Thinking politically
with Merleau-Ponty

Diana Coole

Merleau-Ponty’s fertile and provocative approach to
philosophy was abruptly terminated by his death in
1961. Paul Ricoeur’s judgement that he was the greatest
of the French phenomenologists' has frequently been
cited since then, yet a second demise occurred during
the 1960s: this time at the hands of phenomenology’s
structuralist and poststructuralist critics. Although
their targets were more explicitly Husserl and Sartre,
Merleau-Ponty was also implicated in an approach now
condemned for the triple sins of idealism, subjectiv-
ism and humanism.? The purpose of this article is to
reappraise Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology. His own
way of criticizing and negotiating the unpopular triad
now associated with it will become evident during the
course of the discussion but the main focus will be on
the relationship between phenomenology and politics
in his work. For while his sympathy for some struc-
turalist themes and his anticipation of certain post-
structuralist ideas has often been noted, my contention
will be that it was through his enduring commitment
to a phenomenological style of thinking that he was
able to sustain the sort of critical engagement with
politics that has eluded his successors.

The contemporary reader’s initial response on
opening Merleau-Ponty’s explicitly political writings
is nevertheless likely to be that they look more ana-
chronistic than timely. As a practitioner of phenom-
enology, he was committed to making sense of the
appearing of the world around him. This included its
political dimensions, where he discerned an endur-
ing if hazardous struggle for peaceful coexistence
within the violence and contingency of collective
life. But it is an irony of this approach, with its
aim of identifying and reinforcing progressive tra-
jectories within the ambiguities of a dense inter-
subjective lifeworld, that the everyday and concrete
interventions it summoned seem now to hold little
more than historical interest. For Merleau-Ponty’s
concerns were typically those of the immediately

postwar generation of European radicals — Stalinism,
the Cold War, decolonization and the ambiguities
of liberal-democratic regimes — and he subjected
them to often detailed, sometimes popular, analysis.
It is, however, the way of interpreting events, and
the commitment to do so that his phenomenology
invited, that might still excite our interest. For, as
I will argue, it offered Merleau-Ponty a method for
making sense of the field of power relations that
constitutes everyday politics as well as a justification
for making normative judgements and critical inter-
ventions — activities his successors have tended to
view as incompatible with post-foundationalist, post-
humanist, post-representational philosophy.

Thinking phenomenologically

Merleau-Ponty’s engagement with the work of the
phenomenological movement’s founder was a lifelong
project, and a number of points about the political
context in which he came to Husserl are germane.
Husserl’s commitment to returning to the things them-
selves suggested a route back to experience. This was
especially welcome to thinkers like Merleau-Ponty
and Sartre, who were frustrated that the abstractions
of the prevailing Kantianism in France had proven
of little relevance in confronting the traumatic events
of the war and its aftermath. This had provided little
scope for a study of the world itself as a source of
meaning and this was what Merleau-Ponty hoped to
gain from Husserl. Even reading Husserl’s work was,
however, fraught with political difficulties. Not only
was most of it still untranslated and unpublished,
existing largely as a great mass of shorthand and long-
hand pages that Husserl’s followers would gradually
transcribe after his death, but the Jewish philosopher
had his work banned, even destroyed, once the Nazis
came to power. While many of his manuscripts did
eventually find their way to Louvain in Belgium,
where an archive was established, access was then
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determined by political events in a very direct way as
the shifting geography of the Occupation in Europe
precluded free travel across borders. Merleau-Ponty
was in fact the first foreign scholar to visit the archives,
in 1939. Thereafter he gained only piecemeal and
sporadic access to Husserl’s writings, and confessed
that without a project of translation and publication
his thought would remain more a style of thinking
than a philosophy.®> The unsystematic way in which
Merleau-Ponty gained access to Husserl’s work, which
nevertheless placed him in a privileged position as its
interlocutor, together with Husserl’s own proclivity for
presenting himself as a perpetual beginner, invited
an ongoing reinterpretation of a thinking in progress
rather than fidelity to a master. Merleau-Ponty always
maintained that phenomenology remains more a style
of approaching the world than a set of rigid formulae.
He ascribed the status of phenomenologist avant la
lettre to thinkers like Hegel, Nietzsche, Marx and
Freud as well as to artists and writers like Cézanne
and Proust since they, like Husserl, had suspended
conventional understandings about existence to explore
afresh the way meaning emerges there.*

The main effect of Merleau-Ponty’s creative inter-
pretation of Husserl would be to push phenomenology
in a more existentialist, materialist and political direc-
tion. For despite its appeal to experience, Husserl’s
own work, especially in its earlier forms, retained a
distinctly Cartesian orientation. In appealing to the
things themselves it was concerned with the way they
appear to consciousness, with phenomenology being
presented as a rigorous science of this consciousness.
Husserl often spoke as if Descartes and Kant had
merely been insufficiently radical in thinking through
subjectivity. By suspending naturalistic assumptions
and theoretical presuppositions about experience, as
well as psychological explanations of consciousness, he
now intended to discover the inner core of subjectivity
in its meaning-bestowing acts. He thus spoke of a
transcendental phenomenology that would describe
the intentional structures and essences of a purified
transcendental ego. In doing so, he relied upon a notion
of intuition whose privileged mode was that of per-
ception. As Levinas summarized it in 1930 (focusing
primarily on Ideas I), ‘in intuition we relate directly
to the object, we reach it. But Levinas also noted
his concern that even the perceptual act seemed for
Husserl to suggest the presence of intuitive contents in
the mind rather than real objects, with consciousness
thus remaining representational and the retrieval of the
things themselves, a theoretical act. Under Heidegger’s
influence, he asked whether the world is not rather
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‘presented in its very being as a centre of action, as
a field of activity or of care.”

