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[bookmark: _hunlnv42314w]Abstract
        This essay will examine political polarization through the lens of Bernhard Waldenfels’ conceptions of order and the alien from his book Phenomenology of the Alien. Individuals and institutions create order and make sense of the world through the building of boundaries and the rejection of what they see as different or alien. This bounding occurs all the time in everyday life and has manifested in particularly violent ways when it comes to politics. Current American political culture is marred by gridlock and an unwillingness to find common ground. A clear example of this in the United States is the debate over gun control. The discourse over who should own guns and how easy it should be to get one has raged for decades and is especially contentious because people’s lives are on the line, with there being as many as 503 mass shootings in the US just in 2024 alone.[footnoteRef:1] Yet very little progress has been made in an effort to curb this violence. The author believes this is partly because people cannot imagine a world that does not look like their own; a world that does not conform to their very specific worldviews and beliefs about guns.    [1:  “Gun Violence Archive,” accessed March 25, 2025, https://www.gunviolencearchive.org/.] 


        Our current political polarization has made it virtually impossible for people of different political beliefs to engage with one another, even when they have the same goals, such as lowering the amount of gun violence in the nation. This inability to engage with the other has led to a shattering of people’s sense of both local and national community and a plunge in generalized social trust. A possible method to mitigate this shattering can be found in Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s conception of intersubjectivity. For Merleau-Ponty, intersubjectivity is the idea that people’s individual perspectives blend and intertwine to create a shared social and cultural world.[footnoteRef:2] In this shared world we find common ground and connection with others around us. Using Merleau-Ponty’s books The Visible and The Invisible, as well as Phenomenology of Perception, I will explore the ways that approaching political discourse with intersubjectivity in mind may allow individuals to bridge the gap between parties and rebuild generalized social trust. I believe that through the exchange of shared perspectives with others, which can be achieved through conversation and intersubjective scientific rationality, individuals will not only be able to better understand the limits of their own point of view and political position but also be able to expand their understanding of the world as a unified whole, beyond the bounds of their singular worldview.  [2:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Alphonso Lingis, and Claude Lefort, The Visible and the Invisible: Followed by   
  Working Notes, Northwestern University Studies in Phenomenology & Existential Philosophy (Evanston: 
  Northwestern University Press, 1968). Pg. 142] 

[bookmark: _1qbrp4enhoz3]The Inner Workings of Political Polarization        
        Before we can start trying to solve political polarization, we must first examine what it is and how it works. There are many different and specific forms of polarization. From elite polarization to mass polarization to perceived polarization, there are multiple names to describe the different ways in which people within groups move to opposite ideological extremes when in opposition.[footnoteRef:3] When discussing political polarization in this essay, I will be referring to all of them. It will refer not just to a rise in elite driven extreme party alignment and divisions on political issues, but a fundamental differing of lifestyles and a distrust of different political opinions. It is not just the perception of widespread political gridlock and animosity but the reality of it in our country. According to the Pew Research Center as of 2022, 72% of Republicans and 63% of Democrats see those in the other party as immoral, and 68% of Democrats and 78% of Republicans see the other party as causing harm to the country.[footnoteRef:4] Differences in political opinion and identity have divided our nation in such a way that people do not believe that those of the opposite party want what is best for the country.  [3:  Ken Newton and Sonja Zmerli, “Three Forms of Trust and Their Association,” European Political  
  Science Review 3, no. 2 (July 2011): 169–200, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773910000330.]  [4:  Pew Research Center, “As Partisan Hostility Grows, Signs of Frustration With the Two-Party System,” 
  Pew Research Center - U.S. Politics & Policy (blog), August 9, 2022,   
  https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2022/08/09/as-partisan-hostility-grows-signs-of-frustration
  -with-the-two-party-system/.] 


