
1. The Three Hs

Society, Language,
Difference











The aims of the Enlightenment became ‘stuck in the mud’ of Auschwitz (Theodor Adorno) 







• ‘Today in France and in Europe, there is a generation who 
thinks that anyone who places his hope in the human condition 
is mad, but that anyone who despairs of events is a coward. 

• This generation refuses absolute explanations and the rule of 
political philosophies, but wishes to affirm men and women in 
their flesh and in their striving for liberty. 

• This generation does not believe the achievement of universal 
happiness and satisfaction is possible, but it does believe in 
diminishing human sorrow. 

• It is because the world, in its essence, unhappy, that we need to 
create some joy. 

• Because the world is unjust we need to work towards justice. 
And because the world is absurd, we must provide it with all its 
meaning.’

• - Albert Camus, “The Human Crisis”, 1946





































Contexts
• Loss of faith in visions of progress (e.g. Comte, Kant)

• Two World Wars and occupation

• Imperial decline, local resistance (Algeria, Indochina)

• Hungary 1957

• Disney, consumerism and youth culture

• The socially-grounded nature of human freedom…



•Society

•Language

•Difference





What is the purpose of 
philosophy?

• ‘I had to deny knowledge to make room for faith’ –
Kant

• ‘The rational is the real’ – Hegel

• ‘Happiness (eudaimonia) is an activity of the soul in 
accordance with virtue’ – Aristotle

• ‘the intellectual love of God’ (amor intellectualis dei) 
– Spinoza



What is the purpose 
of philosophy?
• ‘There is nothing outside the text’ –

Derrida

• “[L]et us say that we are obliged to 
produce the truth by the power that 
demands truth and needs it in order 
to function: we are forced to tell the 
truth, we are constrained, we are 
condemned to admit the truth or to 
discover it.” 
– Foucault, Society Must be Defended





• ‘the most loathed concept ever to have emerged from 
academia’ 
– Aaron Hanlon

• ‘academics promoting the gospel of postmodernism’ created 
relativism, which led to Trump 
– Michiko Katukani, The Death of Truth

• ‘popular postmodernist arguments have been used to 
terrorise students in innumerable university departments 
into submission to their lecturers’ dogmas’ – Chris Harman

• ‘I think what the postmodernists did was truly evil’
– Daniel Dennett
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1. The Three Hs

2. The Frankfurt School and Freudo-Marxism

3. Madness, Knowledge and Power – Michel Foucault

4. Blackness, colonialism, resistance – Frantz Fanon

5. Desire, structure and the symbolic – Jacques Lacan 

6. Deconstruction and difference – Jacques Derrida 

7. Red Spinoza – Gilles Deleuze 

8. May 1968 and The Situationist International

9. Capitalism and schizophrenia – Deleuze and Guattari

10. Écriture feminine – Luce Irigaray and Helene Cixous

11. Postmodern Society – Jean Baudrillard



Discussion point #1

• What are your preconceptions 
about post-war French 
philosophy so far?

• What would you like to get out of 
this course?



What you’ll need….

All texts will be available electronically, 
with print-outs of key excerpts circulated 
the week before

• Vincent Descombes, Modern French 
Philosophy

• Gary Gutting, Thinking the impossible: 
French philosophy since 1960

• Robert Wick, Modern French Philosophy: 
From Existentialism to Postmodernism. 



Moodle login

http://learn.marywardcentre.ac.uk

Username: firstnamelastname

Password: FirstNameInitial
(capitals)

E.g. Jacques Derrida

Username: jacquesderrida

Password: JACQUESD



‘Although American policies are never immune to 

criticism in France, it is clearly the Soviet Union which 

is now on the defensive with New left intellectuals—

and is likely to remain there at least in the medium 

term. 

…  Led by a group of young renegades from Communist 

ranks who billed themselves as New Philosophers, 

many New Left intellectuals have rejected Marxism 

and developed a deep-rooted antipathy toward the 

Soviet Union. 

