Phenomenology and Foucault



Prof. Boedeker

Suggested topics for the final paper 

The papers should be around 5-7 pages in length.

You can write on one of the following topics.  If you choose to write on another topic, please discuss it with me in advance.

1. Heidegger insists that the phenomena of existential conscience and self-ownership (“authenticity”) – also known as unclosedness (“resoluteness”) and pre-limiting (“running ahead into”) death – are not moral phenomena.  Why not?  How are they different from the corresponding moral ones (be sure to define your terms!)?  In Ingmar Bergman’s film “The Seventh Seal”, however, the character Antonius Block appears to take ownership of himself in a way that is to some extent moral.  Characterize the ways in which the other characters and Block himself in the first half of the film deal with their own mortality.  Explain how this is related to the ways in which they treat others.  Just what does Block’s new-found “morality” consist in (e.g., does it consist in following a universal law such as the Christian Golden Rule or Kant’s categorical imperative)?  How is this related to the way in which he comes to deal with his own death in the scene in which he drinks fresh milk and eats wild strawberries with Mia, Jof, and their child?  Conclude by discussing the extent to which Heidegger was right to insist that existential conscience and self-ownership are not moral phenomena, making sure to explain the senses in which you use the term “moral.”

2. [If you’d like to write on this topic, please speak with me about it beforehand; this is a topic we didn’t discuss much in class.] Frequently throughout Division I of Being and Time (see German pages 61-62, 72-76, 156-160, and 209-211), Heidegger makes some version of the claim that objective presence-at-hand – which Heidegger sometimes calls “assertion” or “statement” – is “ontologically founded” in handiness (JS’s translation), i.e., readiness-to-hand (M&R’s translation).  Try to explain as precisely as you can just what this claim amounts to, including what these ways of encountering entities are.  Does it make sense?  Explain.  Sometime after he composed Division I, he changed his mind, as he wrote in the margin of his copy of the book, a few lines from the bottom of German page 61: “Looking at [the objectively present-at-hand] does not occur merely by looking away [from the handy].  Looking at [the objectively present-at-hand] has its own origin and has looking away [from the handy] as its necessary consequence.  Looking [at the objectively present-at-hand] has its own originariness.  Looking at the eidos [i.e., the way something objectively present-at-hand looks] requires something different.”  (This remark is printed on p. 57 of Stambaugh, but not in M&R.)  Explicate this criticism of his earlier views. Then compare his discussion in Division I with that of the “change-over” from encountering an entity as handy to encountering it as an objectively present-at-hand object of science (German pages 352-364).  Does he make the same claim that he did in Division I about the relation between these two ways of encountering intraworldly entities?  What exactly is his claim in this section?  Do you think he was right to abandon his earlier view?  Explain. 
3. Compare and contrast Heidegger’s and Merleau-Ponty’s conceptions of our relations with other human beings.  (See Being and Time, Sections 25-27; The Structure of Behavior, pp. 52-57; and Phenomenology of Perception, pp 145-165, 171-173.)  Explain the advantages and disadvantages of both.  Optional: Describe Antonius Block’s “moral conversion” in Ingmar Bergman’s film “The Seventh Seal” (see question 1 for details).  Whose picture of our relations with others is more helpful in describing it?  Explain.
4. What is Merleau-Ponty’s conception of freedom, as discussed in the last chapter of Phenomenology of Perception?  How does it compare with the opposed philosophical positions of determinism and free will as traditionally conceived?  What view of the body and its role in perception does Merleau-Ponty’s view presuppose?  (Be sure to discuss the difference between the body as object, the habit-body, and the ability to project ourselves into possible situations.)  Give a concrete example of an application of this conception of freedom.

5. In what sense is the human self “free” for Heidegger?  (Be sure to explain the difference between “negative” and “positive” conceptions of freedom.)  How does Merleau-Ponty understand freedom?  What does he borrow from Heidegger’s conception?  How does he modify it?  Evaluate his view.

6. Explain the difference between how the body was treated in punishment before the 17th Century, and how it is treated in modern forms of punishment.  What different conceptions of the body are in play here?  How are these related to Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the body as object, the habit-body, and the ability to project ourselves into possible situations?

7. Explain the difference between the traditional conception of power (which Foucault calls “juridico-discursive”) and characteristically modern power.  Give concrete examples of each.  How does Foucault see the practices of confessing as playing a role in modern power?  How is sexuality understood in modern power?  How are sex, discourse (or knowledge) about sex, and power related?


