is not uni fied by any te los or arkhé, it can not be uni fied by any 
idea or ideal.

This on to logy is the re fo re the on to logy of the „phe no me no lo gi cal ape i ron“, 
which is fun da men tal and ori gi nal in an ab so lu te way; it gi ves fo un da tion 
to any exi sten ti al ori en ta tion. On the ot her hand it is it self a re sult. Its 
pri mor di a lity is „an-ar chi stic“ sin ce it is ba sed on the open ness of the ne-
ga ti ve in fi nity and ne ga ti ve in fi nity it self is con sti tu ted in in ter-su bjec-
ti vity and has an im ma nent hi story.6

The first wor king no te of The Vi si ble and the In vi si ble from Ja nu ary 1959. 
men ti ons three pil lars of the pro ject: the „su bject-ob ject qu e sti on, the 
qu e sti on of in ter-su bjec ti vity, the qu e sti on of Na tu re“ (Mer le au-Ponty 
1969: 165). But this su per fi cial equ a lity among the pil lars is mi sle a ding. 
In fact bet we en the „su bject-ob ject qu e sti on“ and „the qu e sti on of Na tu re“ 
it is pre ci sely the qu e sti on of in ter-su bjec ti vity that me di a tes, or to put it 
in a mo re fun da men tal way: in ter-su bjec ti vity con sti tu tes the es sen ce of 
all of the ma jor con cepts he re: the es sen ce of na tu re, the es sen ce of the 
su bject and the es sen ce of the ob ject. Re de fi ning the con cept of „na tu re“ 
me ans first and fo re most to ta ke away its „ob jec ti vist“ me a ning as we ha ve 
seen abo ve. But this may in no way lead to a „su bjec ti vist“ me a ning of the 
term. In the first chap ter Mer le au-Ponty di smis ses the pos si bi lity of a 
su bjec ti vist on to logy with the sa me, or even mo re ra di cal, vi gor as the 
ob jec ti vist: „We wo uld ar ri ve at the sa me con clu sion if, in stead of un der-
sco ring the in con si sten ci es of the ’ob jec ti ve’ or der, we wo uld ad dress our-
sel ves to the ’su bjec ti ve’ or der which, in the ide o logy of sci en ce, is its 
co un ter part and ne ces sary com ple ment – and per haps our con clu sion 
wo uld be mo re easily ac cep ted thro ugh this way. For he re the di sor der 
and the in co he ren ce are ma ni fest, and one can say wit ho ut exag ge ra ti on 
that our fun da men tal con cepts – that of the psychism and of psycho logy 
– are as mythi cal as the clas si fi ca ti ons of the so ci e ti es cal led ar cha ic“ 

6 Again, one can com pa re this to He gel’s pro ject in the Sci en ce of Lo gic: the sci en ce 
(phi lo sophy) must start with so met hing that is ab so lu te and thus Un mit tel ba res but 
it al so has to be ver mit telt at the sa me ti me (He gel 1986: 65)
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(Mer le au-Ponty 1969: 18). The su bjec ti vist form of a pos si ble on to logy 
wo uld not be ot her than the „Ge ge nab strak tion“ (Mer lau-Ponty 1969: 167) 
of the ob jec ti vist one. The emer gen ce of the on to lo gi cal po int of vi ew 
in Mer le au-Ponty’s la te phi lo sophy is pre ci sely a so lu tion for an un re sol-
ved pro blem of the first pe riod whe re the se mu tu ally ab stract ca te go ri es 
(alt ho ugh in a phe no me no lo gi cally ne u tra li zed way) stood firmly op po sed 
(Bar ba ras 1991: 21–36). On to logy of na tu re me ans on to logy of a pre-su bjec-
ti ve (and wit ho ut do ubt: pre-ob jec ti ve) na tu re, the on to logy of sen sual 
world, that is the on to logy of ori gi nal „in ter-cor po re ity“.

