
CONTINENTAL POLITICAL THOUGHT 
 
This course considers what is today called ‘continental political theory,’ focusing on its origins 
in the 19th and 20th Century. Continental political thinkers, often responding critically to a 
tradition that starts with Plato, place the work of philosophy firmly in the world of time, history, 
and politics. They ask: what does it mean to live a mortal, human life? Is human (political) 
history directed by reason, governed by natural laws? Or is it driven by chance and human action 
alone? If we are born into histories, societies, and sometimes even identities that we do not 
choose, can we ever truly be said to be free? How do our languages and technologies shape our 
political and social lives? Is living by reason alone sufficient to make us happy—and can human 
beings live rationally? Or is happiness, and therefore also politics, always in part irrational, 
emotional, and driven by desires? On what basis can we establish human communities based on 
justice and responsibility in these conditions? We will examine these questions and others 
through a survey of works by several major theorists, such as G.W. F. Hegel, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, Sigmund Freud, Hannah Arendt, Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone DeBeauvoir.  
 
COURSE EXPECTATIONS & REQUIREMENTS: 
 
This class requires the close reading and analysis of difficult primary texts, and the completion of 
two analytic papers. You are expected to show up prepared to work and think about the readings 
with your fellow classmates. You should come to class mentally prepared to discuss the assigned 
material.  
 
Do the readings, in full, before class. Readings should be completed by the day they are listed 
on the course schedule below. I have tried to keep the overall reading around or under 60 pages 
per class, or 120 pages per week (less, if the work is particularly dense). The texts are the heart 
and soul of this class, and draw from some of the most famous philosophical works in western 
thought. There is no way to make the works that we will study in this course “easy,” and many 
are quite difficult. You are not expected to show up understanding every line. You should come 
into class with your questions, and you should also bring your texts with you to class. In our 
discussions we will take on some of the more confusing parts of the readings, and discuss the 
foundation and contexts of these theories in detail. Come prepared to work. 
 
Respect: The texts we are reading this semester have given us some beautiful, astounding, and 
inspiring ideas. Also many brutal, repugnant, and difficult ones. The philosophical texts we will 
study in this course contain mature, often difficult content about mortality and death, gender, 
race, oppression and violence; and they may do so in prose intended to provoke an emotional 
reaction from a reader. If you find such content extremely difficult this may not be the class for 
you; however I encourage you to speak with me if you are not sure. Our task as a group is to 
understand these texts, their assumptions, limits, and conclusions, and to see how the different 
ways they offer us for thinking about politics (good and bad) work. Due to the difficulty of these 
texts, this will require collaboration. It is therefore imperative that you treat yourselves and 
others with respect. This does not mean that you have to agree with the positions taken in these 
texts; nor does it mean that you can’t disagree with other people (including me) about what they 
mean, or what is significant about their conclusions. In political theory, disagreement is very 

often a sign of respect—it means you have said something worth engaging—but rudeness never 
is. Our work as a class demands decency and generosity.  
 
GRADING: your grade will be determined as follows:  
 
Participation: 15% 
 
This includes engagement and contributions to the discussion. I ask that you try to speak in every 
class—note, this is a minimum suggestion for participation. This grade also includes your 
participation and interactions with other students in the class, including your preparation and 
completion of readings. If the idea of speaking in class is something you are not comfortable 
with, please come talk to me. 
   
Weekly Reading Responses: 15% 
 
Each week you will hand in a short (about 250 words to a page) response to the week’s required 
readings. This response is to be completed before our first class each week, and should be 
brought in for discussion. I will collect these and return them with comments. These responses 
should be your own critical analysis of the readings. (For more details, see the Reading Response 
Guidelines at the end of this Course Reader.) 
 
