PHL 820                                                                                                       Spring 2008


Seminar in Continental Philosophy
 


Tuesdays 7 to 9:50 pm

False Consciousness


Philosophers have typically concerned themselves with truth and reason, but many have also explored falsehood and irrationality and have treated them not simply as deficient efforts to reach cognitive ideals, but as social obstacles to desirable change that serve specific functions of power while blocking social learning.  Like truth and reason, falsehood and unreason may be considered as historical products that figure in the workings of power and the formation of identities.  


Philosophers as different as Plato and Rousseau have theorized blockages to enlightenment, but it was later thinkers who attempted to place falsifying consciousness within systematically conceived social theories.  The most important approaches – associated with Marx’s concept of ideology and Freud’s concept of the unconscious – have emerged in ambiguous relation to philosophical discourse, though these approaches have sometimes been conjoined with philosophical ideas, notably with Hegelian, existential, and  structuralist conceptions.  In this seminar, we will think philosophically about different approaches to falsehood and irrationality and about their implications for ongoing debates in social and political thought.  


Marx is the pivotal historical figure for thinking about this problem because his notions of class and ideology involve sweeping claims about the functional distortion of awareness that nonetheless retain a tie to traditional notions of universality.  Intellectuals focused on other social movements, for example, those challenging racism, sexism, and colonial domination often make similar claims (including about the distortions inherent in the philosophical tradition), sometimes challenging the very notions of objectivity and universality that have figured centrally in the tradition.  In our review of conceptual approaches we will also refer to theorists from these various critical perspectives, both to examine how and why claims of “false consciousness” come to be made and to consider the kinds of philosophical (and political) problems that result.


By way of this set of issues, we will examine some of the influential themes and problems of continental philosophy and see how their cultivation is often tied to historical conflicts that persist today.

Course readings:  


Georg Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness

Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination

David Ingram & Julia Simon-Ingram, eds., Critical Theory: The Essential 
Readings (CR) 


Jean-Paul Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew


Michel Foucault,  The History of Sexuality:  An Introduction, vol. 1



Peter Gay, ed., The Freud Reader

Les Back and John Solomos, eds., Theories of Race and Racism:  A Reader  

(R&R)


Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry:  An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular 

Culture


Davis, Walter,  Death's Dream Kingdom   

Additional readings on the course website  (W)

Course outline:

Jan. 8

Course overview.   



Readings:  Hegel, “Master/Slave (Lordship/Bondage) Dialectic” (W)



Pierre Bourdieu, “Social Space and Symbolic Power” (W)

Jan. 15
Truth and falsity in history:  Lukacs on class consciousness



Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness, ch. 4:  “Reification and the 



Consciousness of the Proletariat,” pp. 83-148

Marx, from The German Ideology (W)



Marx, from Capital (W)

Jan. 22
Questioning the Hegelian model in Marxian hands and the idea of critical 



theory



Lukacs, “Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat,”  pp. 149-222


Horkheimer, “Traditional and Critical Theory” (CR)



Marcuse, “Philosophy and Critical Theory” (CR)



Adorno, “Society” (CR)

Jan. 29
Racism, a challenge to critical theory



Adorno and Horkheimer, The Concept of Enlightenment (CR)


Mosse, “The Jews, Myth and Counter-Myth” (R&R)

Adorno and Horkheimer, “Elements of Anti-Semitism,” (R&R)

Bauman, “Modernity, Racism, Extermination” (R&R)

Gilman, “Are Jews White?” (R&R)

Jacobson, “Looking Jewish, Seeing Jews” (R&R)

Feb. 5

Existential approaches



Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew



Fanon, “The Fact of Blackness” (R&R)

Feb. 12
Critical theory and the turn to psychoanalytic themes 

Marcuse, “Freedom and Freud’s Theory of Instincts;”  (CR)

Adorno, “Freudian Theory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda” (CR)

