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REASON AND ITS RIVALS 
from Kant to Freud 

 
MLAC2113         10 
Credits 

 
Convenor: Dr Bram Mertens (bram.mertens@nottingham.ac.uk) 

Office: Trent C40a, Office Hour: Monday 14.00-15.00 
 
Aims 
The aim of this module is to examine a selection of theoretical approaches 
to man and modernity, beginning with Kant’s assertion of individual 
reason as the founding stone of enlightened social organisation, and 
interrogations of that position in the work of Marx and Engels, Nietzsche 
and Freud. 
 
We will see how Marx and Engels oppose the abstractions of philosophy 
oriented around reason with their materialist reassertion of the sensual 
and creative dimension of life, as well as registering the practical divisions 
that arise under capitalism. Nietzsche will be seen to reject any attempt to 
ground morality or truth in any universal principles, and to identify truth 
as an ‘abstraction’ and a damaging ‘peace treaty’ among men. Freud in 
turn characterises culture, for instance religious or moral precepts, as a 
pragmatic but sometimes problematic constraint of individual freedom. 
 
We will touch on such issues as the nature of the individual subject, 
different assessments of the social, political or moral contract, and views 
as to the role and fate of culture in that social organisation, and 
competing ideas of the status of reality as based in social or material 
conditions or the product of the will, drives, or ideology. 
 
Learning outcomes 
Knowledge and understanding: you will attain detailed knowledge and 
understanding of key texts by Kant, Marx and Engels, Nietzsche and 
Freud, and the issues raised in them, in the context of more general 
debates on the nature of modernity. 
 
Intellectual skills: you will develop analytical skills and critical 
understanding of highly influential social, cultural and psychological 
theories. You will also learn how to reflect critically and make judgements 
in the light of evidence and argument, identify and describe questions and 
problems, and apply techniques of textual analysis and cultural criticism. 
 
Professional practical and transferable skills: you will develop the ability to 
read German at a high level of complexity and in different registers, and 
improve your oral and written communication skills in English. You will 
develop your ability to weigh up and present arguments orally and in 
writing as well as your presentation and essay writing skills. 
 
 
 
 



 2 

Syllabus 
 
You will study excerpts from the following texts, which you will need to 
refer to in German in your essays, seminars and commentary classes, so 
it is important that everyone has a copy of the text. I will provide 
handouts of the passages we will read, but you may like to buy the 
following editions: 
 

• Immanuel Kant et al. Was ist Aufklärung? Ausgewählte kleine 
Schriften (Meiner Verlag, 3787313575) 

• Karl Marx et al. Der junge Marx (Promedia Verlag, 3853712746) 
• Friedrich Nietzsche. Über Wahrheit und Lüge. Ein Essay, 

Aphorismen und Briefe (Insel Verlag, 3458192077) 
• Sigmund Freud. Das Unbehagen in der Kultur (Fischer, 

359610453X) 
 
Classes will consist of a mixture of lectures, seminars with group 
presentations by students, commentary classes, an essay workshop, and 
individual essay tutorials. Please remember that you must attend all 
classes. Please read the following weekly plan carefully. 
 
Weekly plan of classes 
Lectures and commentary classes will take place on Thursdays 9.00-10.00 
(Trent LG9). Seminars will take place on Mondays 10.00-11.00 (Highfield 
House A02) and Tuesdays 16.00-17.00 (Trent LG6). 
 
 
Week 1 ● Introduction to module; organisation of seminar 

presentation groups 
● Lecture 1: Kant and modernity; essential background 
reading: Bowie, Introduction to German Philosophy, ‘Chapter 
One: The Kantian Revolution’. 

