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Course Description:  
 
This course will introduce some of the major traditions and texts in Critical Theory. The first half of the 
term centers upon the mode of critique that emerged from foundational episodes in German 
philosophy. We will consider how thinkers like Freud, Nietzsche and Marx at once reconceived and 
delimited the boundaries of human subjectivity, knowledge, and history, complicating the project of 
Enlightenment. Moving forward, we will map the ways that a generation of French theorists like Lacan, 
Althusser, and Foucault sought to reinterpret and synthesize these foundational enterprises, extending 
the scope of critique both further afield and deeper into the fabric of everyday life. Finally, we will end 
the term by evaluating three visions of where critical thought may have taken us today: Butler’s 
“performativity,” Derrida’s “différance,” and finally, Adorno and Horkheimer’s “Dialectic of 
Enlightenment.” This trajectory allows us to touch on a wide variety of concepts and concerns that 
inform any contemporary approach to theory: reason, the unconscious, desire, morality, race, 
gender/sexuality, history, class, ideology, power, and language.  
 
Two Guiding Principles:  
 
1) Our task will be neither to reduce thinkers and texts to keywords, nor to “apply” their ideas. Instead, 
each week we will subject ourselves to the challenge of one writer’s thinking, working to understand the 
problems at the center of each set of texts. 
 
2) As it challenges the common-sense notions we have about ourselves and bout the world around us, 
Critical Theory can often seem eccentric, difficult, even disconcerting. Our goal is to become 
comfortable with this discomfort—not because we must agree with a thinker’s claims, but in order for 
us to appreciate their project on its own terms. 
 
Assessment:  
 
Final Exam:  The exam will ask you to explain key ideas and problems from readings, and to put some of 
the interlocking texts into conversation. The exam will test your comprehension of the subject matter, 
but will not attempt to trick you or ask you to apply concepts to a new set of readings. 
 
Attendance: Absences affect your participation grade. If you are late or leave early, you will be marked 
absent for the day. Per university policy, if you miss more than two classes, you risk failing the course.  
 
Participation: Much of our course time will be spent in discussion. Even on the days when you find a text 
challenging, please bring in 2-3 questions on specific passages to help guide our conversation. 
 



Classroom Conduct: 
 
Our class will cover a great deal of challenging material. For this reason, it is essential that each week 
you print out and annotate the readings, and arrive in class with questions for discussion.  
 
Please remain respectful of whoever is speaking, offer constructive responses even when you disagree, 
and above all, do not hold side conversations during class. If you choose not to follow these rules, you 
may be marked absent for the day.  
 
 

Course Calendar: 
 

Week 1 – April 28 

Kant  “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” “On the Common 
Saying: ‘This May be True in Theory, but it does not Apply in Practice,” Critique of 
Pure Reason “Preface to the First Edition” 

Week 2 – May 5 Hegel Phenomenology “Introduction,” “Lordship and Bondage” 

Week 3 – May 12 
Marx Capital  “For a Ruthless Criticism of Everything Existing,” “Theses on 
Feuerbach,” Capital Volume 1 “The Commodity” 

Week 4 – May 19 Nietzsche On the Genealogy of Morals First and Second Essay 

Week 5 – May 26 
Freud Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis “Manifest Content of Dreams and 
Latent Dream-Thoughts,”  “The Dream Work” 

Week 6 – June 2 Fanon Wretched of the Earth “Concerning Violence” 

Week 7 – June 9                                             HOLIDAY 

Week 8 – June 16 Lacan “The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious,” “The Mirror Stage” 

Week 9 – June 23 Althusser “Ideology and ISAs,” “Contradiction and Overdetermination” 

Week 10 – June 30 Foucault Archeology of Knowledge Introduction, “The Mesh of Power” 

Week 11 – July 7 Butler Gender Trouble “Subjects of Sex/Gender/Desire” 

Week 12 – July 14 Derrida “Différance” 

Week 13 – July 21 
Adorno and Horkheimer Dialectic of Enlightenment  “The Concept of 
Enlightenment” 

 
Take Home Final Exam due July 28th at 5pm 