        A framework to analyze how this divide forms and reaches the point that we are at now can be found in Waldenfels’ ‘Phenomenology of the Alien’. According to Waldenfels, as we humans move through the world, there is a particular way we expect it to behave and a particular order we expect it to fall into. We create and maintain this order through the building of boundaries between what we consider our “own” and what we see as different, strange, and unfamiliar. We build our identities and make sense of the world around us by excluding what is alien to us. Institutions and states also do this on a larger scale by creating norms and laws that dictate what is proper behavior within particular groups or communities. Waldenfels says that “...every culture, society, environment, or form of life behaves within certain boundaries…”.[footnoteRef:5] This withdrawal from the abnormal creates marginal figures and ideas, things that become othered or are considered alien within a certain context. In this way, the self and the alien are co-constituting. You use what you or your community considers alien to find the boundaries of your world and who you are, and in doing so you also further solidify and manufacture the alien. [5:  Bernhard Waldenfels, Alexander Kozin, and Tanja Stähler, Phenomenology of the Alien: Basic  
  Concepts (Northwestern University Press, 2011), https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv47wfh3. Pg.9] 


        Waldenfels, however, makes sure to emphasize the difference between the other and the alien. The other is still fitted within the order of individuals and institutions. He uses the example of different types of wine. Red and white wines are certainly different from one another but ultimately, they all fall under the same category of wine. The other is found in things like your neighbors or differences between parent and child. The alien on the other hand, is something completely foreign and outside of the norm. Waldenfels lists things like “... another language and of another culture, the strangeness of the other sex or that of another state… ” as examples of the alien in everyday life.[footnoteRef:6] Through the lens of political polarization, the other represents, for example, those within the political party that have the same general goals and values as you, but have different ideas of how to achieve them. The alien would then represent those of the opposing party, who live different lives and believe in completely different values. When we encounter the alien in everyday life, it is so outside of what we perceive as ordinary we immediately attempt to make it fit within what is normal. [6:  Waldenfels, Kozin, and Stähler. Pg. 11] 


        According to Waldenfels, the alien calls to us, what he refers to as pathos, provoking an intellectual response. Usually, this response takes the form of sense making, where the individual tries to intellectualize or comprehend what they are experiencing. This can manifest as either a normalization of the alien, a folding of the strange into our order, or a rejection of it. He describes this rejection by saying, “But, inevitably, alienness leads to hostility, which only escalates, with each involved party becoming more and more committed to their belief that they alone have right on their side”.[footnoteRef:7] Today’s current political polarization represents a violent rejection of what people perceive as alien. People look at the opposing party and rather than seeing an other, a group of people who live in the same nation and who want it to be just as safe and prosperous as they do, they instead see an alien, a group of people they loathe who are a threat to their order and way of life.[footnoteRef:8] Today, neighbors, co-workers, and even family members are being pushed outside of the realm of the other, into the realm of the alien if they express differing political beliefs.[footnoteRef:9] [footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Waldenfels, Kozin, and Stähler. Pg. 3]  [8:  Shanto Iyengar, Gaurav Sood, and Yphtach Lelkes, “Affect, Not Ideology: A Social Identity Perspective 
   on Polarization,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 76, no. 3 (2012): 405–31.]  [9:  Tetsuro Kobayashi and Chun Hong and Tse, “How Political Disagreements Undermine Intrafamily 
   Communication: The Case of the Anti-Extradition Bill Movement in Hong Kong,” Chinese Journal of 
   Communication 15, no. 3 (August 9, 2022): 378–400, https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750.2021.1987283.]  [10:  Jem Bartholomew, “‘It’s so Crushing’: US Families Navigate Divide over Politics during the Holidays,” 
   The Guardian, December 23, 2024, sec. US news, 
   https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/dec/23/family-politics-holiday.] 