[ … ] This New Left activism is likely to increase 

bickering between the two leftist parties and within the 

Socialist Party, and it will likely increase voter 

defection from both Socialist and Communist camps.’ 

– Declassified CIA Report, 1985



1. The Three Hs
Part 2

Society, Language,
Difference



The Three Hs





Society, Language and Difference
• The period between 1930-1960 is roughly marked by the 

influence of Hegel, Husserl and Heidegger in France

• A period of great intellectual fertility, marked by the 
declining influence of Neo-Kantianism and Bergson, and the 
growth of Existentialism

• At the same time, the Three Hs were more often discussed 
than read

• Phenomenology only translated by 1947, Being and Time by 
1978

• ‘reading derives from a prior conviction. Works are preceded 
by rumour’ – Vincent Descombes



‘It is less a matter of counting up 

quotations than of determining 

and expressing in concrete form 

this phenomenology for ourselves 

which has given a number of 

present-day readers the 

impression, on reading Husserl 

or Heidegger, not so much of 

encountering a new philosophy 

as of recognising what they had 

been waiting for.’ 

– Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 

Phenomenology of Perception 

(1945)





H1. Hegel



H1: Hegel

‘It may well be that the 

future of the world, and thus 

the sense of the present and 

the significance of the past, 

will depend in the last 

analysis of Hegel's works’ 

- Alexandre Kojève





‘Turning and turning in the 
widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the 
falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot 
hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the 
world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, 
and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is 
drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while 
the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.’

- W.B. Yeats, “The Second Coming” 
(1920)





The growth of Hegelianism
• Pre-WW2 context:

• Growth of Marxism after Bolshevik Revolution

• Decline of Bergsonism and Neo-Kantianism

• Surrealism and an interest in creativity and the 
unconscious

• Kojève’s course on Hegel at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes 
Etudes (1933-39)

• Participants include Georges Bataille, André Breton 
(occasionally), Maurice Blanchot, Pierre Klossowski, Lacan



The Dialectic

• ‘The dialectic itself … could 
never be the object of 
concepts, since its movement 
engenders and dissolves 
them all’ 
– Sartre, Critique of 
Dialectical Reason (1960)



The Dialectic



‘All the great philosophical ideas of the past century - the 
philosophies of Marx and Nietzsche, phenomenology, German 
existentialism, and psychoanalysis - had their beginnings in Hegel; 

it was he who started the attempt to explore the irrational and 
integrate it into an expanded reason, which remains the task of our 
century 

... If we do not despair of a truth above and beyond divergent points 
of view, if we remain dedicated to a new classicism, an organic 
civilisation, while maintaining the sharpest sense of subjectivity, 

then no task in the cultural order is more urgent than re-
establishing the connection between, on the one hand, the thankless 
doctrines which try to forget their Hegelian origin and, on the other, 
that origin itself.’ 
- Merleau-Ponty, Sense and Non-Sense (1964)



To an anti-Hegelianism…
• ‘all these signs may be attributed

to a generalised anti-Hegelianism. 

Difference and repetition have replaced 

the identical and the negative, identity 

and contradiction’ 

– Deleuze, Difference and Repetition (1968)

• ‘whether through logic or epistemology, whether 

through Marx or Nietzsche, our entire epoch struggles 

to disengage itself from Hegel’ – Foucault, address to 

the Collège de France (1970) 



Why?
• Hegel: the possibility of reason integrating its other – the 

unconscious, madness, political violence, history, existence

• Pre-1960: influences thinkers like Sartre and Merleau-Ponty

• But for others, the role of the negative and identity in the 
dialectic both draws reason towards its other, and threatens 
to negate it, transforming the other into the same

• But Kojève’s Hegel was also paradoxical too





Kojève’s Hegel
• Absolute history is advanced not by reason, but bloody violence

• Reality is a fight to the death for very little – potlatch, 
sacrifice, dueling etc. point to the unreasonable, violent origins 
of reason

• The tyrant is nothing but a statesman attempting to realise a 
philosophical idea in the world

• Master / slave struggle key: beneath the Cartesian subject is 
struggle with a rival subject, the Other

• I do not just exist for me; I also exist as a being confronted by 
the outside world, for the Other. 



