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I. Purpose and Scope
Postmodernism may very well be an imprecise term for capturing the intentions of the critics of modernity.  For if the concept of “modern” denotes more than historical periodization, but indicates a rupture with the past and the installation of something new and “enlightened,” then how are we to understand the prefix “post” in the term postmodern.  What intellectual work, if any, is it doing?  
Despite confusion over the meaning of postmodernism, most scholars are nonetheless in agreement that central is the idea of criticism.  Taking this as our starting point in the figure of Friedrich Nietzsche, this course uses the notion of criticism as the key to rendering postmodernism intelligible—that is, as an approach to explicating its aims and aspirations.  The theme of criticism will be linked to the various topics in which it is made to function—namely, metaphysics, truth, enlightenment, religion, science, feminism, race, power and democracy.  In this linkage, we shall constantly ask ourselves:  Is postmodernism an overcoming of modernity or an attempt to extend its scope along various philosophical and political lines?  If the former, what then is its constructive project?  If the latter, how should we understand and receive those extensions? The key thinkers we will use to explore these questions include:  Nietzsche, Max Weber, John Dewey, Michel Foucault, Richard Rorty, Seyla Benhabib, Judith Butler, Drucilla Cornell, Nancy Fraser, Cornel West, and Lucius Outlaw.     

II. Course Requirements and Standards

The most important requirement of the course is that you read all assigned texts carefully and before class.  

A. Participation/In-Class and Caucus:
20%
Because the course will not be driven by lectures, it is essential that you come prepared to ask questions and to move the discussion along.  To help this process all students will be responsible during some point of the course to present on one of the reading assignments and post that presentation to Caucus for careful consideration by others.  Presentations and Postings (PP) will take place every other class meeting (this should be every Tuesday meeting) beginning April 4.  This means that students will post presentations on Monday evening, no later than 6:00 pm. In addition, each student is required to respond in Caucus to the posted presentation.  Students are expected to provide their own reading of the texts in light of the presentation, shorter in length than the presenter, and also pose questions for the class to consider.  These commentaries and responses are to be posted to Caucus no later than 8:00 pm. 

This approach is based on three considerations.  First, political philosophers can be notoriously difficult to understand and comprehend.  As we read, we need a running list of places of ambiguity, insight, and clues to what the author is attempting to say.  Each text is an answer to questions and concerns of the highest order.  As such, this running list is an attempt to figure out those questions, the answers, and assess the worth of both.  Posting is an opportunity for you to do this and for us to figure out as a group what the texts are about.  Second, the postings become cumulative wisdom that you can draw from as your write your papers.  There will be markers in your postings to pages and passages that become a short-handed way for you to think through the text in a short amount of time without reading it again.  (All of these texts, however, should be read again at some point.)  Third, posting provides us with the opportunity to make our discussion dynamic and exciting. 
B. 3 Papers (5-8 pages)  

FIRST PAPER DUE 

25%:

Tuesday, April 25, in class
SECOND PAPER DUE  
25%: 

Friday, May 12, my office by 3:00
FINAL PAPER DUE 

30%:  

Monday, June 5, my office by 3:00
Papers that are late without permission or consultation will be penalized.  Penalty:  half a letter grade for everyday the paper is late.
III. 
Disability Accommodations and Academic Honesty

Any student who feels he or she may need an accommodation based on the impact of a disability should contact me privately to discuss specific needs.  Please contact the Office of Disability Services for Students in the Wellness Center (x4464) to coordinate reasonable accommodations.