[bookmark: _gn79775avq92]Effects of Political Polarization on Generalized Social Trust 
        A clear example of political polarization and its effects on our society is the debate over gun control in the United States. Opinions of gun ownership and whether guns increase or decrease public safety has divided our nation. The Pew Research Center reported in 2023 that 49% of the US population think that guns “increases safety by allowing law-abiding citizens to protect themselves” and the same amount of population disagree, saying that guns “ reduces safety by giving too many people access to firearms and increasing misuse”.[footnoteRef:11] And a 2024 survey, found that the country is about equally divided over “...whether it’s more important to protect gun rights or control gun ownership”.[footnoteRef:12] Our country is quite literally split down the middle over what to do about guns and gun violence. This is because people’s opinions on gun control are not based on statistics or public safety but instead on their worldview and cultural/political identity.[footnoteRef:13] According to a paper published in 2006, people have ordered their world in a particular way and what guns represent fall into a particular place in that order. Those who are against gun control see guns as symbolizing “honor, human mastery over nature, and individual self-sufficiency”, while those who support gun control see guns as representing “the perpetuation of illicit social hierarchies, the elevation of force over reason, and the expression of collective indifference to the well-being of strangers”.[footnoteRef:14] This has only been further corroborated by many other studies since then. Two texts in particular, one from 2015 and another from 2023 both found that the debate over gun control, rather than being fueled by experience with gun violence or community safety, is in most cases influenced by an individual’s cultural and ideological values.[footnoteRef:15] [footnoteRef:16] A third paper from 2019 indicated that “...perceived risk of crime is unrelated to protective gun ownership or active gun use”.[footnoteRef:17]  Debates over gun control and ownership, rather than being a disagreement over safety or statistics like many people believe, are rather debates over particular values and ways of seeing the world.  [11:  Reem Nadeem, “Gun Violence Widely Viewed as a Major – and Growing – National Problem,” Pew 
    Research Center (blog), June 28, 2023, https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2023/06/28/gun-violence-   
    widely-viewed-as-a-major-and-growing-national-problem/.]  [12:  Katherine Schaeffer, “Key Facts about Americans and Guns,” Pew Research Center (blog), July 24, 
    2024, https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2024/07/24/key-facts-about-americans-and-guns/.]  [13:  Alexander L. Burton et al., “Gun Owners and Gun Control: Shared Status, Divergent Opinions,” 
   Sociological Inquiry 91, no. 2 (2021): 347–66, https://doi.org/10.1111/soin.12413.]  [14:  Donald Braman and Dan M. Kahan, “Overcoming the Fear of Guns, the Fear of Gun Control, and the 
    Fear of Cultural Politics: Constructing a Better Gun Debate,” Emory Law Journal 55, no. 4 (2006): 
    569–608. Pg. 570]  [15:  Dennis Vicencio Blanco, “The Gun Control Debate: Why Experience and Culture Matters,” International 
    Journal of Public Administration 39, no. 8 (July 2, 2016): 620–34, 
    https://doi.org/10.1080/01900692.2015.1028639.]  [16:  Dylan S. McLean and Anthony K. Fleming, “Gun Battles and Cultural Warfare,” in Guns and Values: 
    Individualism in the American Gun Debate, ed. Dylan S. McLean and Anthony K. Fleming (Cham: 
    Springer International Publishing, 2023), 11–66, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-37174-5_2.]  [17:  Tara D. Warner and Courtney R. Thrash, “A Matter of Degree? Fear, Anxiety, and Protective Gun 
     Ownership in the United States,” Social Science Quarterly 101, no. 1 (2020): 285–308, 
     https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.12735.] 