Some weeks I may ask you to respond to specific questions to prepare for our discussion. The 
point of this exercise is to identify one way in which you see the readings speaking to each other 
(you may compare readings across weeks.) Alternatively, you may use this exercise to define a 
central idea that you think is important within the text, or analyze a specific character or passage 
and explain its significance. Take these seriously as writing and thinking exercises: when 
grading, I will be looking for thoughtfulness, careful reflection on the reading, and clear analysis. 
**You may miss one week of your choosing without penalty.**  
 
Midterm Paper (6-8 pages, 30%); and a Final Paper (6-8 pages, 35%). I will cover the format 
of these papers in more detail in class, however these papers should have a clear thesis that 
explicitly answers the question presented by one of the essay prompts assigned; and they should 
build an argument using textual analysis based on the primary works read in class. A good way 
to prepare for these essays is to take reading notes, highlighting passages that seem particularly 
interesting or provocative as you go. Even better, form small groups with others from the class 
and discuss what is important or interesting in those passages. This will save you time when you 
need to write papers and gather evidence for your work, and will help you get a sense of what 
points of an argument are weak or strong.  
 
Note: before each paper is due, you will also have a 1 page outline with thesis due the week 
before the paper. We will workshop these in class. These intro/outline assignments, taken 
together, are worth an additional 5% of your final grade. 
 
Note 2: Late papers are penalized at a rate of a full grade if turned in within the first 24 hours 
after a deadline has passed, then a half-grade a day for every 24 hours after that. The maximum 



grade a paper turned in within 24 hours after the due-date can receive, for instance, is a 90 (A-); 
after 48 hours, an 85 (B); 72 hours, an 80 (B-), etc.  
 
Academic Honesty and Plagiarism: 
 
In keeping with Bard’s honor code and standards for personal behavior and integrity, I take 
academic honesty very seriously. Anyone found to be cheating, plagiarizing, or otherwise in 
breach of Bard’s standards for academic integrity will fail the relevant assignment, and all 
instances of cheating will be reported. No exceptions. If you are unsure of what constitutes 
plagiarism or cheating for any of these assignments, you should feel free to ask me.  
 
Special Academic Accommodations: 
 
If you have special circumstances or need any special accommodations for your assignments, 
please come and see me as early in the semester as possible, so that we can take them into 
consideration.  
 
TEXTS AND ASSIGNED READINGS: 
 
Below is a list of required texts for this class; there is also a course reader which includes 
selections of several of our assigned texts. The reader also contains several writing handouts that 
we will work through in class as the semester progresses. 
 

• G.W.F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans., A. V. Miller. (Oxford, Oxford University 
Press: 1977) ISBN-10: 0198245971 

• F. Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, trans. Walter Kaufman (Vintage Books 1989) ISBN-
10: 0679724621 

• S. Freud, Civilization and its Discontents ed. James Stratchey (Norton Books 2010) 
ISBN-10: 0393304515 

• M. Heidegger, The Question of Technology and other Essays (Harper, 2012) ISBN-
10: 0062290703 

• H. Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago, 1998) ISBN-10: 0226025985 
• M. Weber The Vocation Lectures, ed. Owen & Strong (Hackett 2004) ISBN-

10: 0872206653 
• J.P. Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism (Yale 2007) ISBN-10: 0300115466 
• J.J. Rousseau, Discourse on the Origins of Inequality (Penguin Classics, 1985) ISBN-

10: 0140444394 
In addition, for those of you looking for some advice and support as you write college essays, 
there are two copies of Michael Harvey’s excellent book The Nuts and Bolts of College Writing 
on reserve in the library.  
 