“At Carleton College, an act of academic dishonesty is regarded as conflicting with the work and purpose of the entire College and not merely as a private matter between the student and an instructor; all cases involving such dishonesty are referred to the Academic Standing committee for appropriate action. This action can vary from a grade of Unsatisfactory in the given piece of work to a recommendation of permanent dismissal from the College in cases of repeated or serious offenses” (http://apps.carleton.edu/campus/doc/honesty/).  Students are expected to be familiar with this statement and all related policies at Carleton.
IV. Assigned Texts
The following books are available for purchase at the bookstore.  Please use the translations that are listed below:
Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. Walter Kaufman (BGE)
C. Wright Mills and Hans Gerth, eds., From Max Weber (FMW)
Dewey, The Quest for Certainty, ed. Jo Ann Boydston (QC)
Foucault, The Foucault Reader, trans. Paul Rabinow (FR)
Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity (CIS)
Seyla Benhabib, Judith Butler, Drucilla Cornell, Nancy Fraser, Feminist 

Contentions: A Philosophical Exchange (FC)
E-reserves:
Kant, “An Answer to the Question: ‘What is Enlightenment?”


Nietzsche, “Prologue” to Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for Everyone and No 
One
Foucault, “Panopticism”

Rorty, “Ungrounded Hope:  Dewey vs. Foucault”

Cornel West, “Race and Modernity”
Lucius Outlaw, “Against the Grain of Modernity:  The Politics of Difference and 
the Conservation of ‘Race,’”

________. “Life-Worlds, Modernity, and Philosophical Praxis:  Race, Ethnicity, 
and Critical Social Theory”

V:  
Class Schedule

Note:  The following schedule is approximate.  We may depart from it if class discussions, etc., so require.  

March 28, Introduction: On Understanding Postmodernism as a Form of Social Discontent
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)
March, 30 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “Prologue” (e-reserve); BGE, Preface, Pts 1-2
April 4 (PP)

BGE, Pts 3 & 5  
April 6


BGE, Pt. 6 & 9
Max Weber (1864-1920)

April 11 (PP)
FMW, “Politics as a Vocation,” 77-85, 111-28; “The Sociology of Charismatic Authority,” 245-52  
April 13

FMW, “Science as a Vocation,” 129-156
John Dewey (1859-1952)

April 18 (PP)

QC, Intro., Chaps. 1-3  
April 20

QC, Chaps. 4, 7
April 25 (PP)

QC, Chaps. 8, 10-11 
Michel Foucault  (1926-1984)

April 27:

FR, § “Disciplines and Sciences,” 170-205, 
“Panopticism” e-reserve, 195-209, 

Continue with “Panopticism” in reader 206-207, “Complete and Austere Institutions,” 214-225
May 2 (PP)

FR, “Truth and Power,” 51-64 (ending with MF), 67 (beginning with Q)-

75
FR, “What is Enlightenment,” 32-50

Background Optional Reading:  Kant, “An Answer to the Question: ‘What is Enlightenment?’” (1784) e-reserve
Richard Rorty (1931-)

May 4


“Ungrounded Hope:  Dewey vs. Foucault” e-reserve;

CIS, Intro. Pt. I, chaps. 1-2
May 9 (PP)

CIS, Pt. I, chap. 3, Pt. II, chaps. 4-5; Pt. III. 9  
Feminism, Postmodernism and Race
May 11

FC, Benhabib, “Feminism and Postmodernism,” 17-34



FC, Butler, “Contingent Foundations,” 35-57
May 16 (PP)

FC, Fraser, “False Antitheses: A response to Seyla Benhabib and Judith 
Butler,” 59-74 



FC, Cornell, “What is Ethical Feminism?,” 75-106
May 18

FC, Benhabib, “Subjectivity, Historiography, and Politics:  Reflections 
on the Feminism /Postmodernism Exchange,” 107-125



FC, Butler, “For a Careful Reading,” 127-143
May 23 (PP)

Cornel West, “Race and Modernity” e-reserve



Lucius T. Outlaw, “Against The Grain of Modernity” e-reserve
May 25

Outlaw, “Life-Worlds, Modernity, and Philosophical Praxis” e-reserve
May 30 

Review and Conclusion 
VI. 
Writing a Political Philosophy Essay
A.
The Purpose of the Assignment
For this course, you write political philosophy papers to develop a number of fundamental skills.  They include the following: (1) the ability to comprehend, reconstruct, and analyze complex, and at times, elusive philosophical arguments that have political and ethical implications; (2) the ability to argue persuasively for your own views; and (3) the ability to articulate your thoughts in a clear, concise, and organized manner.  I am not interested in research papers.  Please do not survey the literature out there on the topic you decide to address.  Do not go beyond the introductions, if any, which may preface the works under consideration.  

