
DEPARTMENT: Political Science  

TERM X WINTER 2020 

PROFESSOR: Robert Sparling 

RESEARCH TITLE:  Enlightenment and its Enemies 

NUMBER OF STUDENT:  1 

LANGUAGE:  English 

ASSIGNMENTS CAN BE SUBMITTED IN FRENCH X YES            □ NO 

 

RESEARCH DESCRIPTION:  

This research project entails close reading and analysis of primary texts in the history of political 

philosophy from the late eighteenth to the mid-twentieth century.  There is an ongoing cultural battle 

over the force of reason in political debate. The term ‘postmodernism’ has generally been applied to a 

series of projects reacting to the so-called Enlightenment project of rendering the world fully intelligible 

to reason and subject to rational critique, but the roots of the so-called ‘post-modern’ go back to the 

eighteenth century itself. The movement to subject politics, religion and social conventions to rational 

critique has been accused, among other things, of bearing a hidden particularism, of ethnocentrism, of 

being insufficiently attentive to the bodily and the passionate, and of leading to technocratic 

authoritarianism; it has equally been heralded as the basis of emancipation from old dogmas and 

hierarchies and the source of ever more humane politics. We have seen, in the last thirty years, 

repeated battles over the Enlightenment project—often breaking out into culture wars that shed more 

heat than light. This course will examine a variety of profound and influential reactions to (and some 

defences of) the Enlightenment Project. We will examine the philosophical underpinnings and the 

complex ideological implications of this reaction to reason’s domination. 

The student will be given a substantial reading list of classic texts from the eighteenth century to the 

20th centuries: thinkers will include Kant, Herder, Hamann, Rousseau, De Maistre, Nietzsche, 

Horkheimer & Adorno, Habermas, Foucault, Jameson, Butler. The purpose of this reading course is to 

give the student the opportunity to engage in in-depth, independent study of primary texts and 

debates.  The student will be responsible for weekly response papers on the work in question (roughly 

200-pages per week), a major project proposal (including an annotated bibliography) and a final 

research paper. This course is intended to give the student preparation for graduate study in political 

theory. 

KEY LEARNING ACTIVITIES: 

200 pages/week reading. Weekly meetings with the professor 

10 short response papers, due weekly (4% each, 40%) 

1 research proposal (modelled on a proposal for SSHRC graduate fellowships) (10%) 

Major research paper, 10,000 words, due at the end of term (50%)  


