
 

Death, Freedom and the Search for Meaning: 

Introduction to Political Existentialism 
Uriel Abulof [abulof@cornell.edu] 

As you set out for Ithaka 
Hope your road is a long one, 

Full of adventure, full of understanding… 
C. P. Cavafy, Ithaka 

What sets us apart, and brings us together, as humans – and what are the socio-political implications? Seeking 
understanding, this course is an odyssey onto the human condition and its politics, honing together a new 
theoretical-empirical lens: political existentialism. As a philosophy, existentialism examines mortal man’s 
search for meaning in a meaningless universe. Most philosophers ask, “what is the good life?” and answer: to 
feel good, or to be good, or to do good. Existentialism asks, “what is life good for?” and is still searching for 
answers. A host of fascinating quandaries emerge from this quest: Are we truly different than animals and 
machines? What does it mean to “be yourself”? What’s the difference between freedom and liberty? Should 
we pursue happiness? Why do we yield to fear and anxiety? What are the roles of reflection, truth and morality 
in our society and politics? Is God dead, but religion alive? Can we defeat alienation? Is love all we need? 
How much can, and should, we hope for? 

In this highly interdisciplinary course we will address these, and then some more. We shall examine, one by 
one, a dozen themes, on both the individual/universal level and the socio-political plane: Human/nature, 
identity & authenticity, freedom, reflection, happiness, death & dread, meaning, morality, truth & trust, 
God & religion, alienation & love, and finally – hope. 

Struture: Flipped Classrom & edX HOPE 

This graduate seminar is run as a flipped classroom: lectures are given online, while the weekly meeting is 
dedicated to group discussion and research workshop. Students will enroll in the edX online course HOPE 
(Human Odyssey to Political Existentialism), were they will watch, before each class, the pertinent lectures. 
HOPE was recently reviewed all-time top online course, and best political science and philosophy course, 
worldwide, joined by thousands of learners from over 100 countries. It is fully accessible, including subtitles 
for all the lectures – in English, Arabic and Hebrew. Here’s a short clip featuring a couple of seconds from 
all HOPE talks, and you can also view the trailer, the introduction, and a brief animation on the hierarchy 
of basic human needs. To enroll and view the full list of the forty-four lectures, see 
https://tinyurl.com/hope44. 

Assignments 

Participation: The seminar requires continuous, active participation. Students are expected to come prepared 
to all classes, having watched the online lectures and read the required material, ready to engage with fellow 

mailto:abulof@cornell.edu
https://www.classcentral.com/course/edx-hope-human-odyssey-to-political-existentialism-11584
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NVoi4LVIcQ0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ze6Ti2tRgA&t
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIs_iQrTrbM
https://www.facebook.com/onlineprinceton/videos/588419224907687/
https://tinyurl.com/hope44
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students on the weekly theme(s). In each meeting we will go, together, through some of the key questions 
and tasks, as presented in this syllabus and on edX HOPE. 

Reading: Existentialism is (all?) about freedom as choice. And so, we have two types of required reading. 
One, quite typical: Before each class you will read one item (typically the length of an article) assigned to all 
students. The second reading is up to you: Before each class you will be choosing another piece on the 
pertinent topic, likely – but not necessarily – from the extended syllabus. It could also be a work of art. You 
will write a brief, one-page, reflection on that chosen reading, possibly integrating insights from the all-class 
reading. You will submit the reflection electronically, uploaded via Canvas, at least 24 hours before the class. 

Group Discussion: depending on class size, one or two students will be choosing/chosen to lead a dedicated 
group discussion starting with the third meeting, until the penultimate session. The “discussion directors” 
will draw not only on their own reading, but also on their careful, critical, reading of the students’ reflections 
for the class. 

Seminar Paper: Each student will write a seminar paper (~3000 words) submitted May 20 (TBD). The 
possible topics are endless. There is one simple guideline: explore a distinctively human feature and its socio-
political role. It should concern a real-world phenomenon (contemporary or historical) by tapping into the 
lived experiences of the people you study – through the analyses of discourse, polls, behavior, and culture, 
including art. Beyond this, there are of course many important elements to writing a fine paper, but two are 
key: a good research question and feedback. In our course we will try to cultivate both, together.  

A great research question is intelligible, interesting, important, innovative and inspiring (henceforth 5i). It 
should be intelligible not only to you, and your classmates, or even like-minded people, but to most, if not 
all, intelligent people. Many of the latter should deem it interesting, that is, presenting a real puzzle that is 
worth pursuing. A good research question does not have a readily available answer. It should also be important 
– going to the heart of a matter that matters; and that importance should be first and foremost to our 
understanding of the world, and then, to the scholarship. An innovative question raises a quandary that we 
didn’t know existed, or hardly paid attention to, sometimes casting fresh light on a familiar reality. Finally, 
a great research question is inspiring: it sparks the curiosity of others to pursue related puzzles, jointly 
contributing to a better understanding of the world – and to making it better. 

