Death, Sex, and the Body: Phenomenology and Foucault


Prof. Boedeker

Suggested topics for the first paper

1. Explain Husserl’s view of sense-perception, focusing on his concept of intentionality, the distinction between the intentional object and the intended as such (= the noema, sense, etc.), the “constitution” by consciousness of the intended as such, and the distinction between empty and fulfilled intentions.  Then, using the example of perceiving a melody, describe Husserl’s view of the structure of the consciousness of internal time, especially protending, attending-to (or “presenting”), and retaining.  Explain how this differs from Franz Brentano’s theory of time-consciousness (as discussed at the beginning of Husserl’s essay on time-consciousness).  Which aspect(s) of internal time-consciousness are responsible for intending something as something (e.g., as a melody), and which ones allow originally empty intentions to move toward their “fulfillment”?  Explain how this is supposed to work.  Evaluate his views, making sure to explain what you accept and what (if anything) you reject – and why.
2. Explain Husserl’s assumption that that-being (i.e., reality, actuality, materiality, or what Heidegger calls “mere presence”) is the most basic category of entities as we intend them.  Explain Heidegger’s criticism of this claim (which in History of the Concept of Time he calls “naturalism,” i.e., the view that our primary access to entities is as things conceived according to mathematical physics).  What is Heidegger’s alternative, and what role does the category of the “handy” (equipment) play in it?  Now imagine Husserl reading Being and Time for the first time.  How might he reply to Heidegger’s alternative description of basic intentional relations to intraworldly entities?  How might Heidegger defend his view?  Which view do you find stronger?  Explain.  (If you write on this topic, be sure to have a look at Heidegger’s criticism of Descartes, who stands in for Husserl, in sections 19 and 21 of Being and Time.)
3. [Note: if you don’t have a fairly solid background in philosophy, you’ll probably want to write on another topic.] Compare and contrast Husserl’s and Heidegger’s views of phenomenology.  How does Heidegger’s description of Dasein’s everydayness compare with Husserl’s dsescription of the “natural attitude”?  How does Husserl’s “transcendental reduction” (see p. 100 of History of the Concept of Time) compare with Heidegger’s “phenomenological reduction” (see the passage from Heidegger’s 1927 lecture-course, Basic Problems of Phenomenology, contained in our course packet)?  How does Heidegger’s concept of phenomenological phenomenon (in section 7c of Being and Time, especially pp. ) differ from Husserl’s (in the sections from the Logical Investigations and The Idea of Phenomenology contained in our course packet)?  Of the senses of “phenomenon” that Heidegger discusses in section 7a, which are closest to Husserl’s?  Do you see an implicit criticism of Husserl’s phenomenology in this discussion?  If so, what is it?  Is it fair to Husserl?  Explain.  Ultimately, this topic involves addressing the question as to what’s at first “given” to us: sensations (“appearances”) that are “reelly contained, or ‘immanent’” in our acts of consciousness (as Husserl maintains), or items of handy equipment (as Heidegger maintains). Here, you’ll find section 15 (“The being of the entities encountered in the environment is particularly helpful.
4. Explain the basics of Heidegger’s view of practical, “existential” spatiality in sections 22-24 of Being and Time.  As you do this, be sure to define (practical) farness, closeness, and closing-in-on (sometimes translated as de-distancing) – as well as how all of these phenomena are different from mere physical distance, closeness, etc.  And please do this phenomenologically, i.e., using a concrete example.  What do you make of Heidegger’s suggestion (on p. 107 of Being and Time) that when we’re employing such equipment as eyeglasses, the speaker on the telephone, or the pavement under our feet, these entities are far?  Is the single dimension of worldly (i.e., practical) spatiality stretching from farness to closeness sufficient for describing such phenomena?  About ten years after Heidegger wrote Being and Time, he composed “The Origin of the Work of Art.”  In this text, he introduces a new concept: the reliability of equipment (pp. 14-15 and p. 23 in the packet distributed in class from the collection of essays Off the Beaten Track).  What does he mean by “reliability”?  How is the reliability of equipment related to the “usefulness” of equipment?  Heidegger claims that reliability is the “earthly” aspect of equipment.  What, briefly, does Heidegger mean in this essay by “earth,” and how is it related to the reliability of equipment on the one hand, and our practical world on the other hand?  Finally, does this new concept of reliability allow him to give a more adequate phenomenological description of the practical spatiality involved in employing equipment?  If so, how should we characterize the eyeglasses, the speaker on the telephone, or the pavement under our feet when we’re employing them?  Are they near, far, or something else?
5. What does Heidegger mean by a world (see especially sections 12, 14 [especially p. 65], and 18 of Being and Time)?  How is your world (in Heidegger’s sense) different from the physical ‘world’?  Do non-human animals have a world in roughly Heidegger’s sense?  Can they attempt to work to change the communities to which they belong?  Can they attempt to acquire a new skill?  Can they experience anxiety?  (PLEASE NOTE: If you would like to work on this question, then be sure to see me about relevant passages from Heidegger’s 1929/30 lecture-course The Basic Concepts of Metaphysics.)  Feel free to use Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of the “habit-body” in Phenomenology of Perception in writing on this topic.
