SEMINAR: Interpreting and constructing – working with a philosophical text.

INSTRUCTORS:

dr Mikołaj Ratajczak (IFiS PAN), dr Marta Olesik (ISP PAN), Mitchell
Atkinson III (GSSR, assistance)
Under the supervision of dr hab. Andrzej Leder (IFiS PAN).

HOURS:

WINTER Semester
30

SPRING Semester
30

FREQUENCY:

3 hours every two weeks: 2 hours seminar + 1 hour tutoring

PLACE

On-line: zoom.
In case the seminar moves on-site: Staszic Palace, Nowy Świat 72, 00-330
Warsaw

THE COURSE CORRESPONDS TO TOPICS: Theory of Interpretation, Theory of Writing,
Rhetoric, Contemporary Philosophy.

ASSESSMENT:








The course is available to all students (general course open to all students)
The course to be conducted in English
Prerequisites: knowledge in modern and contemporary philosophy; the level of master
degree.
Credit requirements: attendance, participation and the submission of an original essay are
necessary for the credit. You can miss one meeting in a semester.
Time of classes: Alternate Fridays, 13.00–15.00.
Tutorial hours: The same Fridays, 15.00–16.00.
Duration: 13.00–16.00 (4 x 45 minutes) every two weeks (for a total of 60 hours). First
class: October 22.

COURSE DESCRIPTION
Interpreting and constructing philosophical texts are prerequisites for any scholar preparing a
thesis in philosophy, social theory, and many other areas of humanities. The focus of the course is
to develop the skills necessary to analyse and interpret a philosophical / theoretical article as well
as to construct and write one’s own paer. These include an ability to locate the text on the map of
contemporary academia, to reconstruct and understand the author’s intention and to comprehend
how the context of the reception of a given work determines the language and the argument of the
text. The skills necessary to construct and prepare a paper encompass a capacity to delineate the
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theoretical field in which one operates and to consciously use conceptual instruments allowing to
elaborate the main argument. Every participant of the course will develop these skills by working
collectively with the lecturers and other course participants in a workshop form. The stages of the
collective work will be twofold: in the first semester the participants will reconstruct the main
ideas of a selected philosophical / theoretical text; in the second semester every participant will
write and present her own essay based on the interpretative work done in the previous stage.
First semester - Interpreting
The objective of the first semester is to prepare and present a detailed reconstruction of a selected
text from the field of contemporary philosophy / theory. Every participant chooses one text under
the supervision of one lecturer and analyses it according to the following algorithm:
1. What is the philosophical domain the text belongs to (metaphysics, epistemology, political
philosophy, etc.)?
2. What is the subject of the text?
3. Who are the thinkers that are the targeted in the text?
4. What is the text’s general aim?
5. What are the most important concepts and categories building the text’s argumentation?
6. How the concepts and categories are applied in the text?
7. What is the final position in the text?
8. Are there other texts / authors who would have a similar position?
9. How the style of the text influences its logic?
Second semester - Constructing
The objective of the second semester is to prepare a publishable draft of an article based on the
interpretative work done in the first semester. The general guideline for every participant is to
approach the first-semester text from a chosen different conceptual/methodological perspective.
The outcome should be a text that criticizes, deconstruct, outlines the limits of, re-elaborates etc.
the source-text. Unlike the guidelines for the first-semester presentation, they do not need to be
followed linearly but should be reflected in the overall construction of the publishable draft:
1. Consider the source-text as a material for your own argumentation. Identify the specific
problem you want to concentrate on, it can be conceptual, methodological, logical, etc.
2. Analyse the structure of the problem. Identify the key concepts used and argumentative
choices making up the main structure of the argumentation in the source-text.
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3. Think on how you wish to modify this structure – do you want to concentrate on the weak
points, identify a paradox/conceptual inconsistency, support the argumentation differently than
the author of the source-text does, shift the emphasis of the argument from one problem/concept
to another, strengthen the overall argument or tone, etc. There are many possible options –
straightforward critique is only one of them.
4. Choose text/s, author/s, school you will use as a tool to modify the source-text.
5. Identify the areas of the secondary-material which you’ll be focusing on. Reconstruct their
conceptual and argumentative structure, having in mind the specific purpose you'll be using them
for. Identify both differences and overlapping points with the source-text.
6. Consider your methodology - how will you apply the “secondary” material to the source-text –
again, straightforward comparison and critique need not limit your choices.
7. Go back to the structure of the source-text and identify your entry points - where you propose
to begin the application of the secondary-material. Consider how your argumentation will follow
from these entry points and how this will affect the logic of both your sources. Consider how the
two sets of concepts/problems/methods interact with one another - staging and performing this
interaction is the principal work of your essay.
8. Think on how the initial perspective changed as a result of your intervention. Locate yourself,
the narrator, within the text and in relation to the two perspectives you have chosen.
Each participant will first present and early version of the text in a class and gather notes from all
other participants and the lecturers. Those should be taken into consideration in the preparation of
the final version of the publishable draft, which is to be handed over by the end of the second
semester.

Learning outcomes likely to be achieved.
Students shall develop their capacity to understand and analyze texts of the contemporary
humanities. They will train the skill of matching different paradigms and theoretical sources, but
with care not to make categorical errors. They will prepare their own propositions and essays. As
always the discussion of texts written by them will be an important element of common effort.

Knowledge:



Awareness of the tools of philosophical – and more generally theoretical – analysis and
interpretation.
Understanding of their importance when constructing texts.

Skills:
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Capacity to ask the crucial questions when reading a philosophical (theoretical) text.
Capacity to locate the text on the map of propositions put forward nowadays.
Capacity to understand the author’s intention and comprehend how the context of the
reception of his work determines the fate of his ideas.
Capacity to delineate the theoretical field in which the student will operate when writing.
Capacity to consciously use such instruments that will allow the student to elaborate
his/her rationale.
Capacity to construct an original essay with a clear hypothesis and an adequate
argumentation.

Social Competence:




Ability to expose the prepared philosophical pronouncement to a group of listeners (skills
of a lecturer).
Skills in directing fruitfully a theoretical discussion.
Skills in constructively participating in a theoretical exchange of ideas (academic
dispute).
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