Merleau-Ponty was similarly determined to wrest
phenomenology away from idealism. Here he deployed
a number of strategies. First, his reading was con-
sistently inflected through what, from the perspective
of the late 1950s, he would define as the two essential
philosophical themes of the twentieth century: exist-
ence and dialectics.® From the beginning, he identified
phenomenology as a philosophy of existence. In an
early essay, Merleau-Ponty had summarized existen-
tialism’s key question as ‘that of man’s relationship
to his natural or social surroundings.”” Existence
here expressed a phenomenal milieu rather than the
objective realm of things or a subjective domain of
consciousness. To exist means to live as an embodied,
intersubjective, expressive being that subtends and
discovers significance in all its acts; to be ‘condemned
to meaning’.

It is this level of lived experience that Merleau-
Ponty then explores phenomenologically, struggling to
think about it, with it, from within it. It is the irreduc-
ible interweaving (the ‘chiasm’ as he will later put it)
of mind and body, subject and object that he finds in
existence, that will eventually yield and be supported
by a non-Cartesian ontology of the flesh, that ‘emblem’
of Being. The implications of a philosophy of existence
were thus extremely radical for him, since it rejected
the whole system of Cartesian dualisms that structure
modern thought while posing the challenge of a think-
ing consonant with this rejection. This would amount
to nothing less than a revision of reasoning and it is
this task that Merleau-Ponty associates with phenom-
enology. The essential challenge here was no longer
to reflect upon existence from outside, but to make
sense of it from within: a commitment that would
have significant implications for any interpretation
of politico-historical events. Consistent with it is the
critique of all dualist, representational epistemologies,
whether idealist or realist, and of their accounts of
the world.

In later years Merleau-Ponty would distinguish
between his abiding commitment to this philosophy
of existence and existentialism, a movement he now
identified as flourishing in the 1930s. He had always in
fact expressed his disagreement with its main exponent,
Sartre, whose work he still found too Cartesian in its
reliance upon the thinking subject (the pour-soi of
Being and Nothingness). But he would subsequently
lament the decline of Sartrean existentialism as a
political project, noting that attention had shifted to
Heidegger, whose philosophy is ‘not a thought directly



in contact with everyday events’® It is this contact

that is absolutely central to Merleau-Ponty’s phenom-
enology and that renders it thoroughly political. For
while he followed Heidegger in rendering the subject
a being-in-the-world, he noted the latter’s failure to
bring philosophy itself into the sphere of facticity.’
This is why his oeuvre includes radio and magazine
interviews, newspaper and journal articles, where he
ruminated on the meaning and direction (sens) of
current affairs.

A further strand of thinking exonerated from the
dualism rejected by a philosophy of existence was
dialectics. In fact, Merleau-Ponty would eventually
conclude that Hegel and Marx had succumbed to
such dualism since, despite their exemplary attempts
to grasp the dialectical unfolding of existence his-
torically, they lacked fidelity to the implications of
their approach. During the 1940s, however, historical
materialism was presented as more or less synonymous
with phenomenology and existentialism, and much
of the methodology attributed to it then would be
retained later under the title of a hyperdialectic. For in
practising the reciprocity between subject and object,
in recognizing the necessary back-and-forth between
conceptual and material development, dialectical think-
ing emulated the structure of existence that Merleau-
Ponty’s return to the things themselves was describing.
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‘This concrete thinking, which Marx calls “critique

he insisted, ‘is what others propound under the name
of “existential philosophy”.’!® Hegel, read from this
perspective, was also presented as an existentialist, a
sort of over-abstract Marxist,'' allowing Merleau-Ponty
to note an affinity between the phenomenologies of
the young Hegel and the mature Husserl, who were
both credited with tracing the genesis of a contingent
historical rationality.'?

If phenomenology attributed primacy to perception
and thereby privileged the body as the origin and
bearer of meaning, it was from Marx that Merleau-
Ponty learnt that bodies are always caught within
socioeconomic, historical contexts. Here their capaci-
ties to enrich and develop shared meanings are caught
in power relations, while progress in engendering
rational forms must be measured against concrete
indices that extend beyond the formal rights of citizen-
ship. This is why an engaged philosophy must entail
a detailed reading of events and their trajectories, one
guided by phenomenological principles. The purpose
of its interrogation is ultimately to influence the course
of events in a ‘progressive’ direction. Phenomenology
would then be led in exactly the non-idealist, anti-
Kantian direction that Merleau-Ponty’s own political
experience called for.

Merleau-Ponty also countermanded Husser!’s ideal-
ism by invoking a merely latent, ‘unthought-of element’
of his thinking. The Preface to the Phenomenology of
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Perception, where he offered the clearest account of
his phenomenological approach, is structured by an
apparent ambiguity between the latter’s idealist and
existentialist orientations. Yet if a tension remains
between them, this is presented as a consequence
of the real difficulty such an approach faces when
‘all its efforts are concentrated on re-achieving a
direct and primitive contact with the world”.!* Recog-
nizing the impossibility of philosophical coincidence
with this mute world (refusing the crime of which
poststructuralists accuse Hegel, of reducing all other-
ness to reason), phenomenology is ‘an ever-renewed
experiment in making its own beginning’."* Far from
taking intellectual possession of the lived, the phenom-
enologist struggles to invoke its hidden dimensions: the
rich, excessive residue that nourishes all idealizations
yet always outruns them. As such, phenomenology
is an invitation to an ongoing interpretation of and
participation within the dialectics of existence.

