
 
 

History of French Philosophy 
 

 

Class code 
 
PHIL-UA 9026001 

Instructor Details 
 
Philippe Lusson 
 
pal305@nyu.edu 
 
Office hours and location to be determined 

Class Details 
 
History of French Philosophy 
 
Monday 2:15-3:45 & Wednesday 3:00-4:30 
 
Location to be confirmed. 

Prerequisites 
 
No prerequisites. 

Class Description An overview of important developments in French philosophy from the 16th century to the 1950s. We 
will look at the epistemological and metaphysical debates that followed the rediscovery of Ancient 
philosophy and the Copernican revolution, with Descartes’ rationalist theory of knowledge, Condillac’s 
empiricist critique, and the later recognition of the importance of others and society, around the 
ethical and political works of Rousseau. We will then survey reactions to the rise of the empirical 
sciences in the 19th century, looking at the question of free will and determinism and at the influential 
philosophical movement of positivism. Finally, we will read from Sartre and de Beauvoir’s distinctive 
development of existentialism, a philosophy that grapples with the consequences of human freedom. 
 
The course format will alternate between lecture and class discussion. 

Desired 

Outcomes 

 
Knowledge: 

- To get a sense of the historical evolution of philosophy since the 16th-century, 
- To see how French philosophers developed some of the key ideas and movements in that 

history, 
- To identify and debate important issues philosophers still discuss today, such as if and how we 

attain knowledge, or whether we enjoy free will. 
Writing and critical thinking: 

- To learn how to assess the strength and weaknesses of arguments, 
- To engage in constructive philosophical discussion, give reasons, and raise objections, 
- To perfect writing skills especially important to philosophy, such as clarity and argumentative 

strength. 

Assessment 

Components 

 
To complete the course, you will have to do the following: 

 Short questions (or short series of questions) about the readings, sent to my e-mail address 
the day before class, for at least 10 different sessions of your choosing. Your question(s) might 
be clarificatory, or start to raise a possible line of objection to the reading. 

 A midterm exam (on March 2nd), consisting of paragraph-length answers to questions about 
the material covered in class so far. 

 A final exam (on May 9th), consisting of paragraph-length answers to questions about the 
material covered during the whole term. 

 Two 1500-word scripted expository papers, for which topics will be distributed each week on 
Wednesday, starting on January 27th. You will have to choose one before the midterm exam 
(March 2nd) and one after. Papers are due at the end of the next week – so nine days after 
topics have been distributed. 

 A first draft of a 2,000-word paper (due before March 23rd), where you will critically assess 
an argument we saw in the readings and lectures. Papers should introduce the argument, 
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raise an objection, and assess the upshot of the objection – either to answer the objection, or 
to explain why you think the objection successfully undermines the argument. 

 A 500-word (anonymous) commentary on one of your (anonymous) peer’s draft paper (due 
on Tuesday April 5th), where you will assess the strength and weaknesses of your peer’s draft, 
point out things that are unclear, and/or raise possible objections to his or her reasoning. 

 A revised version of your 2,000-word paper (due before May 4th) – taking into account your 
peer’s and my own comments on your first draft. 
 

Failure to submit or fulfill any required course component results in failure of the class.  

Assessment 

Expectations 

Grade A:  applies to clear, very well-argued, and well structured writing, that displays a good grasp of 
the positions and arguments in the reading, and a good understanding of how to discuss philosophy, 
give reasons for one’s claims, and raise meaningful objections. 

Grade B:  applies to good and very good writing that displays understanding of the key points and of 
the reasons for and against various positions, but leaves significant room for improvement on either 
the understanding of some details of the material covered, the clarity of explanations, or the originality 
of the critical discussion. 

Grade C:  applies to writing that displays some grasp of the key points and reasons, but remains 
superficial, underdeveloped, or lacks clarity at the sentence or structural level. 

Grade D:  applies to writing that displays an incorrect or confused grasp of some essential aspect(s) of 
the material, and/or lacks coherence at the sentence or structural level. 

Grade F:  for non-submitted or very late work, unintelligible or entirely off-topic writing, or plagiarized 
work. 

Grade conversion 
 
A  = 16 Félicitations 
A-  =  15 Excellent 
B+ =  14 Très bien 
B  =  13 Bien 
B- =  12 Encourageant/Assez bien 
C+  =  11 Moyen plus 
C  =  10 Moyen 
C-    =  9 Passable 
D+ =  8 
D  =  7 
D-  = 6 

Grading Policy 
 
NYU Paris aims to have grading standards and results in all its courses similar to those that prevail at 
Washington Square. 



 

Attendance 

Policy 

 
Here is NYU’s Attendance Policy for students studying away at a Global Academic Center :  
 
Study abroad at Global Academic Centers is an academically intensive and immersive experience, in 
which students from a wide range of backgrounds exchange ideas in discussion-based seminars. 
Learning in such an environment depends on the active participation of all students. And since classes 
typically meet once or twice a week, even a single absence can cause a student to miss a significant 
portion of a course. To ensure the integrity of this academic experience, class attendance at the 
centers is mandatory, and unexcused absences will affect students' semester grades. Students are 
responsible for making up any work missed due to absence. Repeated absences in a course may result 
in failure. 
 
