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UCLA 

History of Modern Thought Cluster 

 

21CW: 

Thinking in Dark Times: 20th Century Responses to Catastrophe 

 

Kye Barker Covel 218 

Bunche 3360    Seminar: W, 3-5:50pm  

kyebarker@ucla.edu Office Hours: W, 10am-Noon 

 

This seminar will analyze some of the major themes of the first two quarters of the History of 

Modern Thought cluster by looking at the writings of a group of scholars immediately concerned 

with major crises of the 20th century, as well as with the fate of Western thought.  

 

Specifically, this seminar will consider a sequence of questions that faced a group of scholars 

and intellectuals in the middle of the 20th century. How can you respond to the end of your 

world? What can be done when your country turns against you? And what if art, religion, and 

philosophy fail to guide you? These were the problems faced by many refugee scholars of the 

mid-20th century who escaped, or tried to escape, to the United States during the rise of Nazi 

Germany. These scholars witnessed the German Weimar Republic, which had brought modern 

Western philosophy, art, and politics to its zenith in the early 20th century, collapse and 

transform into Nazi Germany. In this seminar, we will explore some of the writings of these 

scholars in which they tried to understand the failure to stop the rise of fascism in Europe. These 

readings will include works by Theodor W. Adorno, Hannah Arendt, Walter Benjamin, Erich 

Fromm, Friedrich Hayek, Leo Strauss, and others. Each of these works will be analyzed with 

attention to the historical context and the sets of problems that shaped them. The seminar will 

conclude with some contemporary reflections on the possibilities for hope and resistance. 

 

Required Texts 

• Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (Stanford, 2002), ISBN: 

0-8047-3633-2 

• Hannah Arendt, Origins of Totalitarianism, (Harcourt, 1973), ISBN: 0-15-670153-7 

• Hannah Arendt, The Promise of Politics, (Schocken, 2005), ISBN: 978-0-8052-1213-6 

• Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings: Volume 3, 1935-1938, (Belknap, 2002), ISBN: 

067401981-4 

• Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and other essays, (Vintage, 1991), ISBN: 0679733736 

• Erich Fromm, Escape from Freedom, (Holt, 1994), ISBN: 0-8050-3149-9 

• Friedrich Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, (Chicago, 2007), ISBN: 0-226-32055-3 

• Jonathan Lear, Radical Hope: Ethics in the Face of Cultural Devastation (Harvard, 2006), 

ISBN: 0-674-02746-9 

• Leo Strauss, What is Political Philosophy? (Chicago, 1988), ISBN: 0-226-77713-8 

The rest of the course readings will be available through CCLE. 
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Seminar Expectation and Goals 

The primary goal of this seminar will be to learn and attempt to understand the assigned 

readings. Each class will be devoted to trying to make sense of them and how they were written 

as responses to immediate crises in the world. It will be absolutely essential that you complete all 

the week’s readings before class. Although I will usually give a brief presentation on the texts 

and their contexts at the beginning of each class, this is not a lecture course. That means that the 

burden of guiding the discussions will largely fall on you. Additionally, and this is crucial, it will 

be paramount that you treat other participants in discussions with respect. We will be dealing 

with many controversial themes and texts. You will be encouraged to take a reasoned position on 

these texts beyond merely having an opinion. Besides these general expectations, there are a few 

goals that I have for the quarter: 

1. Students will learn how to gauge the relationship between ideas and the contexts from 

which they arose by studying key authors from Weimar Germany who immigrated to 

England and America in the 30s and 40s. Ideas do not form in a vacuum, but are shaped 

by the pressures and problems of the social and political landscape from which they arise. 

This is a fact that was often in the background in the first two quarters of the cluster, but 

it will be in the forefront for this seminar. The authors that we read were engaged 

intellectuals, responding to events that shook the world. Analyzing ideas in this 

contextual manner will help us understand why they mattered and why they still matter. 

2. Students will learn the key debates between these émigré scholars while also gaining 

proficiency in understanding postwar discourses in psychoanalysis, Marxism, political 

and social theory, and cultural critique. Many of these discourses remain important to this 

day. Approaching these authors as engaged in certain discourses will help us to see how 

these discourses may be used to better understand our own contemporary world. 

Additionally, thinking of the authors’ works as belonging to discourses allows us to view 

them as having a certain engagement and life that they otherwise would not have.  

3. Students will be able to place those debates within the broader tradition of modern 

Western thought. As we have been trying to emphasize throughout the year, the history of 

western thought is one that is ongoing. Modern Western thought is a dialogue, not a 

series of monologues. The authors in this seminar were, all in their own way, engaged in 

that dialogue. By studying their works, we join this dialogue as well. 