        Anyone who disagrees with an individual's view on guns is presumed to be someone who sees the world in a fundamentally different way. This is why statistics does not sway the debate.    No amount of data will change the way people experience the world and the culture around them. Today, vast differences in worldview and experiences have led to widespread political polarization, as well as a distrust and dislike of the opposition. All of this, in turn, has led to a reduction in generalized social trust.[footnoteRef:18] Generalized social trust is “...the belief that most people can be trusted, even if you do not know them personally, and even if they are not like you socially”.[footnoteRef:19] High generalized social trust encourages people to see the strangers they encounter in day to day life as being generally trustworthy and working within the same social order. Political polarization has a detrimental effect on this trust, as it disrupts the assumption that we are all part of the same order and “such perceptions induce feelings of distance and estrangement from fellow citizens and society in general”.[footnoteRef:20] This estrangement and alienation from one's community makes it easier for people to see any form of difference as a threat to their particular way of life. Strangers can no longer be trusted and those that you do know, but are different from you in some way, become suspect as well.  [18:  Marc Hooghe and Jennifer Oser, “Partisan Strength, Political Trust and Generalized Trust in the United 
   States: An Analysis of the General Social Survey, 1972–2014,” Social Science Research 68 (November 
   1, 2017): 132–46, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2017.08.005.]  [19:  Newton and Zmerli, “Three Forms of Trust and Their Association.”]  [20:  Amber Hye-Yon Lee, “Social Trust in Polarized Times: How Perceptions of Political Polarization Affect 
   Americans’ Trust in Each Other,” Political Behavior 44, no. 3 (September 1, 2022): 1533–54, 
   https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-022-09787-1.] 


        A personal example of the reduction in generalized social trust can be found in an anecdote shared with the author from a friend. This friend, Maggie, got into an argument with her parents over gun control. Her father’s friend owns a variety of hunting rifles and brought them on to their property to shoot them in the woods by their house. Maggie expressed her discomfort with this, feeling it was unsafe for him to be there. She did not trust this family friend to act properly around her two younger siblings and feared they would be hurt. Her and her parents got into an argument over it, with them saying that she was overreacting and that nothing dangerous would happen, while she insisted that it wasn’t safe for the guns to be on the property. Despite being family and having many shared experiences, they could not understand each other's point of view. Maggie did not trust this family friend and her parents did not trust Maggie's judgment. Neither were able to come to an agreement, so Maggie left the house and stayed somewhere else until the family friend and his guns had left. Under our current climate of political polarization, even families and those with which we have an abundance of common ground, become alien to us. We cannot trust that they act under the same order and so we reject them, severing connections.  
[bookmark: _t2dlrwrij1la]Intersubjectivity: Finding Common Ground Between Parties 
        How do we bridge these seemingly insurmountable gaps? How can we rebuild trust between families and political opponents alike? Political polarization not only destroys trust, but also our ability to even relate to each other, making the rebuilding of that trust all the more difficult. One possible solution to the estrangement caused by political polarization is intersubjectivity. While Waldenfels does talk about the concept, he was inspired in part by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who explores the concept with far more depth, so that’s where we are going to focus our attention. To truly understand Merleau-Ponty’s intersubjectivity and how perspectives can intertwine, we must first understand intercorporeality, which is the intertwinement between consciousness and the body. In his book The Visible and The Invisible, Merleau-Ponty describes how the body is not made of an amalgamation of individual perceptions and feelings, each competing to be primary, but instead is a network that makes a singular whole.[footnoteRef:21] When touching your own hand, you are both touching and being touched, they are not separate perceptions but one. This oneness is possible due to the “transfer and reversal” of the connections between perceptions, which opens up a dialogue and exchange between the perceptions, creating a shared experience.[footnoteRef:22] This same shared reflective connection within the body is found between people as well. Merleau-Ponty says that through conversation, such as one person describing a landscape they have seen to a friend, someone's perceptions can be passed on to another; the “individual green of the meadow under [their] eyes invades his vision”.[footnoteRef:23]  Together they can create a generality or shared world of perceptions. When this sharing of perceptions is extended to thoughts, perspectives, and entire world views, that is when we reach intersubjectivity. [21:  Merleau-Ponty, Lingis, and Lefort, The Visible and the Invisible. Pg. 141]  [22:  Merleau-Ponty, Lingis, and Lefort. Pg.142]  [23:  Merleau-Ponty, Lingis, and Lefort. Pg.142] 


