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Phil 307-02 Philosophy & Contemporary Cultural Theory 
Department of Social Sciences & Cultural Studies 
Pratt Institute   /   Spring 2019 
 

SYLLABUS 
 
GENERAL INFORMATION  
 
Mondays 2pm - 4:50pm 
Engineering Building, room 311 
 
Prof. Roy Tsao 
email: rtsao@pratt.edu 
office: DeKalb Hall, room 114 
office hours: Tuesdays, 12:30pm - 2:30pm 
 
Bulletin Description: 
 
An examination of contemporary cultural critique as developed in contemporary intellectual movements, 
such as critical theory, post-structuralism and deconstruction anti-theory. The course also elicits and 
explores central insights of cultural critique in the context of contemporary intellectual, political, and 
aesthetic concerns. 
 
Detailed Description: 
 
This section of Philosophy and Contemporary Cultural Theory will investigate theoretical and critical 
approaches to the problem of culture in modern society through close engagement with seminal 
writings of three major philosophical authors of the past century: Walter Benjamin, Hannah Arendt, and  
Theodor Adorno.  We will also be reading pertinent selections from a few more recent theorists: Jürgen 
Habermas, Frederic Jameson, and Judith Butler.     
  
 
Course Goals: 
 
The goal of this course is to enhance students’ grounding in some of the philosophical and critical 
discourses that inform contemporary cultural theory and critique. To that end, the course emphasizes 
intensive reading and analysis of major writings of a number of key thinkers, giving due attention both 
to their overlapping concerns and divergent perspectives.   
 
Student Learning Outcomes: 
Upon successful completion of the course students will be able to:  
 
• Read and respond to texts in contemporary social and cultural theory with an understanding of  their 
historical context and philosophical horizons. 
 
• Apply the critical concepts and methods of inquiry and analysis introduced in this course to raise 
intelligent questions, address complex problems, and construct rationally persuasive arguments.  
  
• Demonstrate, in writing, a nuanced and precise understanding of pertinent philosophical arguments, 
alert to outstanding questions and unresolved difficulties.  
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS  
 
The course will be conducted as a seminar. Students are expected to come to class each week 
prepared to discuss the assigned readings in close detail.  Students will also be asked to provide brief, 
informal presentations on designated portions of the reading, on a rotating basis.   
 

• Weekly Written Assignments:   Every Monday, students are to submit a written response/comment 
on an aspect of the assigned reading for that week, 2-3 pages in length (500-800 words).  These 
assignments are intended to provide the basis for seminar discussion, so it is essential that they be 
completed on time; late submissions will not be accepted.   
 

• Midterm Essay: A midterm essay  on an assigned topic (1500-1800 words) will be due on Friday, 
March 29. 
 

• Final Paper: A final paper (1800-2500 words) will be due on Monday, May 13.  
 
Grades: 
Course grades will be assessed on the following basis: 
 

• Seminar Attendance & Participation: 20% 
• Weekly Written Assignments: 20% 
• Midterm Paper: 20% 
• Final Paper: 40% 

 
TEXTS 
 

The following required books are available for purchase via the Pratt online bookstore: 
 

Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (Harcourt) ISBN  970156701532 
Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago)  ISBN 9780226586601 
Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia (Verso)  ISBN 9781844670512 

 

Older editions of these books are also acceptable for use in this course.  Please note that students are 
expected to obtain printed copies of these books,  and bring them to class when assigned. Electronic 
texts are not suitable for use in this course, as electronic reading devices will not be permitted in the 
classroom.   
 
Most of the other readings will be found in a course packet, which will be available for purchase at the 
copy center; a few will be distributed in class.  
 
COURSE POLICIES 
 

Electronic Devices 
In order to sustain a vital and dynamic classroom experience, the use of laptops, tablets, smartphones, or 
other electronic devices is be permitted in the classroom during class periods.  
 