It is precisely this attempt at reading experience
from within that Merleau-Ponty will undertake in
the political domain, with its attendant project of
discerning rational themes as they unfold within the
ambiguities of coexistence. It is important in this
context to recognise that he was not (as recent feminist
critics in particular have claimed'®) advocating a return
to experience in some naive and uncritical sense.
It is precisely because experience is structured by
accumulated meanings that become reified, saturated
with habit and inertia and, in collective life, inter-
woven with power and obfuscation, that it must be
ceaselessly interrogated, opened up to new adventures
and experiments. Indeed it is this opening, with its
renewed opportunities for communicative enrichment
and freedom, that Merleau-Ponty associates with an
exemplary politics and with progress, both political
and philosophical.

Political enquiry is supported here by the phenom-
enological description of a precognitive domain of
brute Being which is not alien since we experience it
corporeally and which is not hostile to reason since
an ‘operative rationality’ associated first with the
body is already at work there. For perception already
introduces patterns, dimensions, a modulation or style
into the world, thereby insinuating significance at the
level of embodiment. Such is the originary perceptual
Gestalt (form): ‘To be conscious = to have a figure on
a ground — one cannot go back any further.’'® Such
is the difference between the sort of inert natural
world that Cartesians and Kantians describe and the
phenomenal realm of existence (‘the world as cradle
of meanings’, the ‘native abode of all rationality’!”).
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It is why the knowing subject, as a situated, incarnate
consciousness, cannot legitimately survey or constitute
the world’s sense from outside but must plunge into
it.

Despite a shared project of destabilizing conventional
meanings, this is also where Merleau-Ponty’s phe-
nomenology differs from its various poststructuralist
and deconstructionist successors. Existence (qua pre-
discursive) is not for it an other whose heterogeneity
defies reason because it is a resolutely other scene, but
a milieu wherein sense and non-sense are intimately
interwoven. This allows the phenomenologist both to
discern rational, if pre-cognitive, trajectories there,
and to insist on the irreducible ambiguity, the opacity,
that lines even the most apparently rational thought or
object. There is a dialectic rather than discontinuity
between the visible and the invisible, the actual and the
virtual. Phenomenology is not, then, a foundationalist
philosophy, but it does find a grounding for meaning
in (albeit shifting and inexhaustible) bodily experi-
ence, rather than propelling meaning into the vertigo
of sheer difference. Far from seeking to reduce the
lived to identity, however, it endeavours to suspend
those rationalist theories that impose a reified logic on
things rather than allowing existence to manifest itself
in its complex appearing. Thus philosophy ‘does not
seek a verbal substitute for the world we see.... It is
the things themselves, from the depths of their silence,
that it wishes to bring to expression.’'® Merleau-Ponty
speaks in this context of a matter that is ‘pregnant with
its form’; an ontogenesis that is not comprehended by
intellectual immanence but apprehended ‘by coexist-
ence, laterally, by the style’' As the ontology of this
fleshy becoming is refined, so the dialectic becomes
more intimate and reversible: ‘the seer and the seen
reciprocate one another and we no longer know which
sees and which is seen.’?

The impossibility of replicating existence in thought
is not philosophy’s failure but its fecundity. It is through
its creative interpretations that it lays down Being and
thereby demonstrates, now on a more self-reflexive
level, how reason is brought into the world through a
process of critical-creative engagement. Ontologically,
it is the spacing, the interval, between the two leaves
of the body as touching and touched that allows for a
folding, a non-coincidence, within Being and thereby
introduces reflexivity, a negativity, into the opacity
of the in-itself. Philosophically, it is phenomenology
that practises this fleet reversibility between meaning
and matter (where the terms subject and object will
eventually become too clumsy and reified) on a more
symbolic level, revealing performatively the very



metabolism of existence, the choreography of reason,
which will finally be defined as a ‘hyperdialectics’. A
possible disjunction between the lived and the spoken
is bridged here by Merleau-Ponty’s account of lan-
guage as enjoying, beyond its manifest meaning, a
latent, existential significance that is also conveyed
and apprehended by its style (‘language in forming
itself expresses, at least laterally, an ontogenesis of
which it is a part.’?!).

A hyperdialectical approach will be the one appro-
priate to the more Heideggerian, anti-humanist ontol-
ogy of the last writings. But it is also notable that
Merleau-Ponty was already crediting both the young
Marx and the mature Husserl with fidelity to this
ontology. Thus the 1844 Manuscripts are glossed as ‘a
dialectic that will no longer be a history of conscious-
ness, not even a history of man (Feuerbach), but a
“history of Being” where ‘nature, man, and history
are all understood ... as movements without a locat-
able discontinuity, where the other is always involved.
— There is no cleavage between matter and idea,
object and subject, nature and man, ... but a single
Being where negativity works’ and history is ‘the
flesh of man.”?> Marx had only failed to develop the
auto-critical dialectical method that was its necessary
corollary. Husserl is similarly praised for awakening ‘a
wild-flowering world and mind’; a ‘jointing and fram-
ing of Being’. Merleau-Ponty cites the later Husserl’s
cryptic allusion to a ‘third dimension’?® where his
thinking was allegedly ‘as much attracted by the haec-
ceity of Nature as by the vortex of consciousness’?* It
was in Husserl’s The Crisis of the European Sciences
(composed 1934-39) in particular that Merleau-Ponty
saw evidence of these developments. His emphasis on
this work comprises a third dimension of his attempts
at expunging phenomenology’s idealism, by focus-
ing on this most existentialist of Husserl’s writings
and pursuing further the unspoken logic he discerned
there. For Husserl, like Marx, had failed to pursue the
implications of his insights far enough and it is here
that Merleau-Ponty locates his own efforts at taking
phenomenology further into that pre-theoretical realm
which is our ‘archaeology’. What I want nevertheless
to bring out in a brief consideration of Husserl’s
Crisis is how radical and experimental, how politically
resonant, the phenomenological project had become
by this stage.