Sin ce re de fi ning na tu re is not pos si ble ne it her thro ugh su bjec ti vity nor 
ob jec ti vity, he had to find a ter ti um that he cal led the on to logy of the être 
sa u va ge, that is an on to logy of the in ter-su bjec ti ve na tu re. It is of pa ra-
mo unt im por tan ce that in ter-su bjec ti vity do es not pre ce de na tu re in ti me, 
na tu re is not po ste ri or to in ter-su bjec ti vity: „the ob jec ti ve tran scen den ce 
is not po ste ri or to the po si tion of the ot her: the world is al ready the re, in 
its ob jec ti ve tran scen den ce, be fo re this analysis, and it is its very me a ning 
that will be ren de red ex pli cit as me a ning“ (Mer le au-Ponty 1969: 172). It 
pre ce des it as a con di tio si ne qua non, a con di tion of its pos si bi lity. This 
is why one can re a so nably say that for Mer le au-Ponty in ter-su bjec ti vity is 
the es sen ce of na tu re. Sin ce the re is no na tu re wit ho ut (in ter-)su bjec ti vity, 
or mo re pre ci sely the con cept of na tu re wit ho ut su bjec ti vity is the pro duct 
of the phi lo sophy of the âge clas si que (and the na tu ral sci en ces ba sed on it), 
one can re vi se De scar tes’ er ror of de fi ning na tu re as res ex ten sa by ret hin-
king the es sen ce of na tu re as in ter-su bjec ti vity. De scar tes cal led es sen ce 
the pro perty that is the con di tion of pos si bi lity of all ot her pro per ti es in 
a gi ven sub stan ce. Li ke wi se in Mer le au-Ponty it is chi asm, in ter pe ne tra tion 
bet we en su bjects, in ter-cor po re ity that can be cal led the es sen ce of na-
tu re. This is what con sti tu tes the „depth of be ing“, the in de fi na ble in fi nity 
(ape i ron), the ho ri zon of any be ing.

Thus phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity is mo re than just one form of com-
mu nity among ot hers. It is the „aest he tic“ (that is: sen sual) world that is 
com mon for all of us. The re is no hu man na tu re, no uni ver sal hu ma nity 
but the in fi ni te open ness of the sen sory world, an ele ment in which the 
su bjects can re ach each ot her, in which the ir re la ti ons and thus they 
them sel ves con ti nu o usly con sti tu te and what is con ti nu o usly con sti tu ted 
by the se very su bjects at the sa me ti me. What ma kes the phe no me no lo-
gi cal com mu nity an ori gi nal con cept is its dif fe ren ce to in sti tu ti ons in its 
exemp ti on from ti me. Mer le au-Ponty de fi nes in sti tu tion by du ra tion, 
(Mer le au-Ponty 2003: 6) but phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity (or na tu re) 
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has no du ra tion. Ha ving no du ra tion on the ot her hand do es not mean 
it is exempt from con sti tu tion. Alt ho ugh Mer le au-Ponty avo ids using 
the word „con sti tu tion“ in a po si ti ve way in his la te phi lo sophy (a con-
sti tu ti ve su bject be ing the main tar get of his cri ti que), in ter-su bjec ti ve 
con sti tu tion of ob jec ti vity is still an un qu e sti o ned the o re ti cal ac hi e-
ve ment (of Hus serl, na tu rally) for him. Na tu re dif fers from in sti tu tion 
not by its sup po sedly un con sti tu ti o nal es sen ce but by its non-du ra tion. 
Es sen tial pas si vity de fi nes both of them: the su bject is ear ning its me a-
ning from them but whi le in the ca se of in sti tu tion it is a se ri es of events 
that is the ba sis of this me a ning in ca se of na tu re it is a pre-even tual world 
of in ter-cor po re ity.

