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Blurb 

Philosophy in the second half of the 20th century was faced with the demands of 

formulating an adequate response to the world after the Second World War: the rise of 

different forms of totalitarianism, the horrors of the war itself and the role of technology in 

bringing this about became urgent issues. Philosophers began to ask how modes of thinking 

or understandings of politics or morality could be complicit or even reinforce fascism or 

colonialism. In this course, we will examine how philosophers primarily in France between 

the 1960s-70s responded to this remarkable new situation.  

We will begin with an historical context that appraises Existentialism and the rise of Critical 

Theory associated with the Frankfurt School, which attempted to provide an updated 

Marxist analysis for these new forms of power and knowledge during this period. Then, we 

will explore the development of what have since been called Structuralism and in particular 

Post-Structuralism in France. We will read, discuss and make sense of the key contributions 

of thinkers like Fanon, Foucault, Lacan, Derrida and Deleuze. We will ask why the revival of 

Spinoza became necessary for many Leftists. We will cover May 1968 and the work of the 

Situationists. We’ll also deal with the problem of June 68 – why support for revolution died 

away, and how new works by Deleuze and Guattari and Baudrillard got to grips with these 

changing consumerist, even ‘postmodern’ society. Finally, we also reflect on one of the 

major advances of the period – second-wave feminism and women’s liberation, and we will 

explore this in the écriture feminine of Irigaray and Cixous. 

 

Who is this course for 

This is not a course for absolute beginners to philosophy. Students joining this course would 

benefit from having some previous experience of studying philosophy. Graduates of other 



humanities or social-science disciplines, however, with experience of complex theoretical 

frameworks, should find it very challenging yet potentially intellectually manageable to 

begin their philosophical studies with this course. All students will need to have reached at 

least Level 2 standard (equivalent to GSCE) in the English language. 

What does this course cover 

This term focuses on key developments in 'continental' philosophy in the later part of the 

Twentieth Century up until today. We will examine Derrida's development of the theme of 

deconstruction and assess its significance and implications for philosophy and for other 

branches of 'theory' more broadly. We will also look at Foucault's development of the 

theme of power/knowledge and again assess its significance. Other sessions of the course 

will look at a range of other, more recent developments in what is often called 'postmodern' 

thought. 

• Explore how philosophers responded to fascism, colonialism and race, dissent about 

Soviet Marxism, and the “death of God” and traditional religious authority (e.g. the 

Frankfurt School and Fanon) 

• Explain key ideas in Derrida's work (e.g. differance, writing, logocentrism, etc) 

• Explore and discuss key ideas in Foucault's work (e.g. madness, power/knowledge, 

reason and repression) 

• Compare contrast and evaluate other contributions to work in post-structuralist 

philosophy (e.g. Lacan, Deleuze, Irigaray, Cixous) 

• Apply the insights you have developed during the term to wider debates in 

philosophy  

What will it be like 

The course will be taught in a seminar style, and there will be lots of opportunity for 

discussion and debate. Optional exercise will be set as homework, to help you explore and 

consolidate what you have learned and discussed in class, and extracts from the writings of 

some of the thinkers covered will be made available as preparatory reading for some of the 

classes. Explanatory handouts will also be provided to help you understand some of the 

more difficult concepts and arguments covered.  

 
 
 



 
Class schedule and list of readings: 
 
Week 1.    The Three Hs        Excerpts of Sartre and Kojeve 

Week 2.    The Frankfurt School   Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man 
                                 Reading: Introduction (First Edition); Chapter 1 

Week 3.    Foucault    Madness and Civilization.  
      Reading: Preface; Chapter 2 

Week 4.   Fanon     The Wretched of the Earth 
       Reading: Chapter 1 

Week 5.   Lacan     Seminar VII: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis 
       Reading: Chapter 24 

Week 6.   Derrida     Of Grammatology 
       Reading: Exergue; Chapter 1; “The  
       Exorbitant: Question of Method” 

Week 7.    May 68     Vaneigem, Revolution of Everyday Life 
       - Reading: Chapters 1 and 25 
       Debord, Society of the Spectacle 
       - Reading: Chapters 1 and 3 

Week 8.    Red Spinoza    Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy  
Reading: Chapters 1, 2 and 6. 

Week 9.    June 1968    Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus 
       Reading: Preface; “A Materialist Psychiatry” 

Week 10.  Écriture feminine   Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa” 
     - Reading: full essay 
     Irigaray, This Sex Which is Not One 
     - Reading: Chapter 4 

Week 11.  Postmodernism    Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation 

       - Reading: “Precession of Simulacra”;  
       “The Beaubourg Effect” 
       Baudrillard, “The Gulf War: Is it really taking 
       place?” Reading: full essay. 
 

 