Discussion point #2

• Take a look at the Kojève 
passage in the Word document…

• What view of Hegel does he 
present?

• What might the implications be 
in 1930s Europe?
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‘What then is the morality of Hegel? ... What 
exists is good inasmuch as it exists. 

All action, being a negation of the existing 
given, is therefore bad, or sinful. 

But sin may be forgiven. How? By its success. 
Success absolves the crime because success is 
a new reality that exists. 

But how can success be estimated? Before 
this can be done, History must have come to 
an end.’ 

– Kojève, An Introduction to the Reading of 
Hegel 
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that is, the definitive annihilation of Man properly 
speaking, or of the free and historical individual -
means quite simply the cessation of Action in the 
full sense of the term. 

Practically, this means the disappearance of wars 
and bloody revolutions. 

And also the disappearance of Philosophy; for since 
Man himself no longer changes essentially, there is 
no longer any reason to change the (true) principles 
which are at the basis of his understanding of the 
world and of himself. 

But all the rest can be preserved indefinitely: art, 
love, play, etc., in short everything that makes man 
happy.’
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action, adventure, violence and unreason, 
enveloped in a dramatic philosophical novel

• For Hegel, absolute knowledge is the 
identity of subject and object, or thought 
and being

• In Kojève’s Marxian, materialist reading, 
the end of history involves a mastery of 
nature and a complete resolution of all 
social conflicts

• Human history is driven by action, and 
action supplies the law of truth



Kojève’s Hegel

‘Absolute knowledge, that is, Wisdom, 
presupposes the total success of Man's 
Negative Action. 

This Knowledge is possible only 1) 
within a homogeneous and universal 
State where no man is exterior to 
another, where there is no social 
opposition which is not suppressed, and 

2) in the midst of a Nature that has been 
tamed by the labour of Man, and which, 
no longer opposing Man, ceases to be 
alien to him’.
- Introduction to the Reading of Hegel





H2. Heidegger



Sartre –
Existentialism is a 
Humanism

• Based on a lecture to liberated 
Paris in October 1945

• ‘Existence precedes essence’

• ‘'Existentialism' is a doctrine that ... 

affirms that every truth and every 

action imply ... a human subjectivity.’

• ‘This is what 'abandonment' implies: 
it is we, ourselves, who decide who we 
are to be.’



H2: Atheistic humanism

• Statements that may have been true in ancient times, e.g. 
‘In every city, there are masters and slaves’ become false in 
the future

• That which succeeds is true, that which fails is false

• An atheism of human history

• A humanism, in that it rejects the divine as merely a 
projection of human attributes onto a mythical God-figure, 
resulting in alienation.

• An Existentialist Humanism would seek to replace every 
mention of ‘God’ with ‘Man’…



The Death of God

‘It was to take two centuries of crisis – a crisis 
in Faith and in Science - for man to recover the 
creative freedom that Descartes had placed in 
God, and for this truth, the essential basis of 
humanism, to be glimpsed: 

man is the being whose appearance brings the 
world into existence.’ 
- Existentialism is a Humanism



Discussion point #3

What does Sartre call the first 
principle of existentialism?