 
Week 2 ● Commentary class: Kant, ‘Beantwortung auf die Frage: 

Was ist Aufklärung?’ 
● Kant Seminar 1: Reason and its ‘negative’ definition 

 
Week 3 ● Lecture 2: German Idealism; essential background reading: 

Bowie, Introduction to German Philosophy, Chapters 3 and 4. 
● Kant Seminar 2: Monarchs and guardians, public and 
private use of reason 

 
 
Week 4 ● Lecture 3: Marx and Engels and the departure from 

philosophy; essential background reading: Marx and Engels, 
‘Über Feuerbach’ 
● Marx/Engels Seminar 1: verdict on philosophy and the 
‘materialist’ alternative 
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Week 5 ● Commentary class: Marx and Engels, excerpts from Die 
deutsche Ideologie 
● Marx/Engels Seminar 2: division of labour and the general 
interest 

 
Week 6 Directed Studies Week 
 
Week 7 ● Lecture 4: Nietzsche’s critiques of metaphysics and 

morality 
● Nietzsche Seminar 1: models of truth, metaphor, and 
conceptuality 

 
Week 8 ● Commentary class: Nietzsche, ‘Über Wahrheit und Lüge im 

aussermoralischen Sinne’ 
● Nietzsche Seminar 2: human creativity, rational and 
liberated man 

 
Your 750-word commentary is to be submitted in the class on 
Tuesday 26 March 2019 (Week 9) 

 
Week 9 ● Lecture 5: Freud’s models of self and culture; essential 

background reading: Freud, ‘Einige Bemerkungen über den 
Begriff des Unbewußten in der Psychoanalyse’ 
● Freud Seminar 1: Paradox of culture, costs and benefits of 
culture 

 
Week 10 ● Essay writing workshop 

● Freud Seminar 2: Christianity and communism, and Freud’s 
view of human nature 

 
Week 11 ● Essay writing tutorials [INDIVIDUALLY] 

● Essay writing tutorials [INDIVIDUALLY] 
 
 
Easter Break 
 
Your coursework essay (1,800-2,000 words) is to be submitted 
online via Turnitin by 3pm on Monday 20 May 2019. 
 
Seminar questions 
Kant Seminar 1: How is the free exercise of reason central to Kant’s 
concept of Enlightenment? What in his view gets in the way of this free 
exercise of reason? In what sense is Kant’s definition of enlightenment 
‘negative’ (Foucault)? 
 
Kant Seminar 2: What roles are allocated to the individual/the 
authorities/guardians/ monarch in Kant’s ideal society? What does Kant 
mean by the private and public uses of reason? Why might he make such 
a distinction? Is Kant’s attitude elitist? 
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Marx and Engels Seminar 1: What do Marx/Engels say about German 
philosophy in Die deutsche Ideologie? What is their ‘materialist’ 
alternative? What is their view of human nature? 
 
Marx and Engels Seminar 2: What is meant by the division of labour 
(‘Teilung der Arbeit’), and what implications does it have? What role does 
the ‘general interest’ play in the essay, and why is ‘world history’ 
important for Marx and Engels? 
 
Nietzsche Seminar 1: What models of truth does Nietzsche refer to in his 
essay? What is the status of metaphors and concepts in his ideas? 
How/for what reasons is Nietzsche critical of the idea of truth? 
 
Nietzsche Seminar 2: What role does human creativity play in Nietzsche’s 
essay? What does it mean that we have a ‘Trieb zur Metapherbildung’? 
What two concepts of man does his essay conclude with? 
 
Freud Seminar 1: What is the central paradox of culture, for Freud? What 
are the costs and benefits of social organisation? 
 
Freud Seminar 2: What does he say about Christianity and communism? 
What view of man comes across in Freud’s discussion? 
 
Assessment 
The module is assessed by 1,800-2,000-word coursework essay (100% of 
module mark), which will be preceded by one formative 750-word 
commentary piece. Your essay must be submitted to Turnitin (via moodle) 
by 3pm on the Monday 20 January 2019. Coursework essay titles are 
listed below. Guidance on essay writing will be given in the essay writing 
workshop and in individual essay tutorials. You should also consult the 
online school Student Handbook and follow the presentation conventions 
indicated in the style sheet.  Please note that your essay should be word-
processed in at least 12 point font and be double-spaced and 
paginated. It is crucial that you answer your question with detailed 
reference to the primary text(s) in German. 
 
