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CHAPTER 8: THE CONTINENTAL TRADITION
Main Points
1. Much of what happened in Western philosophy after Hegel was in response to Hegel. Analytic philosophy became the predominant tradition in England and eventually the United States (where pragmatism also developed). What is called Continental philosophy developed on the European continent.
2. Continental philosophy includes existentialism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, deconstruction, and critical theory. The most influential schools, existentialism and phenomenology, are covered in this chapter.
Existentialism 
3. Some of the main themes in existentialism are: (1) Traditional and academic philosophy is sterile and remote from real life. (2) Philosophy must focus on the individual in his or her confrontation with the world. (3) The world is irrational, beyond total comprehension or accurate philosophical conceptualization. (4) The world is absurd: there is no explanation why it is the way it is. (5) Senselessness, triviality, separation, and so on, pervade human existence, causing anxiety, dread, self-doubt, and despair. (6) One faces the necessity of choosing how to live within this absurd and irrational world. This is the existential predicament.
4. Arthur Schopenhauer (covered in Chapter 7), Søren Kierkegaard, and Friedrich Nietzsche are important forerunners of existentialism. They held that philosophical systems that seek to make everything seem rational fail because not everything is. Such systems are futile attempts to overcome pessimism and despair.
5. Kierkegaard opposed the Hegelian view of the world’s utter rationality.
6. Philosophy must speak to anguished existence in an irrational world, and Kierkegaard viewed with disdain philosophy’s concern with ideal truths and abstract metaphysics. The earth is a place of suffering, fear, and dread. The central philosophical problem is sickness- unto-death; only subjective commitment to God can grant relief.
7. Nietzsche, who read Schopenhauer, further developed this critique of rationalist idealism.
8. Nietzsche disagreed with Schopenhauer as to the nature of the cosmic will; for Nietzsche, the world is driven and determined by the will-to-power.
9. Nietzsche: People have become enslaved by a slave morality that rejects life, celebrates mediocrity, and renders people cowardly, reactionary, and lacking in purpose.
10. Only the rare and isolated individual, the Superman or Übermensch (one who embraces the will-to-power and overthrows the submissive “slave” mentality), can escape the triviality of society.
11. Nietzsche: We have no access to absolute truths such as Plato’s Forms or Kant’s a priori principles of knowing. His philosophy was antimetaphysical.
12. But he did subscribe to one metaphysical concept, the “eternal recurrence of the same” (the theory that what happens recurs, exactly the same, again and again). The Übermensch affirms and celebrates life with no regrets; he would relish the idea that his life would recur eternally.
13. The concern for the situation of the individual person, denial of the rationality of the world, awareness of the vacuousness and triviality of human existence, and the attempts to find the answer to despair spread into arts, literature, and culture generally (as found, for instance, in art movements such as Dadaism, Surrealism, Expressionism, and in the writing of Kafka, Dostoyevsky, Ionesco, and Samuel Beckett), and persist in philosophy.
14. Psychoanalysis. Developed by Sigmund Freud, psychoanalysis taught that one behaves as one  does not because one makes rational decisions but because one is subject to unconscious drives that acquire their shape during childhood. Influenced by Schopenhauer, Freud thought that the real source of our behavior is the id (Latin for “it”), the raging sea of hidden drives, irrational impulses, forbidden desires, and animal instincts.
15. For Freud, like Nietzsche, God is an illusion. Freud theorized that the truth of one’s being is withheld via denial, repression, and projection; in place of reality comes a fantasy universe of wishful thinking that punishes us mercilessly through the superego (a combination of conscience and social pressure).
16. According to Freud, psychoanalysis can help a patient discover the causes of anguish and anxiety in a slow process of learning about the source of one’s deepest fears, desires, and conflicts. The process is difficult and open-ended and can lead to a deepening of one’s understanding and existence.

17. Carl Gustav Jung developed an analysis of patients based on the notion of archetypes.
18. Alfred Adler analyzed patients on the theory that actions are motivated by one’s perception of one’s defects and are attempts to compensate for them.
19. Theories of psychoanalysis influenced later Continental philosophy in suggesting that absolute truth, honesty, and happiness are illusory and unattainable ideals that, in fact, make life difficult. The psychoanalysts also emphasized praxis, the application of theory to real, concrete cases, which was also emphasized in subsequent Continental philosophy.