Freud, “The Interpretation of Dreams,” “On Dreams,” “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality,” “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes,” “Repression,” “The Unconscious;” 
from Civilization and Its Discontents  (all in The Freud Reader)

Feb. 19
Freud, normative thought and Lacanian reading



Marcuse, “On Hedonism,” “Catastrophe of Liberation” (CR)



Zizek, Looking Awry, pp. 1-66

Feb. 26
Language theory, “structuralism,” and psychoanalysis



Zizek, Looking Awry, pp. 67-170



Althusser, “Ideological State Apparatuses” (W)

Spring Break

March  11
An alternative use of language theory in thinking about society and 



reason/ unreason



Habermas, “Technology and Science as ‘Ideology,’” 



selections from Legitimation Crisis,  



“What Does a Legitimation Crisis Mean Today?,” 



“Knowledge and Human Interests:  A General Perspective,”  



selections from “An Alternative Way Out of the Philosophy of the Subject:  



Communicative Versus Subject-Centered Reason,”  



“Modernity:  An Unfinished Project”  (all Habermas articles in CR)

March 18
 Language, communication, politics:  comparing approaches and their 


    implications for thinking about racism, gender, class, neo-colonialism



Zizek, “Enjoy Your Nation As Yourself!” (R&R)



Ruth Frankenberg, “White Women, Race Matters” (R&R)

March 25
Alternative theoretical integrations



Foucault,  The History of Sexuality:  An Introduction, vol. 1

April 1

Symbolic violence



Bourdieu, Masculine Domination
April 8

More on Bourdieu and Foucault

April 15
Looking at contemporary social and cultural criticism through the lens of 



contending approaches to “false consciousness.



Davis, Death’s Dream Kingdom 
April 22
Davis and semester review

Course Requirements
A successful seminar depends on the regular attendance and preparation of all its members.  Since careful reading is often helped by writing, I also propose regular short summaries of shared readings and the issues they raise.  We can experiment by dividing into small “consultation groups” whose members respond to each other’s short writings and prepare questions or other kinds of presentations to the larger group.  We will have around 20 members and could divide into five or six groups.  The members of each group can use the “drop box” on the ANGEL website to present each other with texts and then confer about issues that arise and deserve attention in the seminar.   By midnight on Saturday of each week during the term (except the Saturday before Spring Break and the last Saturday of classes), each member of the group will provide no more than three pages of summary and commentary to the others in the group.  By Tuesday’s seminar meeting, the members will have responded to each other and agreed on points to raise in seminar discussion. 

Each student will also be required to write a term paper (12 to 15 pages)  that draws extensively on course materials but develops a specific thesis or problem.  Your thesis should include consideration of at least one context of “false consciousness” and should make extensive use of the ideas of some of our course authors.  A tentative statement of the term paper thesis and strategy will be due Feb. 5.  the term paper itself is due by 12 noon on Wednesday, April 30.  

For thinking about these issues with some historical concreteness, it will be necessary to think in terms of specific contexts of social conflict.  The Race and Racism reader provides many useful texts, though individuals may want to turn to other sources.  

Office Hours:  Wednesdays, 3 to 5, or by appointment.

503 S. Kedzie Hall

355-4490                                       e-mail:  PetrsnRT@msu.edu

There is an Angel Web Site for this course. 

Policy on academic freedom and integrity

Article 2.3.3 of the Academic Freedom Report states that “the student shares with the faculty the responsibility for maintaining the integrity of scholarship, grades, and professional standards.”  In addition, we must follow the policies on academic honesty as specified in General Student Regulations 1.0, Protection of Scholarship and Grades, and in the all-University Policy on Integrity of Scholarship and Grades, which are included in Spartan Life: Student Handbook and Resource Guide.  Students who commit an act of academic dishonesty may receive a 0.0 on the assignment or in the course.

Policy on accommodations for students with disabilities

Students with disabilities should contact the Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities to establish reasonable accommodations.  For an appointment with a counselor, call 353-9642 (voice) or 355-1293 (TTY).
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