Essay titles 
 

1. ‘Kant defines Aufklärung in an almost entirely negative way, as an 
Ausgang, an “exit,” a “way out.”’ (Foucault) What does Foucault 
mean by describing Kant’s concept of Enlightenment in these terms, 
and what implications does it have – and did it have at the time – 
for Kant’s ideas? 

 
2. ‘But what is more difficult to understand – and indeed what Kant’s 

friend and critic Georg Hamman regarded as the “proton Pseudos 
[fundamental error]” of the entire essay – is how one could possibly 
be responsible for one’s own immaturity.’ (Schmidt) Discuss Kant’s 
essay ‘Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklärung?’ in the light of 
this comment. 
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3. ‘Das Bewußtsein ist also von vornherein schon ein gesellschaftliches 
Produkt und bleibt es, solange überhaupt Menschen existieren’ 
(Marx and Engels). What ways of thinking are Marx and Engels 
criticising with this view, and what are its implications for their own 
project? 

 
4. What is Marx and Engels’ verdict on philosophy in Die deutsche 

Ideologie? How does this relate to their wider concerns expressed in 
that book? 

 
5. What view(s) of the individual self does Nietzsche take in ‘Über 

Wahrheit und Lüge im außermoralischen Sinne’? 
 

6. Outline the main points of Nietzsche’s critique of traditional views of 
truth in ‘Über Wahrheit und Lüge im außermoralischen Sinne’, 
discussing the version of truth he himself suggests and its 
implications for morality. 

 
7. ‘On the whole Freud stands with Hobbes, as opposed to Rousseau; 

not that man is good and society corrupts him, but that man is 
anarchic and society restrains him.’ (Reiff) Assess this view of 
Freud’s attitude to human nature with reference to Das Unbehagen 
in der Kultur. 

 
8. Freud ‘present[s] us only with the cost of civilization, and 

conceal[s] what we gain from it.’ (Wollheim) Assess this comment, 
explaining Freud’s view of the function and costs of civilization. 

 
9. ‘Zu dieser Aufklärung aber wird nichts erfordert als Freiheit; und 

zwar die unschädlichste unter allem, was nur Freiheit heißen mag, 
nämlich die: von seiner Vernunft in allen Stücken öffentlichen 
Gebrauch zu machen’ (Kant). Discuss how AT LEAST TWO other 
thinkers might tsake issue with Kant’s assessment of reason’s 
enlightening force. 

 
10. ‘Both theorists [Freud and Marx] are, formally determinists, and 

both assign relatively minor degrees of conscious rational control 
and direction to the individual.’ (Loptson) Is this fair comment? 
Assess with reference to the writings of both Freud and Marx and 
Engels. 

 
11. In what ways, according to the thinkers you have studied on this 

module, has modern life constrained man’s creativity, and with 
what consequences? Answer with reference to AT LEAST TWO 
thinkers. 

 
 
Student Services may be contacted on: 
www.nottingham.ac.uk/studentservices 
Phone: 0115 7486500 (external) / 86500 (internal) 
750-word commentary exercise 
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Your 750-word commentary must be handed in in class in Tuesday 26 
March 2019. The rubric is listed below and commentary passages will be 
issued in class. As with essays, you should also consult the departmental 
Student Handbook and follow the presentation conventions indicated in 
the style sheet.  Please note that your commentary should be word-
processed in at least 12 point font and be double-spaced and 
paginated. 
 
Choose one of the extracts issued in class (in Week 8) and answer the 
following questions on it. 
 
(i) Summarise and explain the key points in the passage; 
 
(ii) Relate the passage to the author’s work and ideas in general and to 
other relevant theoretical material covered in this module. 
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