Reading the crisis

The crisis to which Husserl’s title refers concerns
the modern sciences but also turns out to involve a
broader European crisis, one of modernity as such. It
was, of course, no accident that he was writing under

the gathering clouds of fascism, but its irrationalism
is only a symptom of the broader irrationalism that a
surfeit of rationalism has paradoxically brought about.
For the central problem Husserl identifies is the deter-
minist, positivist form assumed by modern knowledge,
the hegemony of scientific thinking now extending to
the human sciences and even to philosophy qua logical
positivism. The outcome is a loss of normativity and
of other, acausal, ways of thinking which a more
reflective philosophy once practised when it considered
the contribution of knowledge to the human condition.
The crisis of modernity, then, entails a loss of meaning
as attention to the merely factual drives out existential,
ethical, political, questions. The symptoms identified
resemble the kind of malaise Nietzsche had associated
with nihilism and that many would today associate
with postmodernism. Husserl describes the scepticism
and disorientation that follow from the rationalist
corrosion of normative validity claims and speaks of
‘the total meaninglessness’ of European humanity’s
‘cultural life, its total “existenz.”’?

A historical enquiry into the origins of the scientific
way of thinking and the reasons for its becoming both
hegemonic and narrow must then be undertaken. As
Merleau-Ponty points out, Husserl’s phenomenology
at this point takes a novel turn, becoming genetic
rather than transcendental inasmuch as meaning
is now studied genealogically rather than as static
essences. Husserl also identifies a novel turn among
his own predecessors. It was with Galileo that nature
had begun to appear as a mathematical manifold. He
alerts readers to the strangeness and novelty of this
way of thinking: here was the unprecedented idea
that everything which manifests itself as empirically
real through sense-qualities must have its mathemati-
cal index. For science the account was extremely
efficacious, but some ‘were misled into taking these
formulae and their formula-meaning for the true
nature of being itself”.?® Thus Husserl finds not just
the development of a useful intellectual tool but a
whole shift in the framework of meaning, with ‘the
surreptitious substitution of the mathematically struc-
tured world of idealities for the only real world, the
one that is actually given through perception’ — that
is, the ‘everyday lifeworld’.?” The kind of intentional,
pre-thetic knowing which was first denigrated by the
Greeks as mere doxa would now be covered up more
definitely by the idealized substitutions of modern
science and Cartesian ontology. The subject that is
severed from the res extensa is also reduced to a
mere effect of its causal determinants, most typically
in psychology.
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This disenchantment and the rendering of subjects
as objects is, of course, the logic of enlightenment that
Adorno and Horkheimer would develop and politicize
so effectively in their Dialectic of Enlightenment. It is
why, despite his rejection of classical accounts of the
subject, Husserl is unwilling to abandon the realm of
subjectivity itself. The challenge he sets for phenom-
enology is to return to the lifeworld (Lebenswelt) in
order to understand how reason and subjectivity first
appear there, so that a non-positivist dimension of
reasoning might be restored. Thus the major tasks
Husserl sets for the philosopher are first, to offer a
thoroughgoing critique of modern rationalism, eschew-
ing the ‘bad’, ‘lazy’, ‘narrow-minded’ reasoning of
the dominant positivism without succumbing to the
irrationalism he associated with existentialists like
Heidegger, and second to practise a new kind of
phenomenological reasoning that alone might rescue
modernity from its crisis. (Again, this project of
renewing rationality is also typical of critical theory,
with (negative) dialectics or communicative action
substituting for phenomenology there.)

Husserl’s ambitions for this new reasoning could
hardly have been expressed in more effusive terms.
He speaks of the initiation of a ‘new age’, confident
in its idea of philosophy and its methods and able to
overcome scepticism by the ‘radicalism of its new
beginning’. Phenomenology is vital in bringing latent
reason to a self-understanding of its suppressed pos-
sibilities, since a ‘rational civilization’ would be one
where reason guided human becoming. Husserl thus
grants the philosopher a central role in the task of
cultural and political renewal, referring to him as a
‘functionary of mankind’. He speaks of a personal
transformation comparable to a religious conversion,
whose broader significance is ‘the greatest existen-
tial transformation’ ever offered to humanity.?® By
putting positivism into historical context and thereby
relativizing it, phenomenological reasoning will be
able to facilitate, he claims, a ‘complete reorientation
of view’ that opens ‘new dimensions’, novel questions,
as it pursues an urgent practical task. Such an enquiry
will exercise a necessarily critical function inasmuch
as it reveals the naiveté of objectivist thought and the
historical prejudices which arise from the obscurities
of traditional thinking.?

The success of this task lies in the phenomen-
ologist’s ability to return to the lifeworld. Since knowl-
edge has always developed by covering over this realm,
none of the existing concepts or ways of thinking
can, however, be utilized and thus phenomenology is
confronted with a formidable challenge. The lifeworld
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has only previously been experienced as self-evident,
never grasped theoretically: ‘There has never been a
scientific inquiry into the way in which the lifeworld
constantly functions as subsoil’, Husserl contends. ‘We
are absolute beginners, here, and have nothing in the
way of a logic designed to provide norms; we can do
nothing but reflect’, open to the ‘essential strangeness
and precariousness’ of the ideas involved while avoid-
ing all prejudice and ‘alien influences’. The lifeworld is
defined here as the domain of ‘prescientifically intuited
nature’, the ‘intuitive surrounding world of life’ that
is experienced as pre-given and common for everyone
as the horizon of quotidian practices.>

This is where Husserl invokes the ‘third’ dimen-
sion to which Merleau-Ponty refers: returning to the
lifeworld means rethinking the nature of subjectivity
and this can no longer mean the abstract, transcen-
dental ego of his own earlier work (or of Descartes
or Kant) but a subject that, immersed in existence,
is thoroughly corporeal, intersubjective and histori-
cal. As Merleau-Ponty summarizes it, transcendental
subjectivity becomes an intersubjectivity.?’ Yet how
can one think from this perspective? The radicalism
of Merleau-Ponty’s response to this challenge can be
glimpsed by exploring the way he responded to some
of the themes and challenges the later Husserl had
presented.

