Contemporary Continental Philosophy

Existentialist Phenomenology and Critical Social Theory:

Intertwining or Divergence?

Instructor: Professor Lambert


           
      
           Location: 255 Baker Hall 

Email: lamber53@msu.edu 



                        Times: Mon/Wed 12:40-2:30 pm 
Office: 506 South Kedzie




          Office Hrs: T-Th 10:15-11:00 am






           
                    


M-W 11:30-12:15 pm
Texts

Retrieving Experience: Subjectivity and Recognition in Feminist Politics, Sonia Kruks (Cornell University Press: 2001)
Merleau-Ponty: The World of Perception, trans. Oliver Davis (Routledge, NY: 2004)
The Primacy of Perception, Merleau-Ponty, ed. James M. Edie, (Northwestern University Press: 1964)
Jurgen Habermas on Society and Politics: A Reader, ed. Steven Seidman (Beacon Press: 1989)

Disrespect: The Normative Foundations of Critical Theory, Axel Honneth (Polity Press: 2007)
*** Other required readings are listed in the syllabus below and available through ANGEL. ***
Course Description

In PHL 420 we will take a detailed look at existentialist phenomenology and critical social theory, two of the most prominent traditions in 20th century Continental philosophy.  We’ll begin with an overview of French existentialism (Sartre, Beauvoir, Merleau-Ponty) before concentrating on key texts by Merleau-Ponty, arguably the most innovative thinker of that tradition.  Against this backdrop, we turn to two of the most influential contemporary critical social theorists, Habermas and Honneth.  Although critical social theorists seldom draw on or appear to be influenced by French existentialism, it is worth considering to what extent a cross-fertilization of the two traditions would be conceptually fruitful.  More exactly, it seems to me that Honneth’s identity-recognition theory could be considerably strengthened by a more self-conscious and robust engagement with Merleau-Ponty’s sustained reflection on embodiment.
Student Learning Goals

Students will improve their ability to identify, analyze and explicate concepts and arguments.  This focus will strengthen reading and writing skills, as well as your confidence in verbally formulating questions and presenting ideas.  In PHL 420 you will become familiar concepts, themes, and forms of argument characteristic of existentialist phenomenology and critical social theory, and will be encouraged to consider how the traditions converge (complement one another) or diverge (pursue distinct paths).  

Grading


25%
Final Essay (12-15 pp. – due no later than 12:00 pm, Wednesday, December 14)

5%
Rough draft/peer review



15%
Short essay (4-6 pp.)

15%
Participation

40%
4 reflection papers (10% each)

Reflection papers should be one page long (about 250 words).  The goal of the assignment is to discipline your writing so that it becomes more focused and precise.  For these papers, you can either identify and discuss a concept or argument you consider important, or else formulate (i.e., “motivate”) a question that arises from your reading.  To simplify, structure your paper as follows: in one paragraph, develop your question (or indicate and reconstruct the concept or argument that grabbed your attention).  Then, in two additional paragraphs, explain why your question (or the concept or argument you discuss) is important.  NOTE: You are to do one reflection paper per section of class (that is, one for the Kruks section, one for Merleau-Ponty, and so on).  The papers are due no later than Mon. 9-19, Mon. 10-10, Mon. 11-14, and Wed. 11-30.  Papers should be double-spaced with standard formatting; works cited pages aren’t needed.   
Academic Integrity
Academic Honesty: Article 2.3.3 of the Academic Freedom Report states: “The student shares with the faculty the responsibility for maintaining the integrity of scholarship, grades, and professional standards.”  IAH also adheres to the policies on academic honesty specified in General Student Regulation 1.0, Protection of Scholarship and Grades; the all-University Policy on Integrity of Scholarship and Grades; and Ordinance 17.00, Examinations. (See Spartan Life: Student Handbook and Resource Guide and/or the MSU Web site www.msu.edu.)
So, unless authorized by your instructor, you are expected to complete all course assignments without assistance from any source. You are expected to do original work for the course; you may not submit course work completed for another course or someone else’s answers to satisfy the requirements for this course.  You are not authorized to use the www.allmsu.com website to complete any course work in this course. Students who violate MSU rules may receive a penalty grade, including but not limited to a failing grade on the assignment or in the course.
Students with Disabilities

It is Michigan State University’s policy to not discriminate against qualified students with documented disabilities in its educational programs. If you have a disability-related need for accommodations in this course, contact the instructor and the Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities (RCDP), located in 120 Bessey Hall. For an appointment with a counselor, call 353-9642 (voice) or 355-1293 (voice). The instructor should be notified as early in the semester as possible.