Ric hir op po ses phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity to „symbo li cal com mu-
nity“, that is, to any com mu nity ba sed on symbo lic in sti tu ti o nal act, 
sub si sting as an in sti tu tion or symbo lic form. This ac tu ally in clu des any 
kind of su spen sion of the „phe no me no lo gi cal ape i ron“, the in de fi na ble 
„depth“ of the phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity. This is why at first glan ce 
every so cial re la ti on ship se ems to be su bject to a symbo lic or der, a system 
of po wer-re la ti ons. As we ha ve seen phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity is a 
new de fi ni tion of na tu re, so any „cul tu ral“ in sti tu tion is its co un ter part. 
Now the va gue re la tion bet we en so cial phi lo sophy and phe no me no logy 
I ha ve men ti o ned in the in tro duc tion is fi nally ta king sha pe: that of an 
in con si stency in the sug ge sted the ory. It se ems that whi le it is pos si ble 
to ful fill the se cond task of a so cial phi lo sophy with phe no me no logy (to 
tra ce the the o re ti cal con cepts to in ter-su bjec ti vity) it is im pos si ble to 
ful fill the first one: the phe no me no lo gi cal re duc tion de pri ves us from 
saying anything on symbo lic com mu ni ti es; one can not tra ce the ir re a lity 
to in ter-su bjec ti ve con sti tu tion. But this is to re ach a hasty con clu sion. 
Alt ho ugh Ric hir do es think of in sti tu ti ons as a non-phe no me no lo gi cal 
su bject-mat ter, Mer le au-Ponty pre ci sely did not. Whi le Ric hir is con-
cer ned with a „hyper bo lic re duc tion“ to be able to re ach a me taphysi cal 
gro und whe re so cial com mu ni ti es do not mat ter anymo re, only the „ape-
i ron“ of the phe no me no lo gi cal in ter-su bjec ti vity, Mer le au-Ponty on the 
ot her hand was de eply en ga ged in so cial is su es and on what kind of 
an swer phi lo sophy can of fer to so cial qu e sti ons. The qu e sti on of in sti-
tu tion in the phi lo sophy of Mer le au-Ponty shows this cle arly. My own 
sug ge stion ho we ver will lead in anot her di rec tion: the re must be a third 
kind of com mu nity bet we en symbo lic (in sti tu ti o nal) and phe no me no lo-
gi cal: a form of in te gra tion that do es not lead to re pre sen ta ti o nal forms 
of the com mu nity.
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Me di a tion

The phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity is cha rac te ri zed by its open ness. To 
furt her de fi ne the me a ning of this cha rac te ri stic we lo ok in to the con cept 
of me di a tion of the su bject that is the con sti tu tion of the su bject thro ugh 
the me di a tion of the com mu nity. From the stand po int of the in ter-su-
bjec ti vity the most im por tant phi lo sop hi cal sta te ment of even the ear li est 
forms of so cial phi lo sophy was that the the ory of the su bject can not be 
ela bo ra ted on the gro unds of the im me di a te re cog ni tion of the „I“. He gel 
has shown that self-con sci o u sness (Selbstbe wusstse in) is con sti tu ted 
thro ugh in ter-su bjec ti vity rat her than the sup po sedly im me di a te evi den-
ce of the con sci o u sness. „He gel’s di a lec tic of self-con sci o u sness pas ses 
over the re la tion of so li tary re flec tion in fa vor of the com ple men tary 
re la ti on ship bet we en in di vi du als who know each ot her. The ex pe ri en ce 
of self-con sci o u sness is no lon ger con si de red the ori gi nal one. Rat her, 
for He gel it re sults from the ex pe ri en ce of in ter ac tion, in which I le arn to 
see myself thro ugh the eyes of ot her su bjects. The con sci o u sness of my-
self is the de ri va tion of the in ter sec tion [Verschränkung] of per spec ti ves. 
Self-con sci o u sness is for med only on the ba sis of mu tual re cog ni tion; it 
must be tied to my be ing mir ro red in the con sci o u sness of anot her su-
bject. That is why He gel can not an swer the qu e sti on of the ori gin of the 
iden tity of the „I“ as Fic hte do es, with a fo un da tion of self-con sci o u sness 
re tur ning in to it self, but so lely with a the ory of spi rit. Then spi rit is not 
the fun da ment un derlying the su bjec ti vity of the self in self-con sci o u sness, 
but rat her the me di um wit hin which one „I“ com mu ni ca tes with anot her 
„I“, and from which, as an ab so lu te me di a tion, the two mu tu ally form 
each ot her in to su bjects“ (Ha ber mas 1973b: 144–145). The fact, that the 
„I“, the tran scen den tal su bject lo ses its ori gi na lity, that it can not be a 
sta ble gro und to bu ild a phi lo sophy of re flec tion upon, ma kes it cle ar 
that so cial-phi lo sophy is not a me re sup ple ment to the o re ti cal phi lo-
sophy but a form of the o re ti cal phi lo sophy it self. So cial phi lo sophy from 
the very be gin ning of its hi story was a ra di cal cri ti que of phi lo sophy as 
such. He gel in his early works re in ter pre ted Kant’s the ory of „synthe sis“ 
in in ter-su bjec ti ve ter mi no logy, la ter Marx re pla ced the epi ste mo lo gi cal 
term of „synthe sis“ with the so cial phi lo sop hi cal term „so cial la bo ur“ 
(see Ha ber mas 1973a: 36–59) both phi lo sop hers strongly im plied that 
the most im por tant ca te go ri es of tran scen den tal phi lo sophy can only be 
de fi ned thro ugh so cial phi lo sophy.