From rationalism to hyperdialectics

First, Merleau-Ponty shares Husserl’s judgement that
modernity is suffering a crisis for which its rationalism
is broadly to blame, although he understands this in
more general (co)existential terms. For it structures
a whole mode of being-in-the-world, one predicated
on knowledge and action (or, as the critical theorists
might more graphically have put it, on the domination
of nature) and comprises the horizon or style of the
modern lifeworld. In particular, Merleau-Ponty identi-
fies a close affinity here between Cartesian ontology,
modern epistemologies and political regimes, all of
which share the same dualist structure. The ontological
split between subject and object means that a process
of interrogation and learning from within existence is
foreclosed. The political crisis of contemporary life is
broadly twofold: its rationalist regimes remain existen-
tially violent and hierarchical, thus failing to realize
their own ideals, while rationalism’s failure to grasp
the dialectics of collective life condemns potentially
progressive political action to irrational impotence. In
terms of the ideological foes that populated Merleau-
Ponty’s cold world, he saw two equally rationalist and
inefficacious projects at work. Dominated by their



Kantian principles, liberals succumb to mere moral
posturing and formal analysis; their desire for clean
hands and faith in goodwill prevents them from enter-
ing the messy, contingent milieu of collective life, a
field of forces where strategy as well as ethics comes
into play. Under these conditions, even good intentions
lack efficacy and by default condone the violence that
capitalism and colonialism bring to social relations.
This is why Merleau-Ponty bluntly concludes that

‘Machiavelli is worth more than Kant’*> But Com-
munists who renounce the sort of open dialectical
interpretation Merleau-Ponty advocates and merely
read off the justification and promise of their success
from the laws of history fare no better. Their appar-
ent realism is also but a rationalist project of the
subject. Revolutionary violence becomes ineffectual
and unjustifiable once it loses contact with the con-
tingent logic of events. Where the ‘curse of politics is
precisely that it must translate values into the order of
facts’,*® there is no grasp of the order of the political.
It is reduced to the ethical or the determined (an
entire critique of contemporary forms of political
philosophy, political science and political practice is
surely encapsulated here). In sum, modernity remains
saturated with illusions that rational subjectivity can
control nature and history, with an ethos of mastery
rather than interrogation, and grounded in the duality
of subject and object rather than their interweaving.
This is why substituting an existential for a Cartesian
ontology is a politically as well as a philosophically
urgent task.

The next theme I want to take up accordingly
concerns the return to ontology, where two political

dimensions assume importance. On the one hand,
attention should be drawn to the political motiva-
tion that underlies Merleau-Ponty’s determination to
develop the new ontology he never lived to complete,
but whose anticipations are collected as The Visible
and the Invisible. The first working note there begins:
‘Our state of non-philosophy — Never has the crisis
been so radical.” A brief summary of the misadventures
of the dialectic yields the conclusion: ‘Necessity of a
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return to ontology.’3* What
is this necessity? The fact

that Marxism — whose dia-
lectical reading of politics
and whose philosophy of
history had earlier seemed
to promise a way of way
of leading collective life
in a progressive direction
by drawing a phenomeno-
logical approach onto the

terrain of coexistence — was
now judged after all to rely
on an ontology as dualist
and humanist as that of its
opponents. In the ideal of
a non-alienated nature pro-
mulgated in the early writ-
ings, a positivity had been
expounded which did not ultimately allow Marxism to
remain faithful to the contingency of history and the
situatedness of negativity to which it ostensibly sub-
scribed.® The Marxist critique would accordingly have
to be ‘freed from any compromise with an absolute of
the negation which, in the long run, is germinating
new oppressions’. It does not, however, need to be aban-
doned, but ‘taken up again, re-exposed completely’.
Otherwise, Marx is no better than Kant.3° But this new
exposition requires a more thorough excavation of the
relationship between philosophy and non-philosophy
and this will require a return to ontology, where the
primordial relationship between meaning and material
existence is grasped. In short, the existential crisis that
besets modern political regimes cannot be tackled until
their ontological foundations are thoroughly revised.
Radical philosophy, revolutionary change, will only
repeat their rationalist closures unless the relation-
ship between subjective and objective factors is funda-
mentally challenged. As Husserl had already realized,
this would imply a wholly new mode of reasoning
and, ultimately, a novel mode of being-in-the-world, of
coexisting. The opening of the new ontological work
must be conceived, Merleau-Ponty noted to himself,
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‘in a very direct, contemporary manner, like the Crisis
of Husserl.?’

On the other hand, the new description of Being as
flesh looks politically resonant because Merleau-Ponty
associates his reappraisal of the dialectic with an
anti-humanist ontology. Only following his enquiry,
he insists, might one ‘be able definitively to appraise
humanism’. He must proceed, he had reminded himself
in a final working note, ‘without any compromise with
humanism.’® In light of the criticisms structuralist and
poststructuralist anti-humanists would launch against
dialectics, existentialism and phenomenology, it seems
judicious to wonder how transformative Merleau-
Ponty’s later thinking might have been for his own
politics, which had formerly operated under a broadly
humanist banner.