Classroom Etiquette 

Please avoid lateness.  (It’s disruptive.)  Do not use laptops during class.  (I know many of you use laptops for notes, but I find them distracting.)  Bring sure to bring with you to class whichever texts are assigned for that day.  NOTE: Attendance is required.  You can have five unexcused absences without penalty.  If you have six or more unexcused absences, your final grade will be dropped half a grade.  (So, if your final course grade was a 2.5 and you had six unexcused absences, your grade would drop to a 2.0.)

READING SCHEDULE

Week 1


Wed. 8-31: Introduction: overview of syllabus, and class requirements and expectations

Overview of French Existentialist Phenomenology

Week 2


Mon. 9-5:  Holiday – No Classes

Wed. 9-7:  Retrieving Experience, “Intro,” “Part 1: Beauvoir in ‘Her’ World and ‘Ours’” (1-79)

Week 3


Mon. 9-12:  Retrieving Experience “Part 2: Recognition, Knowledge, and Identity” (79-131)


Wed. 9-14:  Retrieving Experience “Part 3, Chapter 5: Going Beyond Discourse…” (131-153)

Embodiment and Perception: Merleau-Ponty

Week 4


Mon. 9-19:  The World of Perception (MP, 1-53)


Wed. 9-21:  The World of Perception (MP, 53-83)

Week 5


Mon. 9-26:  “Freedom” (MP, handout)


Wed. 9-28:  The Primacy of Perception (MP, 3-27)

Week 6


Mon. 10-3: The Primacy of Perception (MP, 43-72)


Wed. 10-5: The Primacy of Perception (MP, 76-85 and 92-95)

Week 7


Mon. 10-10: The Primacy of Perception, “Eye and Mind” (MP, 159-178)


Wed. 10-12: The Primacy of Perception, “Eye and Mind” (MP, 178-190)

The Linguistic Turn: Habermas and Communicative Reason

Week 8


Mon. 10-17: JH on Society and Politics, “Dogmatism, Reason, and Decision” (29-47)



       JH on Society and Politics, “Between Philosophy and Science” (47-55)


Wed. 10-19: JH on Society and Politics, “The Tasks of a Critical Theory of Society” (77-107)

Week 9

Mon. 10-24: JH on Society and Politics, “Technology and Science as ‘Ideology’” (237-266)


Wed. 10-26: “Technology and Science as ‘Ideology’” (cont’d)

Week 10


Mon. 10-31: JH on Society and Politics, “Social Action and Rationality” (142-165)


Wed. 11-2: JH on Society and Politics, “The Concept of the Lifeworld and the Hermeneutic

     Idealism of Interpretive Sociology” (165-188) 

Week 11

Mon. 11-7: “Individuation through Socialization…” (JH, handout)


Wed. 11-9: “A Genealogical Analysis of the Cognitive Content of Morality” (JH, marxisxts.org)

Honneth and Identity-Recognition Theory

Week 12


Mon. 11-14: Disrespect, “The Social Dynamics of Disrespect” (AH, 63-80)



       Disrespect, “The Possibility of a Disclosing Critique of Society” (AH, 49-63) 


Wed. 11-16: Disrespect, “Moral Consciousness and Class Domination” (AH, 80-97)

Week 13

Mon. 11-21: Disrespect, “Decentered Autonomy: The Subject After the Fall” (AH, 181-195)


Wed. 11-23: FILM: Oleanna, by David Mamet

Week 14


Mon. 11-28: Disrespect, “The Other Side of Justice: Habermas and the Ethical Challenge of

      

       Postmodernism” (AH, 99-129)

Wed. 11-30: Disrespect, “Between Aristotle and Kant…” (AH, 129-144)

Week 15


Mon. 12-5: Disrespect, “Negative Freedom and Cultural Belonging…” (AH, 240-254)


Wed. 12-7: Exchange rough drafts – peer review