Ne vert he less the po int of de par tu re of phe no me no lo gi cal phi lo sop hi es 
of in ter-su bjec ti vity is the im me di a te ness of the „I“. Hus serl’s in si sten ce 
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on the ab so lu te evi den ce of the I is well-known and bro adly in ter pre ted. 
On the ot her hand the im me di a te gi ven ness of the „I“ do es not mean 
that it wo uld be pos si ble to de ter mi ne or de fi ne the „I“ in any im me di a-
te man ner. The re fo re it is im pos si ble to think of it as the „tran scen den tal 
unity of the ap per cep tion“ as Kant did. Ric hir cla ims that all of the enig mas 
in the in ter pre ta tion of Hus serl’s Fifth Car te sian Me di ta tion de ri ve from 
the fact that with the im me di a te gi ven ness of the mo na dic su bjec ti vity 
the ot her is gi ven es sen ti ally with the sa me im me di acy. The re is no su bjec-
ti vity wit ho ut in ter-su bjec ti vity. The ot her is gi ven thro ugh an „ana lo gi cal 
ap pre sen ta tion“ in the sa me man ner as the pri mor dial sphe re of the mo-
na dic su bjec ti vity.

The only – and wit ho ut do ubt es sen tial – dif fe ren ce bet we en the gi ven-
ness of the pri mor dial sphe re of the ego and the sphe re of the ot her is that 
the la ter is not and can not be pre sent. Alt ho ugh the gi ven nes of the ot her 
is the „first ge nu i ne tran scen den ce“ of the con sci o u sness, by ex pe ri en cing 
it the con sci o u sness tran scends it self (Hus serl 1973: 8–9), it is ho we ver a 
con di tion of pos si bi lity of a com mon world: the ob jec ti vity is con sti tu ted 
thro ugh in ter-su bjec ti vity, thro ugh the ab sen ce of the ot her. In deed this 
is one of the ma jor cha rac te ri stics that de fi ne phe no me no lo gi cal in ter-
-su bjec ti vity. Whi le me di a tion in the He ge lian tra di tion me ans the di a lec-
tic com pre hen ded as the „iden tity of the uni ver sal and the sin gu lar“, (Ha-
ber mas 1973b: 146) in the phe no me no lo gi cal tra di tion it is com pre hen ded 
as the me di a tion bet we en pre sent and ab sent.

It is ho we ver one of the most cru cial dif fe ren ce bet we en Mer le au-Ponty 
and Hus serl, that for Mer le au-Ponty the me di a tion bet we en „I“ and ot her 
is at the sa me ti me a me di a tion bet we en pre sent and ab sent on one si de 
and uni ver sal and sin gu lar on the ot her. Whi le Hus serl’s con cern is the 
in ter-su bjec ti ve con sti tu tion of the ob jec ti ve world and He gel’s is the con-
sti tu tion of the sin gu la rity of the „I“ thro ugh the uni ver sa lity of the spi rit 
(or in his early works: the mu tual con sti tu tion of the spi rit and the sin-
gu lar su bject), Mer le au-Ponty po ses anot her qu e sti on: how is it pos si ble 
to me di a te bet we en in com pos si ble worlds.