        In his text Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty establishes that a human’s consciousness is world constituting, meaning that it is through our consciousness that our world and our understanding of it comes about. He says that, “One’s own body is in the world just as the heart is in the organism: it continuously breathes life into the visible spectacle, animates it and nourishes it from within, and forms a system with it”.[footnoteRef:24] What you perceive, think about, feel, reflect on; everything you experience creates your world, your point of view. And unlike philosophers like Descartes or Kant, Merleau-Ponty does not conceive of this consciousness as a detached specter, looking rationally upon the body's perceptions and experiences.  [24:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2011), 
    https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203720714. Pg.209] 


        Instead, he establishes that the human consciousness is a perceptual consciousness. We are “being[s] in the world of existence”.[footnoteRef:25]  There is no real way to completely detach oneself from your experiences and rationally evaluate an “objective reality”, detached from what you perceive. Just by existing and perceiving it through our own perspectives, we put a part of ourselves in the world, influencing it and inviting the world to influence us in turn. It is the same for every other person on earth. They are also world constituting, perceptual consciousnesses with their own perspectives, creating and influencing existence just by living their lives. According to Merleau-Ponty, society is a “coexistence of an indefinite number of consciousnesses”.[footnoteRef:26] However, if every other person on earth is a world constituting consciousness, only able to perceive the world through their own perspective of reality, then that means that there cannot be just one “objective” reality.  [25:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 2011),                                                                                                                    
    https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203720714. Pg.367]  [26:  Merleau-Ponty. Pg.364] 


        This concept shatters the idea that one individual or group has the “true” perspective and instead turns individual experience into a “private spectacle”.[footnoteRef:27] If everyone is world constituting, no one has complete control over what the world looks like and how things are ordered within it. Instead, different people’s perspectives bleed into one another’s, constituting a shared “single world”.[footnoteRef:28] Simply by exhibiting behaviors and interacting with the objects around them, people affect and elaborate on each other’s worldview. This single world made up of intertwined perspectives is the shared intersubjective world we live in. And though we perceive everything through our own perspective, we do have the ability to reveal and explore the lived experiences of others. For Merleau-Ponty it is through language, conversation, and dialogue that “a common ground is constituted between me and another” and we are able to transcend our singular perspective.[footnoteRef:29] Even when arguing or experiencing conflict, it isn’t until after the conversation is done and one has time to reflect and categorize the experience, that the separation is created and the other becomes a threat. In today’s world, with the widespread use of the internet, social media and other audio-visual forms of communication can also be used to share perspectives and explore the intersubjective world.    [27:  Merleau-Ponty. Pg.369]  [28:  Merleau-Ponty. Pg.369]  [29:  Merleau-Ponty. Pg.370] 

   
         For Merleau-Ponty, even when people have widely different world views, just by interacting with each other, their perspectives intertwine and affect what the other experiences. Through conversation they can create a reciprocal and reflective connection, revealing what is shared between them. However, in order for conversation to do this, it must be a very particular type of conversation. Though the world is intersubjective, we still largely see it through our own subjective lenses. The overlap and intertwining of these lenses create our shared world, but we still all experience that world differently. It can be hard to intertwine someone else’s world view with your own and “live another’s experience”, especially if their experiences are vastly different from your own.[footnoteRef:30] In order for a conversation to truly share multiple points of view, there must be equal reciprocity and “coexistence must be in each case lived by each person”.[footnoteRef:31] Everyone in a conversation is a world constituting consciousnesses. If one person is willing to share their perspective, but another rejects the idea that they both are constituting the world, denying the former’s point of view, then the latter’s world view envelops the former’s, leaving no room for communication. And if both parties deny the other’s world constitution, then communication breaks down entirely. They are still in a shared world but on opposite sides of it, unwilling to meet on any type of common ground. [30:  Merleau-Ponty. Pg.372]  [31:  Merleau-Ponty. Pg.373] 