B.
Adopting a Position
You may believe that there are no right answers in political philosophy.  I disagree, for while interpretation is a slow process of arriving at conclusions about a thinker’s work, we are not precluded from believing that some interpretations are better than others.  What makes some interpretations better than others has to do with the relationship that obtains between the argument being made by your essay and its connection to the internal dynamics of the texts under consideration, the historical milieu in which the text was written, and (dare I say) the biographical information of the thinker.  The strength of this relationship, I believe, moves us closer to what is accurately going on within the text.  Having said that you should feel comfortable adopting positions that challenge conclusions we have drawn during class sessions or on-line postings.  For purposes of evaluations, I am concerned to see how your argument is executed and textually based.  As such, writing abilities (e.g. proper use of grammar and punctuation, and careful, yet lively construction of prose) will be assessed alongside your explication of the text under consideration.    

C.
Format and General Pointers 
Please use 12point font and double space the essay throughout.  Please use in-text citations that provide author, date and pages in parentheses.  For example:  On Rorty’s view, to be an ironist is “to see one’s life … as a dramatic narrative … a process of Nietzschean self-overcoming,” an act of self-perfection (Rorty, 1989, 29).   

Writing is a difficult and frustrating process, but it can also yield great enjoyment when you have found a comfort zone. Of course, essays must be written in Standard English, but I encourage you to write at a level that is most comfortable for you.  Do not feel the need to employ some of the technical language of political philosophy that I may use in class.  If for example the structure of a sentence gets too complex, I encourage you to reconsider it altogether.  Do not delete it.  Instead, try to figure out how to break it up or to restate the point in different terms.

Our usual understanding of philosophy pushes our writing toward lofty formulations and initial pontifications.  I encourage you to reject all of this as you begin your paper.  Your introductory paragraph should state very clearly your argument and give indication of how you will substantiate your thesis.  This will require you to stick closely to the text as the foundation for the claims you will develop throughout your essay.  Spend time with those passages in the text under consideration that you believe aid the development of your arguments and those that seemingly undercut the claims you wish to advance.  Do not ignore those “bad” passages, those moments where a thinker seemingly goes in the opposite direction of your argument.  You must make sense of those “bad” passages as well.  Part of the reason why you address these passages is to make the reader feel confident that despite inconsistencies or contradictions within the text under consideration, your argument nonetheless captures the general tenor of what the text does or does not say.   In this regard you may want to write an outline.  (To be honest, I never write outlines.)  After each paragraph you write, you should read what you have written thus far.  This will allow you to achieve consistency, smooth transitions, and coherence.  In this regard, you will come across key words or phrases, such as, “state,” “power,” “metaphysics,” “will,” “social contract,” “nature,” “science,” “democracy,” etc. Spend time with these words in the context of the writers under consideration and define them.  

Make sure to proofread the draft.  In doing this, you want to check that each paragraph moves the reader forward along a path that develops your argument.  Here you want to reevaluate the analyses you will have offered for this or that particular passage or claim. Do not assume that the passage does the work of explanation.  I expect you to explain in your own words how a particular passage fits into the context of the argument. You want to think at every stage of the reevaluation what kinds of counter-arguments can be made and whether or not you have anticipated and addressed them.  At this juncture you may need to take a break from the paper, perhaps a couple of hours or a day.  This will give you some critical distance to better assess the paper.

Once you feel comfortable at the end of the paper, you will need to proofread once more.  Now you are checking for spelling or grammatical errors that may obstruct coherence or intelligibility.  You won’t catch them all, but try to catch enough of them.  

Well, I guess I have said enough.  Have fun! 
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