Attendance & Punctuality 
Regular & punctual attendance is a requirement for this course.  Students are permitted up to 1 
absence with no penalty to their course grade. Further absences, regardless of the reason, may 
adversely affect your grade for attendance & participation.  Three or more unexcused absences 
constitute grounds for failing the course. 
 

Written Work 
Papers submitted after the designated due date & time will normally be subject to a penalty for 
lateness. If you are unable to submit your work on time – for whatever reason -  you are nonetheless 
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expected contact the instructor by email, stating when  the work will be submitted; failure to do so 
within 24 hours of the deadline will result in a further penalty. 
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Course Calendar & Schedule of Reading Assignments  
 
The following schedule of assignments is subject to modification as the semester proceeds. 
Updates will be posted via LMS. 
 
Specific instructions for each week’s short written assignment (due in class) will be 
provided either in class the week before, or else posted via LMS.  
 

Jan 28 [introductory session] 
 
Feb 4 Walter Benjamin, “The Concept of History”  
 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism Preface; Part II: chs. 5, 8, 9  
 
Feb 11 Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, Part III: chs. 10, 11, 12 
 
Feb 18 Benjamin, “The Storyteller” 
 Arendt, The Human Condition: Prologue; ch. I (§§ 1-3); ch. II (§§ 4, 7 &  10); ch. III (§§ 12 & 13); 

ch. IV (§18); ch. V (§ 24-26). 
 
Feb 25 Arendt, The Human Condition: chs. II (§§ 4-9); ch. III (§11-17); ch. VI (§§ 35 & 45) 
 
March 4 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” 

Arendt, The Human Condition, ch. IV (§§ 18-23) 
   
[spring break] 
 
 
March 18 Arendt, The Human Condition, ch. V (§§ 24-34) 
 Jürgen Habermas, “Hannah Arendt’s Communications Concept of Power” 
 
March 25  Judith Butler, “Performative Acts & Gender Constitution” 
 Butler, “Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly” 
 

Midterm Paper Due: Friday, March 29 
 
 
April 1 Adorno, Minima Moralia Part I 
 
April 8 Adorno, Minima Moralia, Parts II & III 

 
April 15 Adorno, “Cultural Criticism & Society” 
 Adorno, “History and Metaphysics” (from Negative Dialectics) 
 
April 22 Frederic Jameson, “Adorno in the Postmodern” 
 Jameson, “Postmodernism & Consumer Society” 

 
April 29 Habermas, “Modernity: An Unfinished Project” 
 Habermas, “Modernity vs. Postmodernity” 

 
May 6 [assignment to be announced] 
  
 

Final Paper Due:  Monday, May 13
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Pratt Policies and Procedures   
 

A full policy and procedures document and related institute policies and procedures can be found online (www.pratt.edu/policies) or in the 
Office of the Vice President for Student Affairs, Main Building, Lower Level.   
Academic Integrity Policy 
 
At Pratt, students, faculty, and staff do creative and original work. This is one of our community values. For Pratt to be a space where 
everyone can freely create, our community must adhere to the highest standards of academic integrity. 
Academic integrity at Pratt means using your own and original ideas in creating academic work. It also means that if you use the ideas or 
influence of others in your work, you must acknowledge them. 
At Pratt, 

• We do our own work, 
• We are creative, and 
• We give credit where it is due. 

Based on our value of academic integrity, Pratt has an Academic Integrity Standing Committee (AISC) that is charged with educating faculty, 
staff, and students about academic integrity practices. Whenever possible, we strive to resolve alleged infractions at the most local level 
possible, such as between student and professor, or within a department or school. When necessary, members of this committee will form 
an Academic Integrity Hearing Board. Such boards may hear cases regarding cheating, plagiarism, and other infractions described below; 
these infractions can be grounds for citation, sanction, or dismissal. 
 
