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PHIL 367: 19th Century Philosophy 
McGill University, Winter 2013 
Course Meets: 
Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays, 10:35-11:25 a.m 
Rutherford Physics 118 
 
Don Beith 
don.beith@mcgill.ca 
Leacock 922 
Office Hours: Fridays 12:00-2:00, or by appointment 
 
Description 
 Western thinkers in the nineteenth century inherited an ideal of human freedom from the 
Enlightenment. The scientific, religious and political revolutions of the preceding centuries were 
premised upon the idea that human beings are free and self-determining.  But with widespread 
industrialization, mass culture, and the sciences of sociology and clinical biology that emerged by the 
end of this century, humanity appeared less free and more a product of these forces and an object of 
these sciences.  The theoretical principles that emerged during this transition and remain dominant 
today—evolution, capitalist economics, utilitarianism, and others—require us to think of human 
beings as objects rather than as subjects.  There was, however, another tradition developing during 
this transition whose works are often left unexamined in our culture.  This tradition sought, rather 
than negating the idea of free subjectivity, to understand precisely how free subjects come to be 
within a natural, objective world. 
 We will study some of the most provocative works in this tradition, starting with the 
German idealist philosopher Fichte, who in his Science of Knowledge demonstrates that free 
subjectivity is impossible without its own embodiment in non-subjective nature.  In order to 
reconcile the seemingly opposed notions of subjectivity and objectivity, freedom and nature, we turn 
to Schelling’s essay on The Essence of Human Freedom.  Next, we will study Hegel’s argument in 
his Phenomenology of Spirit, that human subjectivity is indeed accomplished in the natural world, 
but through social struggles with others that define the very parameters of our freedom.  We then 
turn to Marx, who in The German Ideology extends Hegel’s analysis to demonstrate how these 
social struggles in fact dominate our freedom by appropriating our ability to transform nature into a 
space of self-determination.  Where Marx advocates a social recapturing of our natural productivity, 
we will also consider Nietzsche’s claim, in Beyond Good and Evil, that the alienation of modern 
social life can be escaped by rediscovering the natural sources of our own agency.  To conclude, we 
will read the American transcendentalist Emerson’s essays on “Nature,” where he demonstrates that 
nature, like subjectivity, is not a fixed thing but is a dynamic and creative process.  Throughout the 
course we will study the relationship between freedom and nature.  We will study how agency can 
have a basis in a nature, how genuine experiences of freedom and nature are possible, and in what 
senses we can be both natural and free. 
 These are some of the most difficult and rewarding texts that our culture has produced.  You 
should consider these texts the primary “assignment” of this course, and treat the lectures as a 
supplement to understanding the texts, rather than treating the texts as a resource for lectures.  This 
means, then, that you should devote several hours of careful and thoughtful reading to 
understanding these works each week.  Please consult me outside of class early in the term if you are 
finding the texts difficult.  They are rigorous and systematic, and their terms of expression are often 
difficult and unfamiliar, but the insights we can gain from these texts are profound, and being able 
to read and understand these texts marks a major development in your education.   
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Required Texts:   
 -N.B. All books are available from the Word Bookstore, 469 rue Milton. 
 
Fichte, Johann Gottlieb.  The Science of Knowledge.  Peter Heath and John Lachs (trans.).   

Cambridge University Press: 1982. 
 
Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph.  Philosophical Investigations into the Essence of Human  

Freedom.  Jeff Love and Johannes Schmidt (trans.).  State University of New York Press: 
2006. 
 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich.  Phenomenology of Spirit.  Arthur Miller (trans.).  Oxford  
University Press: 1977. 

 
Marx, Karl.  The German Ideology.  Christopher John Arthur (ed.).  International Editions: 1970. 
 
Nietzsche, Friedrich.  Beyond Good & Evil.  Walter Kaufmann (ed.): 1989. 
 
Emerson, R.W.  Nature and Other Essays.  Dover: 2009. 
 
Evaluation: 
 
Hegel Text Explication: 10% 

Monday February 18 
 A 500 word explication of a short passage from Hegel’s Phenomenology. 
  
Mid-Term Examination: 30% 

Friday March 1  
An in-class test with a few short essay questions drawn from Fichte, Schelling and Hegel. 

 
Term Paper:  25% 

Friday April: 12 
 A 2500 word critical and philosophical paper on texts and themes studied in the course. 
 
Final Examination: 35% 

TBA Scheduled by registrar. 
An examination with a few short essay questions drawn from Marx, Nietzsche, and 
Emerson, as well as one longer philosophical essay on a theme from the course. 
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Course Schedule: 
January 7/9/11: Introduction.  Fichte, The Science of Knowledge: “First Introduction.” 
 
January 14/16/18: Fichte, The Science of Knowledge: “First Introduction,” “Second Introduction.” 
 
January 21/23/25: Fichte, The Science of Knowledge: 

Part I: “Fundamental Principles of the Entire Science of Knowledge.” 
 
January 28/30/Feb. 1 Schelling, Philosophical Investigations into the Essence of Human Freedom: 
 SW 336-381.  
 
February 4/6/8: Schelling, Philosophical Investigations into the Essence of Human Freedom: 

SW 381-416. 
 
February 11/13/15: Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit: Chapter IV:  

“The Truth of Self-Certainty,” Introductory section on life from M166-177, and  
Part A:“Independence and Dependence of Self-Consciousness,” M178-188. 

 
February 18/20/22: Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit: Chapter IV: 

Part A: “Independence and Dependence of Self-Consciousness,” M178-196, and  
Part B: “Freedom of Self-Consciousness,” M197-206. 

 
February 25/27/M. 1: Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit: Chapter IV: 

Part B: “Freedom of Self-Consciousness,” M197-230. 
 Test: Friday, March 1. 
 
March 4-8: Reading Week. 
 
March 11/13/15: Marx, The German Ideology: 

Preface and Part One: “Feuerbach,” Sections A and B. 
 
March 18/20/22: Marx, from The German Ideology:  

Part One: “Feuerbach,” Sections C and D. 
 
March 25/27: Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Part 1: “On the Prejudices of Philosophers.” 
 
April 3/5: Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: ¶ 36, 45, 54, 57, 188, 199, 203, 230, 257, 259, 262, 291. 
 
April 8/10/12: Emerson, “Nature” (1836). 
 
April 15/16: Emerson, “Nature” (1844). 
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N.B. 
  
Plagiarism: Presenting the work of others as your own is a serious academic offence, and it 
will be treated accordingly.  Consult the McGill Calendar for official procedures. 
 
Writing, Study Help:  Please consult me during my office hours, by email or telephone.  I am 
happy to assist you with reading and writing, or to talk with you about developing your philosophical 
ideas.  At this level of course, you should have very strong writing skills.  If you are having trouble 
writing essays or with grammar, please consult with me and I can recommend resources available on 
campus or at the library. 
 
Secondary Sources:  These are not necessary in this course.  You should not consult secondary 
literature without discussing it with me first, and you should not use any in your papers.  This class is 
about working with the primary texts.  If you for any reason consult outside sources, you must 
properly cite them in your work. 