Although Merleau-Ponty was indeed critical now
of his previous efforts as still too subjectivist, it
nevertheless seems implausible to interpret this as an
abandoning of his phenomenological commitments.
The continued ruminations on Husserl and use of
phenomenological terminology testify to this. From the
beginning he had recognized the need to reappraise
the status of the subject and it was only perhaps a
matter of time before he found terms like the (tacit)
cogito, subject, consciousness, mind, concepts, judge-
ment, representation, too tainted by association with an
ontological thinking substance. The terminology was
now to be one of dimensions, hinges, levels, pivots,
invoked as mere folds in the flesh of that self-genera-
tive Being which the philosopher struggles to speak.
But corresponding to the rejection of a series of ideal-
ist philosophical figures connected with the subject,
should we also anticipate the disappearance of their
political corollaries? Would the political individuals
and classes — the actors and agents who had populated
Merleau-Ponty’s political landscape — now disappear?
Would their ‘interiority’ — the values, hopes and fears
that had contributed one pole of political experience,
or the dilemmas of responsibility and commitment he
had agonized over with them — now have been ruled
irrelevant? Would the notion of historical progress and
the normative evaluation of different styles of coexist-
ence have become moribund? How, in short, might
the choreography of political becoming and rational
engagement now have been approached?

Certainly Merleau-Ponty, like the Husserl of the
Crisis, had something radical in mind. The year before
his death he pronounced: ‘Everything will have to
begin from scratch, in politics as well as in phil-
osophy.’* Yet, just as I suggested, the new ontology
was a logical stage of development rather than a
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rejection of the older project, so I do not think we
are left now with an unimaginable political departure
but merely a more rigorous way of approaching the
political whose outlines are already apparent in the
completed work. There are a number of factors that
support this interpretation.

To begin with, the phenomenological project was
consistently presented in terms of new beginnings:
the task of returning to the things themselves and
of questioning sedimented meanings was never com-
plete. Moreover, the most obvious implication of the
disappearance of those figures whose departure is
hypothesized above is that Merleau-Ponty was moving
towards a description of the anonymous, impersonal
logic of structures that was by the late 1950s identi-
fying structuralist anti-humanism. His sympathetic
engagement with Saussure’s structural linguistics
(itself now presented as convergent with Husserlian
phenomenology*’) and Lévi-Strauss’s structural anthro-
pology, as well as the ensuing debate as to whether
Merleau-Ponty had himself become a structural-
ist, suggest this as a plausible inference. As critics
noted, however, his structures still looked more like
Gestalten, those dialectical unities of structural and
expressive moments that were intended not to elimi-
nate subjectivity but to bind it to the non-subjective.
In other words structures, like Gestalten (and this
latter term is still used frequently in The Visible and
the Invisible), were useful dialectical concepts in the
search for a non-Cartesian discourse, a means for
grasping the relations between agency and structure,
consciousness and system, values and facts, not a way
of reducing the first to the second. Merleau-Ponty’s
political agents had always operated as an intimate,
complex mix of interiority and exteriority and it seems
likely that he would now only have reconsidered this
dense political flesh more thoroughly. The hyper-
dialectical approach alluded to above sketches the
kind of exemplary approach the later Merleau-Ponty
considered appropriate to and efficacious within this
density and he clearly hoped political actors and com-
mitted philosophers might yet influence the course of
history by deploying it.

Furthermore, the anti-humanism that inspired
Merleau-Ponty’s comments must surely, given their
ontological context, have been Heidegger’s, whose
most explicitly anti-humanist statements had arisen in
response to Sartre’s continued reliance on the Carte-
sian cogito.*' It is not that subjectivity is now wholly
constituted by (political, economic, linguistic, etc.)
structures, then, but that its role in the becoming
of reason has to be thought from a different, less



subject-centred perspective. ‘Being and man belong to
one another without the possibility of thinking their
relationship only from man’s point of view’.*> Against
the natural, non-alienated Man of Marx in 1844, we
find something more akin to Dasein: the ‘visible has
to be described as something that is realized through
man, but which is nowise anthropology’.** At the same
time, we should not forget Merleau-Ponty’s critical
comment regarding the apolitical nature of Heidegger’s
thinking. The social and historical contexts of these
expressive artists of the flesh cannot be ignored. It
seems to me unlikely that Merleau-Ponty was abandon-
ing his broadly humanist ideals of peaceful coexist-
ence here, having always associated these with the
existentialist caveat that human identity is an entirely
contingent matter that relied on self-invention. What
he was now more doubtful about was the anthropology
that oriented the Marxist philosophy of history and
its criteria of progress, on which he had unwittingly
drawn.

Finally, we know that as far as Being is concerned,
the new descriptions meant thinking from the per-
spective of the flesh: a reflection that emulates its
meaning/matter reciprocity, which for Merleau-Ponty
had always been the challenge for phenomenology as
it tried to think existence, with its subject/object inter-
weaving, without reducing it to subjective categories.
Dialectical thinking had always been presented as
most appropriate to this ontology but the dialectic
from Hegel to Sartre had eventually faltered here,
causing a crisis in Merleau-Ponty’s own approach.
‘Between the thought or fixation of essences, which
is the aerial view, and life, which is inherence in the
world or vision, a divergence appears.”** Experience
and concept, non-philosophy and philosophy, had after
all fallen apart. But it is not gratuitous, given Merleau-
Ponty’s political motivations and his ambition to reap-
praise Marxism, that the reasoning he now commends
is labelled a good or hyper dialectic:

What we call hyperdialectic is a thought that

... envisages without restriction the plurality of
relationships and what has been called ambiguity ...
conscious of the fact that every thesis is an ideali-
zation, that Being is not made up of idealizations
or of things said, as the old logic believed, but of
bound wholes where signification never is except in
tendency.®

Hyperdialectics is, then, the thinking appropri-
ate to, a manifestation of, this signification ‘in ten-
dency’, where it tries to sustain the ambiguities and
lacunae of ideal meaning by replicating them within
its own self-critical process. In interrogating the world,

Merleau-Ponty insists, it ‘revives, repeats, or imitates’
its crystallization before us, thereby disclosing ‘how
the world comes about.’” Crucially, then, hyperdialec-
tics avoids positioning the philosopher outside of the
inexhaustible existence she tries to articulate, as an
earlier dialectics had. ‘Being neither an outside witness
nor pure agent, it is implicated in the movement and
does not view it from above.*°

Husserl had claimed that a rational civilization
is one where reason guides human becoming, but
argued that reason first needed fundamental revision.
Merleau-Ponty’s broad agreement is the final theme
from the Crisis I want to consider. The question is
how phenomenological reasoning and hyperdialectics
are to be practised in the political domain, that sphere
of collective life that is the test for any resolution to
modernity’s crisis. What sort of methodology and
intervention are being advocated here?