4. Students will learn strategies for using philosophical approaches for analyzing 

contemporary social, cultural, and political trends. This seminar is aimed to give you a set 

of tools, not a set of books.  

 

Availability 

The best way to contact me is by email. I will return your emails as soon as possible, but if I 

have not responded within 24 hours, please contact me again. I usually only respond to emails 

during normal work hours, so it will take longer for me to respond to you if you write me during 

the evening or weekend. If you have a question that you expect will take a few paragraphs or 

more to answer, the best time to ask it will be during my office hours (or during seminar!). I am 

always available to talk during office hours on a first come, first served basis. Students may also 

make appointments to meet one-on-one via email, although I cannot guarantee that I will always 
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be available. If you are struggling with the readings, assignments, or with lecture, please come 

talk to me. 

 

Electronic Devices 

Electronic devices will not be allowed in class, unless you have special permission. Your cell 

phones should be turned off and out of sight. Bring hard copies of all the readings to class as well 

as your handwritten notes. 

 

Accessibility 

Anyone with an ongoing health issue or other special need should let me know about it as 

soon as possible. There may be teaching strategies that will help us work around some issues, 

and it’s always safer to let someone in the room know if a health problem might arise. 

 

Students needing academic accommodations based on a disability should contact the Center 

for Accessible Education (CAE) at (310) 825-1501 or in person at Murphy Hall A255. When 

possible, students should contact the CAE within the first two weeks of the term, as reasonable 

notice is needed to coordinate accommodations. For more information visit www.cae.ucla.edu. 

 

Embedded Inquiry Specialist 

If you’d like some research, writing, or studying help from an extremely helpful fellow 

undergraduate, specifically one who has already taken this course, please feel free to contact our 

Embedded Inquiry Specialist, Erin Severson (severson_erinelma@yahoo.com. I’ll announce her 

office hours once they are scheduled. 

 

Library Liaison 

For help navigating library resources for this and other classes, contact Nina Mamikunian 

(ninamamikunian@library.ucla.edu). Please take advantage of Nina’s help, especially while 

working on your research paper. It will help you for this class and the rest of your time at UCLA. 

 

Academic Integrity 

In keeping with UCLA’s honor code and standards for personal integrity, I take academic 

honesty very seriously. Anyone found to be cheating, plagiarizing, or otherwise in breach of 

UCLA’s standards for academic integrity will fail the relevant assignment, and all instances of 

cheating will be reported to the dean. No exceptions. If you are unsure of what constitutes 

plagiarism or cheating, you may familiarize yourself with the UCLA guide on the subject here: 

http://www.studentgroups.ucla.edu/dos/students/integrity/. You are also welcome to ask me if 

you have questions.  

 

Assignments and Grades 

Attendance and Participation: 15% 

Students will be expected to have read the assigned material in advance, bring every assigned 

reading to class, and to actively participate in the discussions. I understand that it can sometimes 

be intimidating to speak in public, so you will be required to prepare two questions or quotations 

http://www.cae.ucla.edu/
mailto:severson_erinelma@yahoo.com
mailto:ninamamikunian@library.ucla.edu
http://www.studentgroups.ucla.edu/dos/students/integrity/
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to discuss in advance. I expect everyone to speak at least three times a class. If the idea of this 

terrifies you, please come talk to me during office hours. 

Weekly Responses on CCLE: 20% 

Each week you will submit a short (about 250 words to a page) response to the week’s required 

readings. This response is to be posted by Tuesday evening at 9:00 PM, prior to class, on the 

course website. These responses should be your own critical analysis of the readings and should 

conclude with two questions for discussion. The point of this exercise is to identify one way in 

which you see the readings speaking to each other (you may compare readings across weeks); 

alternatively, you may use this exercise to define a key concept or term that you think clarifies 

the readings or a central idea that you think is important within the text. Take these posts 

seriously as writing and thinking exercises: when grading, I will be looking for thoughtfulness, 

careful reflection on the reading, and clear analysis. **You may miss one week of your choosing 

without penalty. ** 

Short Analytical Essay: 15% 

Students will write a 3-4 page paper putting an author from the seminar into conversation with an 

author from the first two quarters of the cluster (Examples include Neumann and Hobbes, Arendt 

and Rousseau or Tocqueville, Benjamin and Marx, and Fromm and Freud). Students should be 

able to show clear lines of inheritance and influence between these authors as well as the points 

of disagreement. These will be due at the end of the sixth week. 