20. Psychoanalysis understood human life as an organic process from birth to death in which early life determines adulthood. The novelist Marcel Proust wrote about the importance of remembering past events and relationships (even if they are painful) as part of becoming fully alive.
Two Existentialists
21. Existentialism as a philosophical movement was something of a direct response to social ills; Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre wrote drama, novels, and political tracts, as well as philosophical works.
22. Albert Camus. We mask despair in an absurd world with false optimism and self-deception. We are strangers to ourselves.
23. The world defeats our most fundamental needs. When we see this, the basic question is, Is there any reason not to commit suicide? Yet suicide is an unacceptable acquiescence. Only by struggling against the absurdity of life is it possible to give life meaning and value. The fate of Sisyphus illustrates life.
24. Camus increasingly focused his concern on the inhumanity and cruelty of the world. The individual must spend life fighting the “plague” of injustice and violence through measured and nonfanatical revolt.
25. Jean-Paul Sartre. Camus was agnostic. Sartre was atheistic.

26. Sartre: Man is abandoned; that is, God does not exist.
27. Implications of abandonment: (1) There is no common human nature or essence; existence precedes essence; you are what you make of yourself. (2) There is no ultimate reason why things are the way they are and not some other way. (3) Because there is no divine plan there is no determinism: human beings are condemned to be free. (4) There is no objective standard of values.
28. Hence, we are responsible for what we are and must choose our own values. And in doing so we choose for all.
29. We experience our responsibility in anguish or hide from it in bad faith. Only through acceptance of our responsibility and in choosing a fundamental project for our lives may we live in authenticity.
30. Sartre and Kant on Ethics. Sartre believed that, when a person determines something to be right for himself or herself, that person is also determining it to be good for all. This is reminiscent of Immanuel Kant’s famous categorical imperative (according to which you must only act in such a way that the principle on which you act could be a universal law). But, unlike Kant, Sartre maintained there was no a priori moral law.
31. You Are What You Do. Persons create themselves through their choices. The choices that count are those that issue forth in actions. There is no hidden or “true self” behind those deeds.
Phenomenology
32. Phenomenology interests itself in the essential structures found within the stream of conscious experience (the stream of phenomena) as these structures manifest themselves independently of the assumptions and presuppositions of science.
33. Attention is focused on the world-in-experience, of which we can have knowledge that is certain. The world beyond experience (the “real” world assumed by natural science) is a world in which much is uncertain or doubtful.
34. Edmund Husserl, the first great phenomenologist, proposed to establish a new foundation for human knowing: a universal phenomenology of consciousness, whose purpose is to investigate phenomena while “bracketing” assumptions and presuppositions about the world (the phenomenological reduction), so as to reveal what is certain in consciousness.
35. The purpose of transcendental phenomenology was to investigate phenomena without making any assumptions about the world.
36. Husserl: Philosophy must return to “the things themselves,” the objects disclosed in conscious experience by phenomenological analysis.
37. Martin Heidegger. For Heidegger the truth of things lies not in phenomena but in Being itself. Being itself has been reduced to a world of objects (i.e., it has been forgotten).
38. Heidegger: We are basically ignorant about the thing that matters most: the true nature of Being. Awareness of the priority of Being would require a new beginning for philosophy and for Western civilization.
39. In his first major work, Being and Time (1927), Heidegger still sought true knowledge in a priori structures found in the human mind. But later, after his “turning about,” he sought a direct approach to Being itself.
40. It is with respect to his earlier work that Heidegger is called an existentialist. But despite the superficial resemblance, Heidegger and Sartre are philosophically quite different. For Heidegger, Being is the basic principle of philosophy and is absolutely necessary; for Sartre, individual existence was of paramount importance and because of the nonexistence of God, nothing about Being is necessary.
41. There Heidegger was concerned with Sinn (sense or meaning), the absence of which was the problem of human existence. Basic concepts: “thrown into the world,” headbreaking, beings- in-the-world, everydayness, chatter, beings-unto-death, and project.
42. The cultural and intellectual poverty of the twentieth century is the result of the assumption that man is the measure of all things; an assumption, entrenched in Western civilization since Plato, that was found in its fullest flower in Nietzsche.
43. The later Heidegger: We must endeavor to catch a glimpse of Being as it shows itself and not impose our thought on it. What is required is a new kind of thinking, such as already occurs in the best poetry. Through this new kind of thinking we may rediscover Being itself.
44. Later in his life Heidegger grew interested in Eastern philosophy, especially that of Lao Tzu.
45. Emmanuel Levinas: Introduced phenomenology into France. His central areas of concern were Talmudic commentaries and ethics (in the broad sense of awareness of how humans exist in the world).
46. Levinas: Philosophy is rooted in otherness (alterity): other people, time, language, existence itself are experienced as other; God exists as Absolute Otherness.
47. For Levinas, Heidegger’s ontology (the study of Being) was a mistaken in its attempt to reduce the Other to a mere object for consciousness; the Other exists prior to ontology.
48. The Other is encountered in the human face and solicits us to posit ourselves for this Other. It opens us up to the transcendent, to the Absolutely Other, to God and His Law.
49. Ethics is prior to ontology, and the Good is prior to the true: The responsibility of thinking is always in response to an unfulfilled and ultimately unfulfillable obligation to the Other. Our primary responsibility is for the Other (ultimately, God or the Most High), an obligation to the infinite. In meeting the Other we find our own meaning, the “answer” that we are. This forgetting of self leads to real communication and justice.
50. Levinas influenced Sartre and Derrida.
An Era of Suspicion