WEEKLY READING ASSIGNMENTS & COURSE SCHEDULE: 
 
Week 1: Enlightenment Origins: 

Tuesday Feb. 6th: Rousseau: Discourse on the Origins of Inequality, p. 81-137  
Thursday Feb. 7th: Rousseau: Discourse on the Origins of Inequality, p. 81-137  

 
Week 2: Rational History: Kant and Hegel 

Tuesday Feb. 13th: Kant, “Idea for a Universal History with Cosmopolitan Intent,” “What 
is Enlightenment?” and “Perpetual Peace” (Course Reader) 

 Thursday Feb. 15th: Hegel: Preface p. 1-24 (p. 41) 
 
Week 3: Hegel: Philosophical Optimism 

Tuesday, Feb. 20th: Preface p. 24-45, and “ Self-Consciousness: Lordship and Bondage” 
p. 104-119 
Thursday, Feb. 22th: “The Ethical order” p. 263-290 

 
Week 4:  Schopenhauer: Philosophical Pessimism  

Tuesday, Feb. 27th: “On the Suffering of the World,” “On the Vanity of Existence,” “On 
the Antithesis of Thing In Itself and Appearance,” “The Will to Live,” “On The 
Indestructibility of our Essential Being by Death” (Course Reader) 
Thursday, March 1th: “On Philosophy and the Intellect,” “On Ethics,” “On Law and 
Politics” and (Optional:) “On Aesthetics” (Course Reader) 

 
Week 5: Friedrich Nietzsche: Genealogic History  

Tuesday, March 13th: Genealogy of Morals, First Essay 
 Thursday, March 15th: Genealogy of Morals, Second Essay 
 

**First Paper Topics Circulated** 
 
Week 6: Friedrich Nietzsche: Ascetic Souls and Free Spirits  

Tuesday, March 20th: Genealogy of Morals, Third Essay, and “The Madman” (Course 
Reader) 

 Thursday, March 22nd: Beyond Good and Evil, (Selections, Course Reader)  
 
Week 7: Karl Marx: Material History 

Tuesday, March 6th: “Theses on Feuerbach,” and “German Ideology,” (Course Reader)  
 Thursday, March 8th: The Communist Manifesto (Course Reader) 
  

** First Paper Outline/Thesis Due in Class, Thursday March 8th.** 
 

** SPRING BREAK: no class on Tuesday & Thursday, March 27th-29th ** 
 

Week 8: Max Weber: Modernity, Science, and Religion:  
Tuesday, April 3rd: “Bureaucracy” and “Charismatic Authority” (Course Reader) 
 

 **First Papers Due on Tuesday, April 3rd** 
 
Thursday, April 5th: “The Protestant Sects and the Spirit of Capitalism” “Religious 
Rejections of the World and their Directions.” (Course Reader) 

  
Week 9: Max Weber: The Ethics of Responsibility 



 Tuesday, April 10th: Science as a Vocation, p. 1-31 
 Thursday, April 12th: Politics as a Vocation, p. 32-94 
 
Week 10 Sigmund Freud: Civilization and its Discontents 
 Tuesday, April 17th: Civilization and its Discontents, p. 23-88 
 Thursday, April 19th: Civilization and its Discontents, p. 89-149 
 
Week 11: Martin Heidegger: Confronting Modern Time(s)  
 Tuesday, April 24th: “The Question Concerning Technology” (Course Reader) 

Thursday, April 26th: “The Turning,” “The Age of the World Picture” (Course Reader) 
   

**Final Paper Assignments Circulated** 
 
Week 12: Hannah Arendt: Love of the World (Book) 

Tuesday, May 1st: The Human Condition, “Prologue” & “Vita Activa and the Human 
Condition,” p. 1-21 

 Thursday, May 3rd: The Human Condition, “The Public and the private Realm” p. 22-78 
 
Week 13: Hannah Arendt: New Beginnings 
 Tuesday, May 8th: “Action,” p. 175-247 

Thursday, May 10th: “Vita Activa in the Modern Age” (Selection) p. 248-304 
 
  **Paper Outline and Thesis Due May 10th in Class** 

  
Week 14: Existentialism 
 Tuesday, May 15th: Jean-Paul Sartre: Existentialism as Humanism p. 17-54  

Thursday, May 17th: Simone DeBeauvoir: The Politics of Ambiguity (Course Reader) 
 

**Final Paper Due Thursday May 17th in Class** 
 
Week 15: Make-up Week 
 Tuesday: Make-up Class (in case of weather) 
 
 