         This description of a breakdown in conversation mirrors how Waldenfels described the rejection of the alien, where each person retreats from the other, certain that they are in the right and the other is in the wrong. This is the situation that political polarization puts people in. They sit on their own private islands in a social world, rejecting a different point of view and unable to see all that they share between them. A conversation that involves a mutual acceptance and openness to the other’s perspective is what truly allows someone the ability to grasp the intersubjective world. When describing being able to perceive what someone else sees in The Visible and The Invisible, Merleau-Ponty says "In being realized, they therefore bring out the limits of our factual vision…the seeing that I am is for me really visible; for the first time I appear to myself completely turned inside out under my own eyes”.[footnoteRef:32] Engaging in and truly opening oneself up to a different perspective, allows someone to better understand not only the world around them, but themself and their own world view as well. It is difficult to completely dismiss the views of another, when you can see the world through their eyes and get a different angle on details you may have missed. Approaching political discourse through the lens of an intersubjective world, a world made up of multiple overlapping subjectivities rather than a singular objective one, allows for these open and accepting conversations to take place. It rebuilds the generalized trust that political polarization has destroyed by allowing people, who may truly have different ways of ordering the world, to find the common ground needed to no longer see each other as alien threats.     [32:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Alphonso Lingis, and Claude Lefort, The Visible and the Invisible: Followed by 
   Working Notes, Northwestern University Studies in Phenomenology & Existential Philosophy (Evanston: 
   Northwestern University Press, 1968). Pg.143] 


[bookmark: _f0ea096p00n1]Conversation is not Enough   
        The concept of dialogue as a form of connection and a way to close socio-cultural gaps is not new. This paper is not the first, nor will it be the last, to highlight the importance of open and understanding conversation in efforts to cross political divides.[footnoteRef:33] There have been multiple studies, as well as hundreds of anecdotal examples within the media, that show the ways getting to know people different from you and better understanding where they are coming from can shift your view of them and how the world works.[footnoteRef:34] [footnoteRef:35] However, in today's current climate, where political polarization, made worse by widespread misinformation and highly segmented media, has reached the point of very serious threats of violence and government takeover, conversation between opposing parties no longer seems to be enough.[footnoteRef:36]  [33:  Erik Cleven, Robert A. Baruch Bush, and Judith A. Saul, “Living with No: Political Polarization and 
    Transformative Dialogue Virtual Symposium,” Journal of Dispute Resolution 2018, no. 1 (2018): 53–64.]  [34:  † ErinRossiter, “The Similar and Distinct Effects of Political and Non-Political Conversation on Affective 
    Polarization ∗,” https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-Similar-and-Distinct-Effects-of
    -Political-and-%E2%88%97-ErinRossiter/ded4769416e581b329d5ceb4f41c924d6d35df1e.
   https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-Similar-and-Distinct-Effects-of-]  [35:  Linda M. Doornbosch, van Vuuren ,Mark, and Menno D.T. and de Jong, “Moving beyond 
    Us-versus-Them Polarization towards Constructive Conversations,” Democratization 32, no. 1 (January 
    2, 2025): 96–122, https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2024.2401127.]  [36:  “Trump and Musk’s Dismantling of Government Is Shaking the Foundations of US Democracy,” AP 
     News, February 5, 2025, 
     https://apnews.com/article/trump-musk-doge-congress-4e0c025629e8a0c758d13dc916ab4f43.] 


        What can be done when the avenues used to encourage conversation and connection between people have been warped to instead encourage division, and the institutions specifically created to facilitate the expansion of one’s worldview through learning and exploration are under attack? An honest open conversation between Maggie and her parents might work to rebuild their connection but they are a family and have more easily accessible common ground through that connection. How will intersubjectivity help those who truly have entirely different world views and perspectives. How do we get people to the point that they are willing to have a conversation at all, rather than just immediately reject whatever the opposing party has to say? How can intersubjectivity be used to find new methods of connection when the old ones are being closed off?  

