
20th Century French Philosophy: On Time 
 

Instructor: Andrew Werner 
Email: andrew.werner@yale.edu 
Office: Harkness Hall, Room 104 
Office Hours: Tuesdays 1:00pm-4:00pm and by appointment 
 
 This course will introduce students to some of the most important and interesting French 
philosophers of the 20th century by examining their accounts of time. Our focus will be on how 
these different figures think about the relation between time and the human being. Topics will 
include the following: that human beings are in time is a sign of our mortality, our finitude – but 
does it bear on our essence as conscious beings? We seem to be able to determine the future, and to 
remember the past – what do these facts about us mean for an account of the nature of time? And 
just how are we able to determine the future and remember the past? During the semester we will 
read such authors as de Beauvoir, Bergson, Butler, Deleuze, Derrida, Kristeva, Lacan, Merleau-
Ponty, Proust, and Sartre. 
 This course has three primary aims. First, after this course you should be able to study texts 
within 20th Century French philosophy on your own, having developed a sense of the different 
methods and problems which animated philosophers of this period. Second, you will improve more 
generally as readers of difficult philosophical texts, having practiced distilling the arguments of these 
texts into lucid prose in a series of short papers. Finally, you will develop an understanding of the 
significance of time for understanding the human condition, especially our finitude and self-opacity. 
 

Class Participation 
Class discussion will be a central component of our work together this quarter. Good discussions are 
the fruit of careful reading: if you put in the work to read and digest the material (which will likely 
require re-reading), our discussions will be rewarding. If you fail to do such work, our discussions 
will be much less rewarding. So everyone should come to class ready with questions, concerns, 
objections, and new ideas. The harder we all work on our own outside of class, the more we all learn 
together in class. Because participation in class is so important, attendance at all classes is required, 
and will be a factor in determining your final grade. 
 

Weekly Position Papers 
Five times throughout the semester (on weeks of your choosing), you will write a 3 page response 

(around 1000 words) to be turned in by midnight on Thursday in response to some issue from the 

reading or the class. These papers are meant to be open-ended in form, to give you more of an 

opportunity to grapple with the issues that are most interesting to you. It would be appropriate in 

these papers to, for instance, ask a question about what something means (exploring what about it 

you don’t understand); formulate an objection to some claim made in class or by the reading; talk 

about some example in light of the reading/class; advance an interpretive thesis about the text. Your 

response needs to involve some topic or topics from the reading and class, and it needs to show 

some form of reflective engagement with them.  The aim of these papers is to facilitate your 

understanding of the text; moreover, working on these papers will help prepare you to write the 

longer, final paper. (While we will not be able to discuss these papers at the length they deserve in 

class, I will provide extensive written feedback for each paper, and I am happy to meet with you in 

office hours each week to go over your paper in a detailed fashion.) 
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Presentations 
Once during the course of the semester, you will be expected to give a presentation on the reading 
for that day. (For that week, you will not be expected to turn in a position paper.) The presentation 
should be aimed at facilitating class discussion of issues within the reading. As such, it should be 
centered on asking a small number of questions. To clarify those questions, you might find it helpful 
to provide context or motivation. You might even find it helpful to provide a kind of outline for 
how you take the argument from the reading to go. But your goal is to pose questions that the class 
then discusses (discussions that you will then moderate). I am happy to talk with you about your 
presentation beforehand, and I expect at least an email with an indication of what you plan to talk 
about two days before your presentation. 

 

Final Paper 
A 5-6 page draft of the final paper will be due by 5:00pm on Friday, November 17th . I will meet with 
you individually to help you determine a topic for this paper, and you will be allowed to build upon 
any of the weekly position papers you wrote. 
 
An 8-9 page revised, final draft of the paper will be due by 5:00pm on Wednesday, December 20th. I 
will provide written feedback on your initial draft, and you will be expected to meet with me to 
discuss that feedback and what revisions you plan to make for the final. 
 

Grading Policies 
The overall breakdown of your course grade will be as follows: 
 
Presentation: 10% 
 
Position Papers: 30% 
 
Final, first draft: 20% 
 
Final, second draft: 25% 
 
Participation: 15% 
 
Letter grades will be determined as follows: 93–100 is an A, 90–92 is an A-, 87–89 is a B+, and so 

on. 

 

Readings 

Existentialism and Phenomenology 
Week 1: 8/31 
Introduction: What would happen if you could not die? 
 
Week 2: 9/5 and 9/7 
de Beauvoir, All Men are Mortal, chapters 1-2, 1-40 
Sartre, Being and Nothingness, “The Origin of Nothingness,” 21-45 
 



Week 3: 9/12 and 9/14 
de Beauvoir, All Men are Mortal, chapter 3 and Book V, 40-68 and 289-313  
Sartre, Being and Nothingness, “Phenomenology of the Three Time Dimensions,” 107-129 
 
Week 4: 9/19 and 9/21 
de Beauvoir, All Men are Mortal, Book V and Epilogue, 289-313 
Sartre, Being and Nothingness, “The Ontology of Temporality” 130-149 
 
Week 5: 9/26 and 9/28 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, “Temporality,” 432-457 
 
Week 6: 10/3 and 10/5 
de Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, “Ambiguity and Freedom” and “The Present and the Future”, 
1-35, 124-153 

Post-Structuralism 
Week 7: 10/10 and 10/12 
Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law,” Part 1 
 
Week 8: 20/24 and 10/26 
Jacques Derrida, The Problem of Genesis in Husserl’s Phenomenology, part II and selections from part III 
Poala Marrati, Genesis and Trace: selections 
 
Week 9: 10/31 and 11/2 
Judith Butler, “Giving an Account of Oneself”  

 
Time and Memory 

Week 10: 11/7 and 11/9 
Henri Bergson, The Creative Mind, chs. 1-2 
Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, Vol. 1 Swann’s Way, Combray Part I 
 
Week 11: 11/14 and 11/16 
Bergson, Matter and Memory, ch. 3 
Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, selections  
 
Week 12: 11/28 and 11/30 
Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, pgs. 70-91 
 
Week 13: 12/5 and 12/7 
Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, Vol. 6 Finding Time Again, the garden party 
Julia Kristeva, Proust and the Sense of Time, “Time and Timelessness” and “In Search of the Madeleine” 
Julia Kristeva, Time and Sense, “Losing Impatience” 
Optional: Gilles Deleuze, Proust and Signs, “The Secondary Role of Memory” 
Optional: Julia Kristeva, “Women’s Time” 
 