Research Paper: 50% of Final Grade 

10-12 page research paper. This paper will ask you to apply some of the lessons from the authors 

of this class in a research paper which analyzes a ‘crisis’ or ‘catastrophe’ of your own interest. 

This is by design a rather open ended assignment at this stage. Possible subjects will be 

distributed in 4th week, but students will also be welcome to design their own topic with my 

guidance. A preliminary annotated reading list, thesis, and outline will be due in class during 

week 8, and an 8-10 page draft will be due in my mailbox on Friday of week 10 at 5pm. Each of 

these will count towards 5% of the final grade. The final 10-12 page paper will be due on Friday 

of finals week at 5pm and will count for 40% of the final grade. 

 

COURSE OVERVIEW AND READING ASSIGNMENTS 

Readings labeled “CCLE” are online in PDF form on the course website. All others are in the 

printed books from the bookstore 

 

Introduction 

Week 1 – The Collapse of the Weimar Republic 

Hannah Arendt, “We Refugees,” in The Jewish Writings, pgs. 264-274 (CCLE) 

Hannah Arendt, “Understanding and Politics (The Difficulties of Understanding),” in Essays in 

Understanding, pgs. 307-327 (CCLE) 
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Walter Benjamin, “A German Institute for Independent Research,” in Selected Writings: Volume 

3, pgs. 307-317 (Bookstore and CCLE) 

Bertolt Brecht, “To Posterity” (CCLE) 

Franz Neumann, “The Collapse of the Weimar Republic,” in Behemoth, pgs. 3-34 (CCLE) 

Leo Strauss, “The Living Issues of German Postwar Philosophy (1940)” in Leo Strauss and the 

Theologico-Political Problem, pgs. 115-140 (CCLE) 

 

Part 1: Crisis 

Week 2 – The End of the Enlightenment 

Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment,” in Kant Political 

Writings, pgs. 54-60 (CCLE) 

Judith Shklar, “Introduction: The Decline of the Enlightenment,” in After Utopia: Decline of 

Political Faith, pgs. 3-25 (CCLE) 

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, pgs. xi-34 & 63-93 

(Bookstore) 

 

Week 3 – Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno: The Crisis of Art  

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass 

Deception,” Dialectic of Enlightenment, pgs. 94-136 (Bookstore) 

Walter Benjamin, “Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility, Second 

Version” and “The Storyteller: Observations on the Works of Nikolai Leskov,” in Selected 

Writings: Volume 3, pgs. 101-133 & 143-162 (Bookstore) 

 

Week 4 – Leo Strauss: The Crisis of Political Philosophy 

Leo Strauss, “What is Political Philosophy?” and “Political Philosophy and History” in What is 

Political Philosophy? pgs. 9-77 (Bookstore) 

Leo Strauss, “Persecution and the Art of Writing,” and Introduction to On Tyranny (CCLE) 

 

***Final paper topics distributed in class*** 

 

Part 2: Totalitarianism(s) 

Week 5 – Erich Fromm: Psychology and Totalitarianism 

Erich Fromm, Escape from Freedom, pgs. xi-38 & 103-238 (Bookstore) 

 

*** Research workshop in seminar*** 

 

Week 6 – Friedrich Hayek and Franz Neumann: Economics and Totalitarianism 

Friedrich Hayek, Selections from The Road to Serfdom, pgs. 57-82, 112-123, & 157-192 

(Bookstore) 

Franz Neumann, Selections from Behemoth, pgs. xii-xv, 37-82, 221-234, 358-361, & 459-476 

(CCLE) 

 

***Analytical essays due in hard copy and in turnitin at the beginning of seminar*** 
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Week 7 – Hannah Arendt: Politics and Totalitarianism 

Hannah Arendt, Origins of Totalitarianism, pgs. 389-483 [Suggested: pgs. xxiii-xl] (Bookstore) 

 

Part 3: Hope 

Week 8 – Hannah Arendt: Faith in Politics 

Hannah Arendt, “Introduction into Politics,” in The Promise of Politics, pgs. 93-204 (Bookstore) 

 

***Annotated bibliography, thesis, and outline due in class*** 

 

Week 9 – Albert Camus: Absurd Hope 

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and other essays, pgs. 1-138 (Bookstore) 

 

Week 10 – Radical Hope 

Jonathan Lear, selections from Radical Hope, pgs. TBD (Bookstore) 

 

***8-10 page final paper draft due by email on Friday at 5pm*** 

 

Finals Week – Final Papers Due on Friday by 5pm 

***Hard copies due in my mailbox and digitally submitted to turnitin*** 


