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Fellows’ Day: Phenomenology Discussion Handout 

 
 
Reading selections: Maurice Merleau Ponty: The World of Perception 
 
“The physics of relativity confirms that absolute and final objectivity is a mere dream by showing how 
each particular observation is strictly linked to the location of the observer and cannot be abstracted from 
this particular situation; it also rejects the notion of an absolute observer” (Lecture 1, 44). 
 
 
“...man is a mind with a body, a being who can only get to the truth of things because its body is, as it 
were, embedded in those things... we can only gain access to [space and all external objects] through our 
body” (Lecture 2, 56). 
 
 
“...we have tried to look at space and the things which inhabit it, both animate and inanimate, through the 
eyes of perception and to forget what we find ‘entirely natural’ about them simply because they have been 
familiar to us for too long; we have endeavoured to consider them as they are experienced naively” 
(Lecture 5, 78). 
 
 
“It is clear that I can only find, and, so to speak, touch this absolutely pure spirit in myself. Other human 
beings are never pure spirit for me: I only know them through their glances, their gestures, their speech - 
in other words, through their bodies. ...the body is the very presence of these possibilities. So the process 
of looking at human beings from the outside - that is, at other people - leads us to reassess a number of 
distinctions which once seemed to hold good such as that between mind and body” (Lecture 5, 82-83; see 
example of anger on page 83-84). 
 
 
Some questions for discussion: 
 
To your mind, in what ways is Merleau-Ponty’s method phenomenological? 
 
Why does Merleau-Ponty reflect on both science and art in these lectures on perception? 
 
How does the experience of others problematize the mind-body dichotomy? 
 
 
 
 



Reading selections: Iris Marion Young: Throwing Like a Girl 
 
 
“‘femininity’... is, rather, a set of structures and conditions that delimit the typical situation of being a 
woman in a particular society, as well as the typical way in which this situation is lived by the women 
themselves” (31). 
 
 
“In summary, the modalities of feminine bodily existence have their root in the fact that feminine 
existence experiences the body as a mere thing - a fragile thing, which must be picked up and coaxed into 
movement, a thing that exists as looked at and acted upon. to be sure, any lived body exists as a material 
thing as well as a transcending subject. For feminine bodily existence, however, the body is often lived as 
a thing that is other than it, a thing like other things in the world. To the extent that woman lives her body 
as a thing, she remains rooted in immanence, is inhibited, and retains a distance from her body as 
transcending movement and from engagement in the world’s possibilities” (39). 
 
 
“The modalities of feminine bodily comportment, motility, and spatiality that I have described... have 
their source, however, in neither anatomy nor physiology, and certainly not in a mysterious feminine 
essence. Rather, they have their source in the particular situation of women as conditioned by their sexist 
oppression in contemporary society” (42). 
 
 
Questions for discussion: 
 
How would you describe Young’s phenomenological method? What features of her account strike you as 
phenomenological?  
 
Young describes her analysis as combining “the insights of the theory of the lived body as expressed by 
Merleau-Ponty and the theory of the situation of women as developed by Beauvoir.” What, if anything, 
sets her approach apart from that of Merleau-Ponty? From Beauvoir? What is gained by combining these 
approaches? 
 
 
 
General Discussion Points: 
 
What is phenomenological method? What are some key features? 
 
How does (or might) phenomenological method relate to or inform your research? 