Phenomenology as political engagement

To begin with, one must reconceptualize the political.
Just as phenomenology means suspending conventional
theories in order to see how meaning emerges within
existence, so the genealogy of collective life needs to
be approached from the perspective of coexistence.
Merleau-Ponty tells us that the philosopher’s contribu-
tion to politics is critically to disclose the illusions of
classical political thought and thence to inspire the
creation of new cultural and political forms.*” Perhaps
he anticipated that replacing Cartesian ontology with a
dialectics of the flesh might engender a novel mode of
being-in-the-world predicated on a register of ‘subject/
object’ relations unknown to modern rationalists (but
glimpsed perhaps by the child, by some feminists and
in the non-Western styles of coexistence that intrigued
him). More immediately, where the prevailing liberal-
ism is grounded in a philosophy of the subject, the
radical challenge was to rethink the political in terms
of intersubjectivity. This must entail something far
more fundamental than placing rational individuals
within a communicative situation: what is needed is an
ontology of this interworld, in order to grasp the way
rational forms are engendered within the thick, adverse
space between subjects. The analysis of politics no
longer begins with the juridico-theoretical model (as
Foucault will call it), with the state at its zenith
and juridical subjects beneath, but with struggles for
coexistence. Merleau-Ponty notes the ‘passional and
illegal origins of all legality and reason.™®

Just as actors are an indissoluble chiasm of mind
and body, so one needs to appreciate the complex
interplay of interiority and exteriority in their collec-
tive life. For politics ‘oscillates between the world of
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reality and that of values, between individual judgment
and common action, between the present and the
future.® Marx and Machiavelli are worth more than
Kant because they understand that good intentions
and humane values are worth nothing unless they are
translated into concrete relations, and this translation
requires an understanding of the type of terrain to be
negotiated as well as the play of forces within which
they must be inscribed: does ‘not every action involve
us in a game that we cannot entirely control?’>° Like
Foucault, Merleau-Ponty often then imagines the politi-
cal as a game of strategy and describes it as a field of
forces. The idea of a field came to him, however, from
Gestalt psychology and had been used extensively in
his perceptual studies, where he had spoken of ‘the
tensions which run like lines of force across the visual
field and system: own body-world’.>! Collective history
is then defined analogously as a dense field of acts
and powers, crisscrossed by trajectories and invisible
vectors wherein political agents are caught:
the spiritual atoms train after them their historical
role and are tied to one another by the threads of
their actions; what is more, they are blended with
the totality of actions, whether or not deliberate,
which they exert upon others and the world so that

there exists not a plurality of subjects, but an inter-
subjectivity.’?

The realm of appearances described by Machiavelli
is attributed a similar structure too, where acts of
authority ‘open or close hidden fissures in the block of
general consent, and trigger a molecular process which
may modify the whole course of events’.>* Political vir-
tuosity then entails an ability to negotiate this treacher-
ous terrain in order to modify it. But it is surely with
just this kind of overdetermined, complex field in mind
that Merleau-Ponty would summon a hyperdialectical
tracing of the manifold invisible, virtual relations that
subtend every visible phenomenon, mindful that every
interpretation, along with its own values, also enters
the field of forces and may hasten its transformation.
Hyperdialectics is, then, the thinking appropriate to
an analysis of, and intervention within, collective life
because it emulates its structure as a field of forces,
where these forces are now permeated with power. It
is the thinking appropriate to a rational politics in the
act of self-invention (and politics is defined precisely
as ‘an action in the process of self-invention*). There
is a whole phenomenological art to reading history,
to tracing and inscribing rational vectors within its
contingency, a practice that Merleau-Ponty variously
associates in his political writings with historical mate-
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rialism, “Weberian phenomenology’ and Machiavellian
virtu. The difference between the political actor and
the committed philosopher here is only a matter of
distance and degree.

Where Merleau-Ponty differs from Foucault is that
collective life is not just a matrix of shifting power
relations, and he hopes it is more than a process of
trial and error. In his earlier writings at least, he
contends that overall it has meaning and direction
(sens), since it is in politics that experiments in peace-
ful coexistence are undertaken. He suggests that there
are ‘certain effective problems present at the core of
history’ which revolve around questions of coexistence;
a ‘logic of human coexistence’ that works through a
sort of natural selection.®> While new solutions to
coexistence are an open, experimental question, and
there is no simple linear development nor teleological
guarantee, there is Merleau-Ponty believes a negative
impetus whereby impoverishing or closed forms will
tend to be eliminated as political actors run up against
structures that oppress and limit them. It is indeed
this same negativity that motivates the philosopher:
‘In the crucible of events we become aware of what
is not acceptable to us, and it is this experience as
interpreted that becomes both thesis and philosophy.>®
It is this philosophical intervention within the force
field of politics that can support reason by clarifying
the latent and equivocal meanings, the ambiguous
trajectories, of the present, while reflecting on lessons
available from the past. Yet it was clearly the loss of
Marxist criteria for distinguishing between more or
less rational trajectories and coexistential solutions that
caused Merleau-Ponty such anguish. Was history after
all composed only of dreams and adventures? Can an
anti-humanist, non-anthropological normativity still
be elicited from the later ontology that will justify
and orient critical interventions? In fact, the studies
of perception had always implied an immanent ethics
of openness, since the freedom to ask and respond to
more complex questions permits more sophisticated
levels of (perceptual) meaning and hence enriched
opportunities for adaptation, while truth is consist-
ently associated by Merleau-Ponty with fecundity, the
opening of a field to novel solutions. Closure means
inertia and impoverishment, where negation when it
occurs is more likely to take random, irrational, violent
form. Critique as well as clarification are the phil-
osopher’s contributions to this process.

