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Reconsideration of Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of Saussure
language as the social
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Summary The aim of this paper is to reveal a new aspect of Merleau-Ponty’s theory of language and his
interpretation of Saussure by reconsidering his reception of Saussure’s linguistics within the framework of his
thought of the “social” (le social). First, I focus on the problématique in Merleau-Ponty’s middle period, in
which he thought of language as an instance of the social (Chap. 1). He regarded the social neither as a thing
nor as collective consciousness, which Durkheim distinguished rigidly from individual consciousness, but as
an effect of intersubjectivity, defined as “identification with others by each individual.” Then, by comparing
his concept of society with that of language, I bring out his novel ideas about language, which determined his
acceptance of Saussure (Chap. 2). Merleau-Ponty believed that language (la langue), as a “diacritical,
oppositional, and negative” system, is embedded in the field of perception and fused with the attitude that the
speaking subject (sujet parlant) assumes toward his situation. Thus, communication is not an exchange of
messages according to a code that is shared by the language community, but a process of identification with
the attitude of the speaker. This idea explains how people can understand the speech of others whose code is
unknown and are able to establish a shared language code. Finally, I conclude that Merleau-Ponty’s theory of
language complements Saussure’s linguistics from the perspective of communication.