Academic Integrity Code 
When students submit any work for academic credit, they make an implicit claim that the work is wholly their own, completed without the 
assistance of any unauthorized person. These works include, but are not limited to exams, quizzes, presentations, papers, projects, studio 
work, and other assignments and assessments. In addition, no student shall prevent another student from making their work. Students may 
study, collaborate and work together on assignments at the discretion of the instructor. 
Examples of infractions include but are not limited to: 
1) Plagiarism, defined as using the exact language or a close paraphrase of someone else’s ideas without citation. 
2) Violations of fair use, including the unauthorized and un-cited use of another’s artworks, images, designs, etc. 
3) The supplying or receiving of completed work including papers, projects, outlines, artworks, designs, prototypes, models, or research for 
submission by any person other than the author.   
4) The unauthorized submission of the same or essentially the same piece of work for credit in two different classes. 
5) The unauthorized supplying or receiving of information about the form or content of an examination.   
6) The supplying or receiving of partial or complete answers, or suggestions for answers; or the supplying or receiving of assistance in 
interpretation of questions on any examination from any source not explicitly authorized. (This includes copying or reading of another 
student’s work or consultation of notes or other sources during an examination.)   
For academic support, students are encouraged to seek assistance from the Writing and Tutorial Center, Pratt Libraries, or consult with an 
academic advisor about other support resources. 
 
General Pratt Attendance Policy    
Pratt Institute understands that students’ engagement in their program of study is central to their success. While no attendance policy can 
assure that, regular class attendance is key to this engagement and signals the commitment Pratt students make to participate fully in their 
education. 
Faculty are responsible for including a reasonable attendance policy on the syllabus for each course they teach, consistent with department-
specific guidelines, if applicable, and with Institute policy regarding reasonable accommodation of students with documented disabilities. 
Students are responsible for knowing the attendance policy in each of their classes; for understanding whether a class absence has been 
excused or not; for obtaining material covered during an absence (note: instructors may request that a student obtain the material from 
peers); and for determining, in consultation with the instructor and ahead of time if possible, whether make-up work will be permitted. 
Consistent attendance is essential for the completion of any course or program. Attending class does not earn students any specific portion 
of their grade, but is the pre-condition for passing the course, while missing class may seriously harm a student’s grade. Grades may be 
lowered a letter grade for each unexcused absence, at the discretion of the instructor. Even as few as three unexcused absences in some 
courses (especially those that meet only once per week) may result in an automatic “F” for the course. (Note: Students shall not be 
penalized for class absences prior to adding a course at the beginning of a semester, though faculty may expect students to make up any 
missed assignments.) 
Pratt Institute respects students’ requirements to observe days of cultural significance, including religious holy days, and recognizes that 
some students might need to miss class to do so. In this, or other similar, circumstance, students are responsible for consulting with faculty 
ahead of time about how and when they can make up work they will miss. 
Faculty are encouraged to give consideration to students who have documentation from the Office of Health and Counseling. Reasonable 
accommodations for students with disabilities will continue to be provided, as appropriate. 
 
Students with Disabilities    
The instructor will make every effort to accommodate students with both visible and invisible disabilities.  While it is advisable that students 
with disabilities speak to the instructor at the start of the semester if they feel this condition might make it difficult to partake in aspects of the 
course, students should feel free to discuss issues pertaining to disabilities with the instructor at any time.  Depending on the nature of the 
disability, and the extent to which it may require deviations from standard course policy, documentation of a specific condition may be 
required, in compliance with conditions established by the campus Learning Access Center, and in compliance with the Americans with 
Disabilities Act. Students who require special accommodations for disabilities must obtain clearance from the Office of Disability Services at 
the beginning of the semester. They should contact Elisabeth Sullivan, Director of the Learning Access Center, 718-636-3711. 
 
Religious Policies 
In line with Pratt’s Attendance Policy, Pratt Institute respects students’ requirements to observe days of cultural significance, including 
religious holy days, and recognizes that some students might need to miss class to do so. In this, or other similar, circumstance, students 
are responsible for consulting with faculty ahead of time about how and when they can make up work they will miss.  