But by what method, finally, is the philosopher to
disclose the meanings fomenting in collective life?
In outlining the phenomenological method, Merleau-



Ponty often explains that ‘to understand is to take in
the total intention’ of a phenomenon; that is, not just
particular, visible facts or events but also, as he vari-
ously expresses it, the ‘ontological cipher’, ‘a certain
way of patterning the world’, the ‘unique core of exis-
tential meaning’, that grants parts (culture, economy,
state and so on) a common style, a mode of being-in-
the-world. This was the approach he had applauded in
Marx, as well as in the development of ideal types by
a ‘Weberian phenomenology’, a ‘Weberian Marxism’,>’
and it is the one he had himself utilized in grasping
the internal logic of rationalism. But it is already
prefigured in the act of perception itself, where the
latter means ‘to see, standing forth from a cluster
of data, an immanent significance’.>® Facts and their
meaning can no more be severed than facts and values,
so social science and philosophy must work in conjunc-
tion, the first to collect empirical data and the second
to interpret its existential significance. Merleau-Ponty
likens the latter aspect to scientific induction, provided
this is recognized as an ‘illumination’ of phenomena
rather than a mechanical operation.”® But he more
commonly likens it to an artistic process of stylization,
where the forging and interpreting of historical forms
similarly manifest an ‘advent of meaning’. The phe-
nomenologist who reconstructs these lived meanings
from the ambiguities of collective life is not therefore
locked in gratuitous imaginings and relativism; nor
is she aiming for a true representation. Rather, she
composes them, ‘as an experienced pianist deciphers
an unknown piece of music’ through communicating
with its mode of being.®®

In politics, this kind of interpretive work begins
with a feeling for one’s times, their lacunae and pos-
sibilities. It plays a demystifying role because it evalu-
ates societies not in terms of their formal claims but
on the basis of their lived relations. As Merleau-Ponty
argues: ‘To understand and judge a society, one has to
penetrate its basic structure to the human bond upon
which it is built.” Thus one arrives at a ‘formula for
the concrete study of a society which cannot be refuted
by idealist arguments’. It is on this basis that quite
different societies, representing different solutions to
the problem of coexistence, can be compared and they
must not be judged, he insists, without such an under-
standing. Their value depends, as he rather blandly
puts it, on the value they place ‘upon man’s relation
to man.’®! To his credit, Merleau-Ponty alluded to non-
Western societies — for example, India and China — as
non-rationalist examples of modes of coexistence and
acknowledged the limitations of Western perspectives

in making sense of their ontologies. He also insisted
that the international ramifications of liberal capital-
ism and colonialism be included in their evaluation.
But his more immediate concern had been to find a
way of comparing liberal and communist alternatives
from other than a Kantian, ethical point of view and
to insist that no nation should be obliged to take sides
without fully understanding the existential alternatives
on offer. Again, then, it is this act of clarification that
the philosopher provides. In Humanism and Terror
Merleau-Ponty had written of the ‘imperative to main-
tain the habit of discussion, criticism, research, and the
apparatus of social and political culture.’®?

Certainly, Merleau-Ponty acknowledged that ‘it is
not easy to render the diagnosis. Nor is it easy to find
a remedy.’®® By the 1950s he feared that politics was
descending into chaos. By 1960 he was bemoaning the
evanescence of collective reason and lamenting that in
politics, ‘one has the oppressive sensation of blazing a
trail which must be endlessly reopened’.®* But noting
the ‘havoc’ caused by ‘routine thinking and political
improvisation’, he still called upon philosophical inter-
vention so that society’s ‘deeper meanings’ might be
elicited and reflected critically upon.®> By Adventures
of the Dialectic we can see how tortuous this process
had become, yet how in keeping with the provisionality
of phenomenological description. Merleau-Ponty refers
to an ‘attempt to report our experience frankly with
all its false starts, its omissions, its disparities, and the
possibility of revisions at a later date’. One begins only
with samplings, probings, anecdotes, ‘the continual
rumination which goes on in the course of reading,
personal meetings, and current events’.%® If the aim
is for a totalizing analysis, then its progress remains
provisional and hazardous and radically incomplete.

In our so-called postmodern age, the ambition to
understand history while changing it perhaps sounds
naive or quaint (although Merleau-Ponty might well
have discerned in postmodern phenomena a recog-
nizable coexistential style, while Husserl would surely
have judged them symptomatic of modernity’s continu-
ing crisis). Yet, at a time when liberalism has become
hegemonic and materialist or existentialist analysis
has fallen out of favour, Merleau-Ponty’s exhortation
that we should learn ‘to confront ideas with the social
functions they claim to articulate, to compare our
perspective with others, and to relate our ethics to

our politics™®’

would provide the starting point for a
profound critique of most contemporary thinking in
both politics and philosophy, as well as the impetus

for a renewed criticism of the current direction politics
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and coexistential relations are taking. In this sense

the kind of phenomenological intervention he was

practising remains timely.
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