In one un fi nis hed text pu blis hed af ter his de ath he wro te abo ut the qu e-
sti ons po sed by mo dern pa in ting: „the qu e sti on of kno wing how one can 
com mu ni ca te wit ho ut the aid of a pre e sta blis hed na tu re upon which all 
men’s sen ses open and of kno wing how the re can be com mu ni ca tion 
pri or to com mu ni ca tion and, fi nally, how the re can be a re a son be fo re 
re a son“ (Mer lau-Ponty 1973: 56). This is the sa me qu e sti on as the one he 
is con fron ted in his own phi lo sophy. At the ti me of his ul ti ma te work, 
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The Vi si ble and the In vi si ble it is al so cle ar that „com mu ni ca tion pri or to 
com mu ni ca tion“ can only mean a com mu ni ca tion on the ba sis of a world 
of „in com pos si bi li ti es“, a world whe re com mu ni ca ting su bjects are ra di-
cally ot her to each ot her. For Mer lau-Ponty the uni ver sa lity of the in ter-
su bjec ti ve „Na tu re“ in its re de fi ned sen se (just li ke the par ti cu la rity of 
in sti tu ti ons) is a pro ble ma tic one. It is pre ci sely a uni ver sa lity bur de ned 
with the (di a lec ti cal) iden tity of pre sen ce and ab sen ce. The uni ver sa lity 
of the He ge lian „spi rit“ (iden tity of uni ver sa lity and sin gu la rity) is in suf-
fi ci ent, sin ce the „phe no me no lo gi cal ape i ron“, the „depth of be ing“ is 
in de fi na ble and in con si stent by vir tue of a phe no me no lo gi cal kind of 
in ter-su bjec ti vity: pre sen ce and ab sen ce. The „wild spi rit“ (esprit sa u-
va ge) as op po sed to the He ge lian one is cha rac te ri zed by a uni ver sal 
in ter-su bjec ti vity of pre sent-ab sent. The ab sent, the in vi si ble is cer ta inly 
im me di a tely gi ven, put pre ci sely as so met hing that can not be pre sent 
im me di a tely: „Ur pre sen ti ert as Nic htur pre sen ti er bar.“

A cer tain re la tion bet we en the vi si ble and the in vi si ble, whe re the 
in vi si ble is not only non-vi si ble (what has been or will be seen and is 
not seen, or what is seen by an ot her than me, not by me), but whe re 
its ab sen ce co unts in the world (it is ‘be hind’ the vi si ble, im mi nent or 
emi nent vi si bi lity, it is Ur pre sen ti ert pre ci sely as Nic htur pre sen ti er bar, 
as anot her di men sion) whe re the la cu na that marks its pla ce is one 
of the po ints of pas sa ge of the ‘world.’ It is this ne ga ti ve that ma kes 
pos si ble the ver ti cal world, the union of the in com pos si bles, the be ing 
in tran scen den ce, and the to po lo gi cal spa ce and the ti me in jo ints 
and mem bers, in dis jun ction and dis-mem be ring (Mer le au-Ponty 
1969: 227–228).

Bet we en in com pos si ble worlds the re is still a „tran spas si bi lity“, that of 
com mu ni ca tion. Lan gu a ge in a phe no me no lo gi cal sen se is not a Sa us su-
rean „lan gue“, but a „pa ro le“, a cor po real com mu ni ca tion bet we en in com-
pos si ble worlds. Mer le au-Ponty’s phe no me no logy of lan gu a ge tri es to 
grasp this lan gu a ge of the in con si stency (Mer le au-Ponty 1960: 19–69). 
Na tu re (phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity) it self has a lan gu a ge the signs 
are „qu a si-cor po real“.