51. Diverse Continental philosophers have been suspicious about Western metaphysical systems which they claim lead to the manipulation of nature or set up a certain cultural perspective as absolute truth.
52. Jürgen Habermas: “Positivistic science” defines the “objective” experimental method as the criterion of truth. When its methods are applied to human beings, people are treated as objects; but what is needed is a method that would treat human beings as the subjects they are. Such a science Habermas called historical/hermeneutic because it explores the “practical” interest each of us has in understanding others.
53. Hermeneutics deals with principles of interpretation.
54. Aside from being unable to produce “practical understanding” of our intersubjective worlds, positivistic science is also inadequate in providing what Habermas calls “emancipatory knowledge.” This is the concern of critical theory: making explicit the controlling ideology of a political or social order.
55. For Habermas, knowledge of the ideologies that shape our communication can be liberating as we reflect on the most deeply held assumptions of our society. Truly nonideological, rational communication is the “ideal speech situation” presupposed, Habermas says, in every discourse.
56. Michel Foucault, in his “archaeological” period, claimed to have found a series of discontinuous “created realities” or “epistemes” that serve each historical era as the ground of what is true and what is false. Yet because the charting of the various epistemes seemed itself to assume a kind of objectivity on the part of the researcher, Foucault abandoned archaeology in favor of genealogy.
57. For Foucault (taking up the work Nietzsche had earlier begun), genealogy committed the observer to no universal theory of reality; the emphasis in genealogy was not knowledge, but power. In his later work Foucault traced the development of various forms of power manipulation within society as he examined prisons, insane asylums, and hospitals. He found each institution perpetuating its work in part by redefining its mission. Though doctors no longer see themselves as casting out evil spirits, surgeons (by redefining disease) have maintained the “priesthood” of the medical profession.
58. Structuralism versus Deconstruction. Structuralism is a methodology that seeks to find the underlying rules and conventions governing large social systems such as language or cultural mythology.
59. Ferdinand de Saussure: Linguistics is the study of signs, defined as a combination of the signifier (the physical thing that signifies) and the signified (that which is signified). The meaning of signs in a sentence depends not only on the order of the signs but on the contrast of each sign with other signs in the language that are not present.
60. Claude Lévi-Strauss adapted Saussure’s methods and applied them to ethnographic research to find the underlying structures of thought in the myths of nonindustrial societies.
61. The analysis of sign systems of various types, from advertising slogans to animal communication, is called semiotics.
62. Jacques Derrida broke with French structuralism (which was concerned with the “deep structures” of language common to all speakers) by announcing that no definitive meaning of a text could ever be established. Derrida’s “deconstructive method” showed what he called the “free play of signifiers.” By this he means the writer of a word “privileges” that word for a moment; this “privileging” becomes the medium for the play of the signifier (différence) rather than any background of a fixed linguistic system (which Derrida says does not exist).
63. Criticism of Lévi-Strauss: Derrida believed Lévi-Strauss failed to see history as a gradually evolving process; Derrida also believed that there is no basis for making myths into a fixed, coherent system, so the philosopher cannot be an “engineer” who finds unifying elements within myths. Myths have no authors and no single source and cannot give rise to scientific knowledge.
64. Play, for Derrida a positive element, is seen by Lévi-Strauss as a disruptive force.
65. Derrida: Used his deconstructive method to attack Husserl’s transcendental idealism. Husserl attempted to ground human knowing on a universal phenomenology of consciousness, which would provide certainty of knowledge, but Derrida criticized this as being logocentric (based on a nostalgia for an original state of full being or presence which is now lost).
66. For Husserl, truths of consciousness can be directly intuited; for Derrida, there is only mediated, representational knowledge which is dependent on linguistic structures. Truth does not take place prior to language but rather depends on language and on temporality for its very existence. Husserl’s philosophy leaves out and cannot deal with human finitude and with historical change.
67. For Derrida, only through the playful use of language will the interaction between the presence and absence of things, as well as between their certainty and uncertainty, enter consciousness. Thinking and language can never be closed systems of absolutely certain, transcendental concepts.
68. Derrida is suspicious of any claim to final interpretation. He is a kind of contemporary Socrates, forcing a recognition that most claims of absolute knowledge are full of contra- dictions.
69. Gilles Deleuze: A post-modern figure who put “multiplicity” (rather than identity or one- ness) at the center of his diverse writings.
70. Rather than turn things into “ones,” discrete entities considered in abstraction from their relations with other things, Deleuze said philosophy should address multiplicity and difference.
71. Deleuze disagreed with Plato, who said the world of appearances is a mere shadow of the real world, the world of separate and discrete Forms; for Deleuze, the multiplicity of appearances is what is real and the word of perfect, transcendent Forms does not exist.
72. Deleuze: Rather than study things as one might study individual trees, philosophy ought to think of things in terms of rhizomes (plants that grow horizontally rather than vertically and that spread out, growing up and over things and becoming tangled with other rhizomes). For example, there is not one language called English, but a multiplicity of ways of speaking English involving not only rules of grammar but tones of voice and even body language.
73. Alain Badiou. A former student of Deleuze, Badiou accuses Deleuze of monism (“one-ism”), not because he says that “all is one” (which Deleuze does not say) but in his treating the multiple as a “singularity-totality,” a “one-all.” Badiou: Multiplicity is not a single totality.
74. Badiou argues that it is impossible to totalize everything that exists since what exists is “infinitely infinite.” Badiou’s interest in infinity (which mathematicians have been dealing with for over a century in set theory) runs counter to the general focus on finitude in Continental philosophy.
Boxes

