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COURSE DESCRIPTION: The topic chosen for this year is “Selfhood and Subjectivity.” There are reasons both 

internal and external to philosophy for such a “recollection” of the “problem” of selfhood and subjectivity. This may sound 

strange: the history of the phenomenological movement is occasionally made out to be the overcoming of its own 

founding intuition in Husserl: an intuition which claims that the objectivity which both the natural and naturalistic 

attitudes take for granted arises from a particular form of subjectivity, and that this “arising” is thanks to the structure of 

consciousness called intentionality. In such readings of the phenomenological tradition, there is an emphasis on the 

movement away from the conception of the subject, or at least of the notion that this subjectivity is best characterized 

as “consciousness”, and this movement is often linked with a severe modification or outright rejection of the word 

“intentionality.” This seminar attempts to address such readings, and to do so positively, by highlighting precisely the 

substantial contributions towards new reflection on the nature of subjectivity and self-experience which one finds in the 

phenomenological tradition. It is of course undeniable, even in Husserl, and certainly from Heidegger through Merleau-

Ponty, Levinas, Ricoeur and Michel Henry, that these new phenomenological philosophies of the subject are inclined 

to be rather “anti-subjectivistic” insofar as they are motivated by the “desire” to free philosophical thought definitively 

from outdated metaphysical and more recent positivistic conceptions of the subject. And it may be true that it is in their 

critical positions regarding psychologism, what one might call "reism" (the subject as a special sort of “thing”), 

solipsism, and idealistic spiritualism that phenomenological philosophers have had the greatest impact on present-day 

philosophy. But this wholly justified criticism does not mean that “subjectivity” and its accompanying self-experience 

has disappeared. To paraphrase a wonderful moment in Umberto Eco’s “Travels in Hyper-reality”: “if the subject is 

“dead,” why do “I” get so many parking tickets?” 
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 Various thinkers who are in many respects remarkably diverse – Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, Lacan, Levinas, 

Merleau-Ponty, Derrida - seem to hold in common the view that whatever the "crisis" of the subject might be, it is not the 

loss of the primordial unity or identity which authenticity is traditionally thought to be. To the contrary, self-identity is rooted 

in a fundamental division of the subject. A sense of self as subjectivity emerges not out of an experience of unity, but out 

of the "dividedness" we encounter at various levels of our being (e.g. temporal, linguistic, social). For these thinkers, much 

of human activity (and certainly, philosophy) consists of various ways of fleeing the vulnerable and fragmented beings we 

are, and seeking a stable, fixed and unified self. To do so is to flee the very type of beings that we are. 

 External to philosophy, we are living through a pandemic which has upset our daily lives and routines to a great 

degree. Such “upset” might be taken as an opening for phenomenological reduction, an opportunity  to revisit the notions 

of selfhood and subjectivity that can be seen to be functioning at the basis of much discourse about the pandemic itself. In 

a certain sense, the manner in which “we” talk about a “safe” space of subjectivity (achieved, for example, through “social 

distancing”), a return to a more secure “self” through “proper” immunological practice and research, indeed, a return to 

“normal” after these “unprecedented” times, all suggest that the “de-construction” of the “subject” which is one of the main 

achievements of the phenomenological tradition has had little consequence on average everyday discourse. Why might 

this be the case? 
 

 

 

ASSIGNMENTS:  One Topic Proposal (10%); One essay based on topic proposal; (70%); Participation (20%) 

 

 

SUGGESTED PREREQUISITE: A previous reading of Being and Time 

 

 

-McGill University values academic integrity.  Therefore all students must understand the meaning and consequences of 

cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see 

http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity for more information). 

 

-In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the right to submit in English or in 

French any written work that is to be graded. 
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