• ‘there is no human nature, because there is 
no God to have a conception of it. Man 
simply is. … Man is nothing else but that 
which he makes of himself.’ 
– Sartre, 1945

• ‘Thinking accomplishes the relation of being 
to the essence of the human being. ... 
Language is the house of being. In its home 
human beings dwell. Those who think and 
those who create with words are the 
guardians of this home.’ – Heidegger, 1947



Heidegger’s reply
• Sartre studied Heidegger’s Being and Time while in captivity

• Heidegger stressed the fundamentally active nature of thinking

• In his “Letter on Humanism” (1947), Heidegger rejects any 

affinity with Sartre’s ‘atheist existentialism’

• It is not a worthy solution to a ‘phenomenal ontology’ as proposed 

at the end of Being and Nothingness, as it merely revives a 

traditional metaphysics and puts Man at its centre, and not a 

faithful description of appearances

• This would be the only accessible piece of Heidegger in French 

until 1978…



The Humanist Debate (1965-66)
• If Sartre proposed to elevate Man, the reaction was severe…

• Some would turn to Nietzsche to denounce the inherent 
ressentiment of the Last Man, like Deleuze

• Marxists: inherent bourgeois imperialism

• Levi-Strauss instead: the ‘dissolution of Man’

• Kojève: ‘The end of history is the death of Man as such’

• This would lead into the theoretical ‘anti-humanism’ and ‘death of 
the author’ associated with Foucault and Derrida later

• … One which decentres “Man” and normative human subjectivity



H3. Husserl





A history of the concept
• Until 1965, philosophy students in France had to be certified in 

one of the sciences… 

• Either hard (physics, maths, chemistry or biology) or soft 
(psychology, ethnology, prehistory)

• After 1960, as well as what we now call Existentialism and a 
focus on human subjectivity, there’s also a lesser-known turn to 
the history of science and the concept

• Georges Canguilhem, Gaston Bachelard, Michel Foucault…

• This led some to attempt to apply scientific modes of thinking to 
philosophy and culture

• Like, underlying universal structures in kinship and society







Phenomenology

• Influenced by developments in linguistics, Claude Levi-
Strauss and Maurice Merleau-Ponty began to wonder if 
linguistic structures could be applied to society, 
psychoanalysis and the unconscious

• They turned back to two sources: Edmund Husserl and 
Ferdinand Saussure

• Semiotics – the study of signs. 

• Signifier → Signified





Phenomenology

• Husserl – the study of human consciousness and structures of direct 
experience

• Focus on ‘intentionality’, the directedness of experience toward things 
in the world

• Our experience represents things only through particular concepts, 
thoughts, ideas, images – hence the value of understanding these 
underlying structures…



History = structure = language
• ‘The presence of structure outside us in natural and social 

systems, and within us as symbolic function, points to a way 
beyond the subject-object correlation which has dominated 
philosophy from Descartes to Hegel’ – Merleau-Ponty in 
Signes (1959)

• ‘Structural linguistics will certainly play the same 
renovating role with respect to the social sciences that 
nuclear physics, for example, has played for the physical 
sciences’ – Levi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology (1960)





History = structure = language

• Our shared world is defined by structures of symbols

• Language (in a symbolic, cultural sense) can explain 
history

• This leads, via Husserl, to an interest not only in 
semiology (the study of signs) – but of the 
fundamental importance accorded to them

• Cultural analysis becomes inherently semiotic, 
concerned with underlying myths and symbols – e.g. 
Roland Barthes, Mythologies



The ‘Masters of Suspicion’
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• French philosophy between 1930-1960 was 
marked by the influence of the Three Hs: 
Hegel, Heidegger and Husserl

• Kojève, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty

• Three discussion points:

• What you’d like to get from the course; the 
Kojève passage on Hegel; and Sartre on 
existentialism

• After 1960, towards Nietzsche, Marx or 
Freud

• Desire, non-conformity and difference 



N
e
x
t 

ti
m

e
…

• Our first Zoom discussion class is on Monday 
18th May at 6pm

• It should last around 1 to 2 hours.

• I will email a link to you shortly

• The reading for the following week:

• Herbert Marcuse, One Dimensional Man –
Intro and Chapter 1 (1963)

• We will also discuss Walter Benjamin, 
Adorno and Horkheimer’s Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, and Critical Theory

• Recommended background reading on the 
Frankfurt School: Stuart Jeffries, Grand 
Hotel Abyss