Beginning Fall 2014, at all Global Academic Centers, unexcused absences will be penalized with a two 
percent deduction from the student’s final course grade1. 
 
Other guidelines specific to NYUParis include:  

 Attendance to class and all course-related events, even outside of regularly scheduled 
course times, is expected and mandatory. Some class outings/make-up classes take place on 
Fridays 

 Under no circumstances will non-University-related travel constitute an excused absence 
from class. DO NOT book travel until you have received and carefully studied the syllabus of 
each of your classes. 

 If you are not sick enough to go to the doctor, you are well enough to go to class.  Doctor’s 
notes will be expected for all medical-related absences.   

 No tests, quizzes, or exams will be made up.  A missed test, quiz, or exam will result in a zero.  
Questions about this policy should be directed to the Academic Affairs team, not your 
professor.   

 

Late Submission 

of Work 
 

You should turn in any paper by the end of the day on the due date. If you turn in your paper late, your 
grade will be lowered by half a letter grade for every day after the due date. 

Plagiarism Policy 
 
New York University in Paris, as an academic community, is committed to free and open inquiry, to 
creating an intellectual and social environment that promotes this, and to upholding the highest 
standards of personal and academic integrity. 

 
All NYUP students have the responsibility to uphold these stated objectives. As a member of this 
community, you accept the responsibility for upholding and maintaining these standards, which 
include refraining from all forms of plagiarism and cheating as detailed below. 

 
Cases of plagiarism at NYUParis will be brought to the attention of NYUParis academic administration 
as well as the implicated student’s home school Dean. 
 
PLAGIARISM: a form of fraud, presenting someone else’s work as though it were your own2 

 A sequence of words from another writer who you have not quoted and referenced in 
footnotes3  

 A paraphrased passage from another writer’s work that you have not cited. 

 Facts or ideas gathered and reported by someone else4  

 Another student’s work that you claim as your own 

 A paper that is purchased or “researched” for money 

 A paper that is downloaded free of charge from the Internet 
 
CHEATING 

 Copying from another student’s exam or quiz 

 Giving or receiving unauthorized assistance (crib sheets, internet, etc.) during an exam or quiz 

 Having someone take your exam 

                                                                 
1 NYU’s “Policies and procedures for students studying away at a Global Academic Center”  
2 NYU’s Expository Writing Department’s Statement on Plagiarism 
3 NYU Statement on Plagiarism 
4 NYU Statement on Plagiarism 



 

 Accessing an exam or quiz in an unauthorized fashion   prior to its administration 

 Collaborating with other students or unauthorized persons on a take home exam 

 Using the same written material for two courses without the express permission of both 
instructors 

 Fabricating or falsifying data 

Required Text(s) 
 

 Descartes, René, Meditations on First Philosophy, Hackett, 1993 (ISBN-13: 978-0872201927) 

 Condillac, Etienne Bonnot de, Essay on the Origins of Human Knowledge, Cambridge 
University Press, 2001 (ISBN-13: 978-0521585767) 

 Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, The Basic Political Writings, Hackett, 2012 (ISBN-13: 978-
1603846738) 

 Bergson, Henri, Time and Free Will, Dover Publications, 2001 (ISBN-13: 978-0486417677) 

 Sartre, Jean-Paul, Existentialism is a Humanism, Yale University Press, 2007 (ISBN-13: 978-
0300115468) 

 Beauvoir, Simone de, The Ethics of Ambiguity, Citadel Press, 1962 (ISBN-13: 978-0806501604) 

Supplemental 

Texts(s) (not 

required to 

purchase as  

copies are in 

NYU-L Library) 

 

 Montaigne, Michel de, The Complete Works of Montaigne: Essays, Travel Journal, Letters, 
Everyman’s Library, 2003 (ISBN-13: 978-1400040216, reprint of a 1948 Stanford University 
Press edition, and it could also be the complete Penguin edition of the Essays, ISBN-13: 978-
0140446043) 

 Sartre, Jean-Paul, The Wall and Other Stories, New Directions, 1969 (ISBN-13: 978-
0811201902) 

 Sartre, Jean-Paul, Being and Nothingness, Washington Square Press, 1993 (ISBN-13: 978-
0671867805, or any other edition) 

 Duhem, Pierre, The Aim and Structure of Physical Theory, Princeton University Press, 1992 
(ISBN-13: 978-0691025247)  

Internet Research  

Guidelines 

 
No particular guidelines. Internet research for this course is not necessary.  
 
A recommended optional resource is the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, which has articles on all 
the philosophers we will read (except Proudhon), and all the topics we will tackle. I am not aware of 
good online resources on Proudhon (beyond biographical details), and I advise caution: most of what 
you would find is politically partisan and lacks intellectual honesty. 

Additional 

Required 

Equipment  

 
None. 
 