        It is the author’s opinion that, before anything else, we as a society need to re-establish what our shared experiences and priorities are. American culture as a whole is a rather individualistic one, where the vision of success is highly focused on the needs of one individual and maybe their family. We are incentivized from a young age to prioritize our own wants and opinions above all others, and this encourages people to go through life trapped within their own perspectives, unconcerned with those who do not share their exact lived experiences. The overvaluation of the individual and what makes one’s experiences different from others, obscures what people may have in common and discourages them from even trying to understand one another.         

        One good way to establish the common ground needed to facilitate intersubjective conversation is science, as it can be used as both an example of and a window into the intersubjective world. While Merleau-Ponty expressed in many of his writings his criticism of scientific thinking, or what he called “a bold way of thinking whose fundamental bias is to treat everything as though it were an object-in-general - as though it meant nothing to us and yet was predestined for our ingenious schemes”, science has evolved a lot since his time.[footnoteRef:37] Today, there are some researchers, like James Mahoney and Michael Friedman, who have embraced the intersubjectivity of science. While their versions of the concept are different from one another’s, termed “communicative rationality” by Friedman and “a constructivist orientation” by Mahoney, both refer to the intersubjective nature of human knowledge and rationality. According to Friedman, the Enlightenment era faith in human rationality, which is the basis for the scientific method, is rooted in communicative rationality, which in turn “is essentially…intersubjective. It aims, by its very nature, at an agreement or consensus based on mutually acceptable principles of argument or reasoning shared by all parties in a dispute. This is the kind of rationality underwritten by a given scientific paradigm or conceptual framework, whose function is precisely to secure an agreement on fundamental constitutive principles”.[footnoteRef:38]   [37:  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader : Philosophy and Painting (Evanston, 
    Ill. : Northwestern University Press, 1993), http://archive.org/details/merleaupontyaest0000merl. Pg.121]  [38:  Michael Friedman, “Dynamics of Reason,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 68, no. 3  
   (2001): 702–12. Pg. 55-56] 

 
        Scientific discovery and exploration are not a solitary process. Multiple people and institutions have a hand in the crafting and experimentation done by scientists. In order for theories like evolution or the heliocentric solar system to be widely accepted, they had to go through dozens of peer review processes and be replicated by hundreds of teams of people, all of whom came with their own perspectives and experiences. And even widely accepted theories are never truly finalized, as they are consistently being added to and reanalyzed from new angels and with new technology. This fact, coupled with studies that use the information and beliefs of hundreds and thousands of individuals to come to a conclusion, makes it so a single scientific discovery can be the intersection of hundreds, if not thousands of perspectives all working together to reflect just one part of our already multi-layered intersubjective world. Scientific research does not find the "objective truths" of reality, since we as subjective individuals cannot perceive them. However, by recording and including as many perspectives as they can, researchers are able to point toward areas where multiple people's world views overlap, which can then be used as jumping off points to create common ground between individuals.