6. How are moods (as Heidegger describes them in section 29 of Being and Time) different from mere “subjective” feelings, such as pains or tickles?  Explain the ontological structure of moods, which Heidegger calls “disposedness.”  What does he mean by saying that moods provide our access, or “openness,” to entities, which he describes as our being able to let them “get to” us: to be “affectively concerned” with them (pp. 137-138)?  How is the mood we’re in related to how things are going with our particular practical projects (top of p. 148)?  Is Heidegger right in claiming that we are always in some mood or other?  Next, using an example, describe how you attempt to change the mood you’re in.  Would you say that this change is “direct” (i.e., instantaneous, immediately following a spontaneous decision to be in a different mood) or “indirect” (i.e., that it can take some time, and depends on things beyond our control)?  What is Dasein’s “thrownness,” i.e., “facticity,” and how is this phenomenon involved in our moody disposedness (p. 135)?  
7. [Please note: although the description of this topic is detailed and lengthy, this should actually make it fairly easy to organize the paper.  Also, prior to writing this paper, it would be a good idea to complete the exercises on §43  in the handout on §§43-44 in Heidegger’s Being and Time.]  ] This topic concerns Heidegger’s approach to the so-called “problem of the knowledge of the external world.”  Explain what this “problem” is supposed to be.  You don’t need to get into Immanuel Kant’s (1724-1804) proposed proof that we can know that the external ‘world’ exists, which Heidegger explicates on pp. 203-204.  Instead, all you need to do is to start from René Descartes’ (1596-1650) argument that all I can immediately know to exist are my mind and the subjective ideas that it contains; hence we can never prove (or at least it’s very difficult to prove) that the “external,” physical ‘world’ exists.  (The position known as “realism” maintains that this can be proved, and the position known as “idealism” maintains that this can’t be proved [p. 207].)  Next, explain Heidegger’s attack, in §12, on the metaphysically dualistic, Cartesian, picture of a human being as essentially “a ‘box’ or ‘container’” (p. 60) whose only access to other entities is to bring them back into this mental container as “booty” (p. 62) by knowing whether they exist and, if so, what they’re like.  Explain Heidegger’s alternative view, according to which “knowing is a mode of Dasein founded in being-in-the-world” (bottom of p. 62).  The basic thrust of Heidegger’s argument in §43 is that re-thinking our knowledge of intraworldly entities along these lines makes this so-called “problem” of the knowledge of the “external” ‘world’ simply disappear (pp. 205-207).  What basic faulty presuppositions about human beings does Heidegger think are responsible for the traditional “problem” of trying to prove that the “external,” physical ‘world’ is real (p. 206)?  How is a more adequate description of human beings along Heidegger’s lines supposed to bypass the so-called problem of the external world – thus allowing him to reject altogether the debate between realists and idealists?  Explain Heidegger’s remarkable quip that Kant was wrong to say that it was a “scandal of philosophy” that no one had yet proved that the “external,” physical ‘world’ exists (p. 203), but rather that “The ‘scandal of philosophy’ doesn’t consist in the fact that up to now this proof [that the ‘external,’ physical world exists] still remains outstanding, but rather in the fact that such proofs are expected and attempted again and again” (p. 205).  Most importantly: how does Heidegger’s description of Dasein as being-in-the-world allow him to simply bypass the debate between realism and idealism?  Do you find his argument successful?  Explain why or why not.
8. This topic concerns section 44 of Being and Time, on truth and being.  [Prior to writing this paper, it would be a good idea to complete the exercises on §44  in the handout on §§43-44 in Heidegger’s Being and Time.]  The basic question is this: is Heidegger committed to the problematic view known as relativism: the position that what’s true depends on human beings and what they happen to think or desire?  Sometimes Heidegger is as interpreted as a relativist in this sense, but I think this is a mistake.  Such interpretations are based on Heidegger’s claim that there is truth only if Dasein exists (p. 226); and his repetition of this claim on p. 230, where he also adds that being, but not entities, depends on Dasein.  There are at least two other formulation of this claim: first, in the first two sentences of the last paragraph on p. 183 in §39; and second, in the first sentence of the first full paragraph on p. 212 in §43c.  In order to approach this issue, focus first on truth.  Explain the very unusual way in which Heidegger uses the word “truth”: as the “un-concealment,” “dis-covering,” or “un-covering” of entities (cf. p. 219).  As he mentions briefly, he gets this use of “truth” from the Greek word for “truth,” “a-letheia,” which he interprets as the “un-concealment” of entities: the fact that entities show up to us, that we encounter them.  More ordinary words for this kind of truth would be “demonstration” or “verification” (p. 218).  He explains this kind of truth using the example of “the true assertion: ‘The picture on the wall is crooked’” (p. 218).  How is truth in this sense related to truth in the standard sense: the correctness of beliefs or assertions?  Note that his definition of truth in this standard sense is very brief: an assertion is true if and only if the entity that the assertion is about (i.e., its intentional object) is identical to, or just as, what is asserted (p. 218).  This repeats something he had said earlier: that the kind of “correspondence” involved in truth “has the relational character of ‘just as’” (p. 216).  Once we make this distinction between the two senses of “truth,” does Heidegger appear to endorse relativism?  Explain.  Now turn from the issue of truth to the closely-related issue of being.  What is the crucial difference between being and entities?  (As we can see from marginal note 114 on p. 230, Heidegger, very soon after the publication of Being and Time, calls this the “ontological difference.”)  How does this make sense of Heidegger’s claim that being, but not entities, depends on the existence of Dasein?  Take his particular example of Newton’s laws of physical motion (pp. 226-227).  Assuming that these laws are correct, does Heidegger believe that physical things didn’t move in accordance with these laws before Dasein appeared on planet earth, such that they began to move in these ways only after Dasein evolved and developed mathematical physics?  Explain why or why not, and, again, whether this commits Heidegger to relativism.  
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