Session 1 

January 18th 

 
Introduction 

Session 2 

January 20th 

 
Descartes’ philosophical project 

 Descartes, A Discourse on the Method, I-II, pp. 5-20 

 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, I, pp. 13-16 

Session 3 

January 25th 

 
Descartes’ dualism 

 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, II, pp. 17-23 

 Arnauld, “Of the nature of the Human Mind” (from the 4th series of objections to Descartes) 

Session 4 

January 27th 

 
Descartes on God and the external world 

 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, III-IV, pp. 24-41 

 Michael Della Rocca, “PSR”, Philosopher's Imprint, Vol. 10, 2010 

Session 5 

February 1st 

 
Descartes on God and the external world (continued) 

 Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, V-VI, pp. 42-64 

Session 6 

February 3rd 

 
Descartes’ ethics  

 Descartes, A Discourse on the Method, III, pp. 21-27 

 Descartes, Of the Passions of the Soul, §§1-6 (pp. 18-21), 17-20 (pp. 28-29), 27-41 (pp. 33-41), 
45-50 (pp. 49-50), 86-90 (pp. 66-69), 143-161 (pp. 96-109) and 211-212 (pp. 133-135) 



 

Session 7 

February 8th 

 
Condillac’s empiricism, the critique of Descartes and the operations of the mind 

 Condillac, Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge, Part I, Sections 1-2.8, pp. 9-53 

Session 8 

February 10th 

 
Condillac’s empiricism (continued), the role of language in knowledge 

 Condillac, Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge, Part I, Sections 2.9-4, pp. 54-91 

Session 9 

February 15th 

 
Condillac’s empiricism (continued), abstraction and the Molyneux problem 

 Condillac, Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge, Part I, Sections 5-6, pp. 92-110 

Session 10 

February 17th 

 
Condillac’s empiricism (continued), the method 

 Condillac, Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge, Part II, Section 2, pp. 196-220 

Session 11 

February 22nd 

 
Rousseau’s ethical problem 

 Rousseau, “Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality among Men” 

Session 12 

February 24th 

 
Rousseau on the social contract 

 Rousseau, The Social Contract, Book I 

Session 13 

February 29th 

 
Rousseau on the polity 

 Rousseau, The Social Contract, Book II, 1-7 and Book IV, 1-3 and 8-9 

 Rousseau, Rêveries of the Splitary Walker, VI 

Session 14 

March 2nd 

 
Midterm exam 

Session 15 

March 7th 

 
Rousseau and solitude 

 Rousseau, Rêveries of the Splitary Walker, V and VII-X 
 

Session 16 

March 9th 

 
Determinism and free will  

 Laplace, from A Philosophical Essay on Probabilities (‘Laplace’s demon’) 

 Lequier, “The Hornbeam leaf” 

Session 17 

March 14th 

 
Positivism 

 Comte, “View of the nature and importance of the positive philosophy” 

Session 18 

March 16th 

 
Positivism (continued) 

 Comte, “Intellectual character of positivism” 

Session 19 

March 21st 

 
Determinism and prediction 

 Duhem, from The Aim and Structure of Physical Theory (‘Duhem’s bull’) 

 Jos Leys et al., CHAOS, chapter 5, “Duhem’s bull” [video] 

Session 20 

March 23rd 

 
Bergson’s concept of duration 

 Bergson, Time and Free Will, ch. 2, pp. 75-139 

Session 21 

March 30th 

 
Bergson’s objections to determinism 

 Bergson, Time and Free Will, ch. 3, pp. 140-183 

Session 22 

(Friday) April 1st 

 
Bergson’s defense of free will 

 Bergson, Time and Free Will, ch. 3, pp. 183-221  

Session 23 

April 4th 

 
Introduction to French existentialism 

 Sartre, “Existentialism is a Humanism”, pp. 17-54 

 Sartre, from Nausea 

Session 24 

April 6th 

 
Sartre on freedom  

 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, Part IV, Ch 1, II, “Freedom and Factivity: The Situation”, pp. 
481-509 



 

Session 25 

April 11th 

 
Sartre on freedom (continued) 

 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, Part IV, Ch 1, II, “Freedom and Factivity: The Situation”, pp. 
509-531 

Session 26 

April 13th 

 
Existentialist ethics 

 Beauvoir, from The Ethics of Ambiguity 

Session 27 

May 2nd 

 
Existentialist ethics (continued)  

 Beauvoir, from The Ethics of Ambiguity 

Session 28 

May 4th 

 
Review session 

Classroom 

Etiquette 

 

 No eating in class. 

 No cell phones in class. 

 No laptop computers in class unless permission is expressly given by your professors. 

 Leaving class to go to the bathroom or yawning in class is considered rude in France. 

Required Co-

curricular 

Activities 

 
TBD 
 

Suggested Co-

curricular 

Activities 

 
TBD 
 

 

Your Instructor 

 
Philippe Lusson (PhD, New York University, 2014; Ecole Normale Supérieure de la rue d’Ulm, 2008; agrégé in Philosophy, 2007) 
works mostly in philosophy of mind and action, with a particular focus on intentions, willpower, decision-making, omissions and 
collective coordination, with a deep belief in the continuity between scientific and philosophical research in these areas. He has 
presented his work at various international conferences, most recently in Madrid and Antwerp. He is also associated researcher 
at the Institut Jean Nicod (CNRS-EHESS-ENS). 


