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Course Description: 
 Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) is one of the central figures in 20th-Century 
Continental Philosophy, and his wide-ranging work – engaging topics such as perception, 
behavior, psychology, language, history, politics, aesthetics, and ontology – represents an 
important moment in the phenomenological and existential traditions. From his initial 
engagement with Gestalt Psychology in La structure du comportement (1938), to his 
development of an embodied and lived phenomenology in Phénoménologie de la perception 
(1945), Merleau-Ponty’s early work develops an important contribution to the phenomenological 
and existential understanding of subjectivity. After 1945, Merleau-Ponty turned his attention to 
questions of language, politics, and art, through which he both continued and deepened his work. 
At the time of his sudden death in 1961, Merleau-Ponty was in the midst of reworking his 
thought toward a phenomenological ontology, the fragments of which have since been published 
as Le visible et l’invisible (1964). In this posthumously published text, he famously develops 
concepts such as reversibility, chiasm, and flesh in order to rethink the prevailing dualism of 
subject-object ontology.  
 In this introduction to Merleau-Ponty’s thought, our main focus will be a close reading of 
Phénoménologie de la perception. Our goal here will be to understand the importance of 
Merleau-Ponty’s investigations into perception, embodiment, and lived experience, as well as to 
examine his critique of various classical philosophical positions. Following our study of this 
central text, we will turn to selected writings on politics, art, and ontology. Here our goal will be 
to examine the shifts in his position through these later investigations.  
 
Readings: 
 Our readings for this semester will primarily be drawn from the Phénoménologie de la 
perception (1945). Selections of my own translation of this text will be available as a course 
pack at the McGill Bookstore, and anyone able to work with the original French edition is 
encouraged to do so. Our other readings will be taken from: The Merleau-Ponty Reader, eds. Ted 
Toadvine and Leonard Lawlor (Evanston: Northwestern UP, 2007). This text has also been 
ordered through the McGill Bookstore.  
 
  