         Communicative and constructivist science has already been used to do just that. Gun owners do not try to understand gun control advocates, nor do the advocates try to understand gun owners. However, it’s been found by multiple studies that gun owners tend to support a lot of the same gun control reforms that gun control advocates do, but they not only underestimate the amount that fellow gun owners support said measures but also misunderstand or misinterpret the goals of gun control advocates.[footnoteRef:39] [footnoteRef:40] [footnoteRef:41] One study in particular, called ‘Correcting misperceptions of gun policy support can foster intergroup cooperation between gun owners and non-gun owners’ found that when efforts were made to correct misconceptions between gun owners and gun control advocates, they showed “greater perceptions of identity overlap between gun and non-gun owners, greater willingness to work with each other to promote gun safety policies, and less negative affect towards each other”.[footnoteRef:42] While this obviously won’t be the same for everyone with differing political views, if political polarization is to be overcome, then we cannot start out by seeing others as living in an entirely different world from our own. We must be able to find where our perspectives can overlap in order to get a fuller view of the world around us, or else we will be stuck in our own private worlds, unable to bridge the gaps between us.  [39:  Colleen L. Barry et al., “Trends In Public Opinion On US Gun Laws: Majorities Of Gun Owners And 
    Non-Gun Owners Support A Range Of Measures,” Health Affairs (Project Hope) 38, no. 10 (October 
    2019): 1727–34, https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2019.00576.]  [40:  Kathleen L. Grene, Amani S. Dharani, and Michael B. Siegel, “Gun Violence Prevention Policy: 
    Perceived and Actual Levels of Gun Owner Support,” Preventive Medicine Reports 35 (October 2023): 
    102324, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2023.102324.]  [41:  Graham Dixon et al., “Public Opinion Perceptions, Private Support, and Public Actions of US Adults 
    Regarding Gun Safety Policy,” JAMA Network Open 3, no. 12 (December 1, 2020): e2029571,  
    https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.29571.]  [42:  Mark W. Susmann et al., “Correcting Misperceptions of Gun Policy Support Can Foster Intergroup 
    Cooperation between Gun Owners and Non-Gun Owners,” PloS One 17, no. 6 (2022): e0268601, 
    https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0268601.] 


        This study was able to expand participants’ world views beyond their individual experiences and encourage the building of new connections. Science as a method of study is an intersubjective practice that can allow individuals to see where many people’s perspectives overlap, which can lead to a better understanding of the world and their place in it. Where conversation has failed or is impossible, looking to scientific research, or conducting your own research, could also be used to find common ground. Science isn’t perfect and we cannot always rely on it to give us a clear or reliable view of where our experiences really intertwine, but it is an important part of understanding the world as intersubjective and more expansive than one’s particular point of view.         
[bookmark: _piudtbyd30k3]Conclusion
        Humans are world constituting. Our perspectives are a part of the world, and the world is a part of us. This is an inherent component of our being that both Merleau-Ponty and Waldenfels attest to. Waldenfes says that “There are no ready-made individuals; rather there are only processes of individuation, which subject our bodily selves to a certain degree of anonymity…What we feel, perceive, do, or say interweaves, like a Tibetan carpet, with what others feel, perceive, do, or say”.[footnoteRef:43] From the moment we are born, our names, language, gender, and various other sections of who we are, are all given to us by others. Many of the integral parts of our identities that can dictate our perspective on the world are given to us by the world when we are born. Merleau-Ponty takes Waldenfels assertion one step further by saying that “I am given to myself”.[footnoteRef:44] We come into the world already a part of it and it makes us who we are. To say that our perspectives are completely separated from and unaffected by perspectives outside of our own, is to deny the ways in which human identity is created. It ignores the effect that parents, families, and communities have on individuals. To exist as a person is to be in the world, and to be in the world is to share it with others.       [43:  Waldenfels, Kozin, and Stähler, Phenomenology of the Alien. Pg.56]  [44:  Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception. Pg.377] 


[bookmark: _yawx7uxk6vy9]        Accepting this fact, that there are other worldviews that intertwine with your own; that they might conflict with your perspective and yet could be just as real, is the first step toward mutual conversation and coexistence. Part of why people cannot trust one another is because they do not see each other as working within the same ordered boundaries. They see each other as alien threats, living in completely separate worlds. By reminding people of what they have in common, by finding what they both want and establishing what they already share, it becomes easier to bridge that gap. It is not a simple task by any means and all parties have to be equally invested in finding that common ground in order for it to work. However, through mutually open conversation founded on a shared scientific understanding of our similarities, we might be able to find that common ground and create a world that is more unified and trusting.    
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