Phe no me no lo gi cal un con sci o u sness and so cial ac tion

Ac cor ding to Marc Ric hir the phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity is es sen ti ally 
pas si ve. It works as a „phe no me no lo gi cal un con sci o u sness“, struc tu ring the 
pas si ve synthe ses. This in ter pre ta tion se ems ac cu ra te to me. The phe no-
me no lo gi cal com mu nity al ways re ma ins pas si ve, sin ce it is wit ho ut ark he 
or te los, it has no ot her cho i ce than to re main de con struc ted. From the 
vi ew po int of the phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity the in te gra ted com mu nity 
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will al ways be a tran scen den tal il lu sion, a Kan tian „re gu la ti ve idea“, un-
re ac ha ble goal. But this is the po int whe re the ro ads di ver ge, whe re phe-
no me no logy pro ves to be in suf fi ci ent. Ric hir bla mes Mer le au-Ponty for 
be ing un fa ith ful of the phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity when he tri es to 
mo ve furt her, to esta blish a the ory of in sti tu ti ons. And he in deed might be 
right – as I see it – in cla i ming that in sti tu ti ons will al ways be „symbo lic“, 
they al ways turn the phe no me no lo gi cal lan gu a ge (the com mu ni ca tion 
among ra di cally ot her su bjects) in to a symbo lic or der in the La ca nian 
sen se (com mu ni ca tion ac cor ding to a di sco ur se). This is why I think it is 
ne ces sary to find anot her form of so cial in te gra tion.

Is it pos si ble to think of a po li ti cal and so cial com mu nity, which is not 
symbo lic? It must be a form of com mu nity ba sed on par ti ci pa tion and not 
re pre sen ta tion. A symbo lic in sti tu tion is al ways a re pre sen ta ti o nal one; it 
is struc tu red ac cor ding to a system, a lan gue. A com mu nity ba sed on par-
ti ci pa tion at le ast has the pos si bi lity to tran sgress the symbo lic or der. It all 
de pends on the con cept and pra xis of in te gra tion we use. The re must be a 
ter ti um bet we en phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity and symbo lic in sti tu ti ons, 
bet we en the pas si ve lan gu a ge of the phe no me no lo gi cal un con sci o u sness 
and the in sti tu ti o nal po li ti cal di sco ur se. The re must be a form of in te gra-
tion of the phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity that do es not want to to ta li ze 
it, do es not want to gi ve it an ide o logy, do es not want to clo se it and op po-
se it to ot her po li ti cal com mu ni ti es. I call this form in te gra tion thro ugh 
dif fe ren ti a tion and I cla im that the Spi no zean con cept of in te gra tion ful fills 
the se cri te ria. Alt ho ugh I ha ve no op por tu nity to ela bo ra te this he re furt her, 
in te grity ac cor ding to Spi no za do es not mean to ta li za tion but the in ter de-
pen dent pro ces ses of dif fe ren ti a tion and in vol ve ment in a com mon ca u-
sa tion. Ac cor ding to him the mo re dif fe ren ti a ted an in di vi du um (in di vi du um 
be ing any set of ca u sa ti ons co o pe ra ting in a com mon ef fect), the gre a ter 
its po wer to act as a self-suf fi ci ent ca u se. Spi no za of fers us a mo del of co-
o pe ra tion that re li es on the par ti ci pa tion by the very es sen ce (his „in com-
pos si bi lity“, sin gu la rity) of an in di vi dual, not the de ter mi na tion of the 
in di vi dual as a part of the to ta lity of the pro cess.

The the ory of the phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity is the on to logy of a 
dis in te gra ted but com mon world. So cial ac tion ne ver hap pens on the 
ba sis of cha os but of the in ter-su bjec ti ve world. Ba di ou is right abo ut 
saying that an event is al ways un de ter mi ned, but has no right to cla im 
that one must sup po se the ab so lu te ot her ness of the mul ti tu de of be ings.7 

7 See (Ba di ou 1988: 41–59) whe re he puts for ward the on to logy of a pu re mul ti pli city, 
the on to logy of the ab so lu te he te ro ge ne ity.
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What I call a ra di cal he te ro ge ne ity is de fi ni tely not an ab so lu te he te ro-
ge ne ity: it is the in com po si bi lity but „tran spas si bi lity“ of worlds, a phe-
no me no lo gi cal ape rion a mul ti pli city of „ver ti cal“ worlds. What I call 
so cial ac tion is al ways gi ven to get her with the con struc tion of a su bject. 
A so cial ac tion is when a com mu nity is pro du ced, which is no lon ger a 
phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity, not the in ter-cor po real ex pe ri en ce of the 
bor der less sen si ble world, but the event of in te gra tion. Every ac tion is 
in te gra tion and only ac tion in te gra tes thro ugh dif fe ren ti a tion. The so cial 
ac tion pro du ces a „we“, a first per son plu ral su bject, but this su bject is 
ne ces sa rily tran si tory. If it wo uld not be than it wo uld be an in sti tu tion: 
it wo uld be symbo lic com mu nity, it wo uld be re pre sen ta tion but it wo uld 
not be ac tion anymo re.

The phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity sho uld not be tran sgres sed in the 
di rec tion of po li ti cal in sti tu tion but in the di rec tion of so cial in te gra tion. 
But in te gra tion thro ugh dif fe ren ti a tion can only be pro du ced by com mon 
ac tion, not by com mon ide o logy, ide as, or ide als. If one wants to ra di cally 
cri ti ci ze the con cept of so cial in te gra tion one do es not need to find new 
ide als to synthe si ze so ci ety. We do not gain anything by sub sti tu ting the 
idea of the na tion with any ot her idea, if we sub sti tu te the na tion sta te 
with anot her form of the sta te. We ha ve to cri ti ci ze the very no tion of the 
sta te, so cial in te gra tion must not be bu ilt on the sta te but so cial ac tion, 
co o pe ra tion. The phe no me no lo gi cal com mu nity might of fer a ba sis for 
this aim, but the event of co o pe ra ti ve ac tion tran sgres ses it in the di rec tion 
of an in te gra ted com mu nity.

Pri mlje no: 14. ju na 2014.
Pri hva će no: 20. ju la 2014.
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Žolt Ba gi
Fe no me no lo ška za jed ni ca i in te gra tiv na dru št ve na de lat nost. 
Kri ti ka jed nog fe no me no lo škog poj ma in ter-su bjek tiv no sti

Ap strakt
Ter min „fe no me no lo ška za jed ni ca“ ni je me đu naj po zna ti jim kon cep ti ma 
fe no me no lo gi je. On je bio upo tre bljen od stra ne Mar ka Ri ši ra ko ji se slu žio 
kon cep tom „pri rod ne“ za jed ni ce kod Mer lo-Pon ti ja. Rad is pi tu je ovaj kon-
cept iz per spek ti ve so ci jal ne fi lo zo fi je. U nje mu se ana li zi ra re le vant nost tog 
kon cep ta u kon tek stu post he ge li jan ske fi lo zo fi je in ter su bjek tiv no sti. Za jed-
ni ca shva će na na ovaj na čin je isto vre me no iz vor i re zul tat, a ti me na sta je 
te o ri ja isto rij ski za sno va nog for mi ra nja ko mu ni ka tiv ne in te gra ci je ko ja pret-
hod no ni je da ta i he te ro ge na je. Za tim dru štve no po sre do va nje, ko je od re-
đu je su bjek ta de la nje, shva će no je kao otvo ren, ne-to ta li zi ra ju ći pro ces ko ji 
omo gu ća va da se kon cep tu a li zu je in te gra tiv no de la nje ko je ne ne u tra li zu je 
he te ro ge nost sa vre me nog dru štva. Te o ri ja fe no me no lo ške za jed ni ce je on-
to lo gi ja de zin te gri sa nog, ali za jed nič kog sve ta. Dru štve no de la nje se ni ka da 
ne od vi ja na osno vu ha o sa, već na osno vu in ter-su bjek tiv nog sve ta, a ta ko on 
mo že da re zul ti ra no vom osno vom za ta kvo de la nje. Sa dru ge stra ne, „fe no-
me no lo ška za jed ni ca“ je u su šti ni for ma„pa siv ne sin te ze“, što zna či da je ona 
ne spo sob na da za sni va uje di nja va ju će de la nje, ko je je je di na mo guć nost za 
auten tič nu in te gra ci ju (kao ne-re pre zen ta tiv na for ma dru štve ne in te gra ci je). 
Da kle, ona mo ra da se kri ti ku je.

Ključ ne re či: In ter-su bjek tiv nost, Mark Ri šir, Mo ris Mer lo-Pon ti, pri ro da, 
bes ko nač nost, fe no me no lo gi ja, so ci jal na fi lo zo fi ja, in te gra ci ja