Profile: Søren Kierkegaard
(Defined three types of life: the aesthetic, the ethical, and the religious)
Profile: Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche
(By 1889 he had become irretrievably insane)
Literature and Philosophy
(Literary approaches that express philosophical viewpoints)
Existentialism in European Literature
(Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Kafka, Ionesco, Beckett)
Profile: Albert Camus
(He received the Nobel Prize for literature in 1957)
Life Is Absurd
(Explains the existential predicament)
Profile: Jean-Paul Sartre
(Sartre declined the Nobel Prize in literature in 1964)
Is Sartre Only for Atheists?
(No)
Profile: Martin Heidegger
(Controversy continues over his membership in the Nazi party)
Profile: Jürgen Habermas
(Associated with the Frankfurt School)
The Frankfurt School
(Theodor Adorno and Herbert Marcuse are associated with this school)
Philosophical Anthropology
(What is a human being? The answer may not be all that clear)
Profile: Michel Foucault
(He was a scandal to “polite” French society)
Profile: Jacques Derrida
(He had wanted to be a soccer player)
Profile: Gilles Deleuze
(Portrait of an idiosyncratic philosophy)
Readings

8.1 Jean-Paul Sartre, from Existentialism and Humanism
Sartre explains existentialism and its most important concepts, including anguish and abandonment.
8.2 Albert Camus, from The Myth of Sisyphus
How absurd it is that the heart longs for clear understanding, given the irrationality of everything.
8.3 Giovanna Borradori, from Philosophy in a Time of Terror: Dialogues with Jürgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida
A conversation with Habermas on “fundamentalism and terror.”
8.4 Giovanna Borradori, from Philosophy in a Time of Terror: Dialogues with Jürgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida
A conversation with Derrida on “9/11 and global terrorism.”

Philosophers

•
‑Alain Badiou  agreed with Deleuze that inﬁnite difference is all there is; charged Deleuze with treating multiplicity as a single totality.  179

•
‑Albert Camus,  emphasized the absurdity of the world and the inability of the individual to meet genuine human needs within it.  156

•
‑Gilles Deleuze  believed that multiplicity, rather than identity or oneness, is the basic principle of philosophy.  177

•
‑Jacques Derrida  was an inﬂuential French deconstructionist.  175

•
‑Ferdinand de Saussure  was a Swiss thinker who laid the foundations for modern linguistics.  174

•
‑Michel Foucault  was a French philosopher who provided a critique of conventional social attitudes regarding madness and sexuality.  173

•
‑Sigmund Freud  originated psychoanalysis, which claims to explain behavior in terms of unconscious drives and early childhood experience.  152

•
‑Jürgen Habermas  was one of the major German contributors to critical theory.  171

•
‑Martin Heidegger  emphasized the importance of returning to Being itself independent of the mental categories we assign to it.  170

•
‑Edmund Husserl  was the ﬁrst great ​phenomenologist.  166

•
‑Søren Kierkegaard,  a nineteenth-century philosopher, rejected the Hegelian idea of a ​rational universe and anticipated some of the themes of existentialism.  148

•
‑Emmanuel Levinas  was a transcendental ethicist who sought to establish the primordiality of ethics over metaphysics and ontology.  169

•
‑Claude Lévi-Strauss  was a French anthropologist who adapted and applied Saussure’s structuralist approach to ethnographic research.  175

•
‑Friedrich Nietzsche  also reacted strongly against Hegelian idealism; he anticipated ​important themes of existentialism.  149

•
‑Jean-Paul Sartre,  a French existentialist writer, emphasized the signiﬁcance of abandonment and its implications.  159
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