No paper can be as good as it should if it grows in complete solitude. There is little mystery about it, but we 
often forget this simple fact: the more people review our work, and the more we pay attention to their words, 
the better our work become. Fortunately, a seminar group is exactly the setting that can help us embrace the 
critics of, and by, others, without being too embarrassed about it. We will create our own peer-review process, 
with one draft of the paper submitted to two fellow students, to receive their feedback before submitting the 
final version. 
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Course Grade Breakdown 

Participation & Reflections: 25% + Discussion Direction: 15% +  
Peer-review Draft: 10% + Seminar paper: 50% = 100% 
(Maybe we’ll think of a bonus too…) 

Overture 

Why breathe? Why breed? Why bleed? What’s the point of living, and of making life? What’s worth killing, 
and dying, for? Today’s academia and media rarely ask these difficult, existential, questions, explaining people 
through past-bases causes, not future-driven reasons. We have, in the social sciences, many images of humans: 
the homo biologicus, impelled by evolutionary imperatives; homo economicus, motivated by material cost-
benefit calculation; homo sociologicus, driven by identities; and homo psychologicus, propelled by emotions. But 
these are all traits we share with both animals and machines. What, then, sets us apart, and brings us together, 
as humans – wherein stands the homo sapiens? If we wish to live up to our titular “wisdom” (sapience), the 
time may be ripe for a new science to emerge, investigating that which is uniquely human. Sapienology, we 
might call it, and append it with Sapienism: a plea to recall, and live up to, our humanity, taking it as far and 
as free as it can possibly be. 

In search of this hope, we embark on a journey, an odyssey into the human condition and its political 
implications. In the perilous roads ahead, we shall turn to existentialism for guidance – both philosophically 
and politically. With each of the dozen themes, we will discuss both the universal human condition – and its 
social political dimension. Both, we shall discover, can be elusive. Can we truly find distinctively human 
features, and trace their effects? Can we truly understand politics beyond the pursuit of power? If we’re 
successful, we will learn something new about ourselves, and about how politics can help bring out not just 
the worst, but the best, in us. In the process we will offer a richer understanding of politics. We shall see, for 
example, that human politics is not only about “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” but about the 
awareness of death, a sense of choice, the search for meaning – the hallmarks of existentialism. 

In philosophy, existentialism has been a black sheep. Historically, existentialism ascended after WWII, 
but then quickly subsided. If existentialism is a philosophy at all, it’s mainly because it takes seriously the 
literal meaning of the term: “philosophy” – the love of wisdom. Political science too doesn’t quite know what 
to make of existentialism, and has rarely paid any attention to it. After all, existentialism is not a coherent 
doctrine, its “ism” is a misfit, and it’s certainly not an ideology. It’s a wide and colorful quilt. The 
existentialists do not form a “school” or share any particular outlook on religion and politics. Kierkegaard 
was a pious Christian; Buber an Orthodox Jew; Nietzsche and Camus were atheists. Kierkegaard despised 
politics; Sartre was a Marxist; de Beauvoir a feminist; Camus, a humanitarian; Heidegger, a Nazi.  

This certainly makes it hard to pin down existentialism, but its capacity to make such strange 
bedfellows also shows its vitality, and its potential relevance to many, perhaps most, people and their politics. 
Existentialism is not necessarily Western, and can speak to both Greenpeace activists and ISIS sympathizers.  
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And one thing more, one thing that makes existentialism both more alluring – and terrifying. 
Existentialism is dangerous. It isn’t caught in the confines of a thought experiment; it is not merely about 
knowing what is or what ought to be, nor even about feeling it, through either our emotions or our bodies. 
It is all and more – it is about “phenomenology”: the actual lived experience, with all its many fears and feats. 
Existentialism instructs what it means to live humanly not through a manual but by tapping, deeply, into 
the lived experiences of others, and of ourselves. Camus, for one, once said that he “preached by example.” 
Here art becomes pivotal – an indispensable portal to that lived experience.  

 

Reading & References 
(all-class requirement in *) 

Themed Bibliography 

I. Human/Nature  

Are we truly different, let alone better, than non-humans? Are our notions of politics distinctly human, 
or ought political scientists just as well study packs of wolves? What can Darwin and Maslow teach us 
about human nature and its resonance in society and politics? 

 

Abulof, Uriel, ed. (2017). Revisiting Maslow: Human Needs in the 21st Century [Special Issue]. Society, 
54(6). 

Asma, Stephen T. (2017) The Evolution of Imagination. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Barash, David P. (2012) Homo Mysterious: Evolutionary Puzzles of Human Nature. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Baumeister, Roy F. (2005) The Cultural Animal: Human Nature, Meaning, and Social Life. New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

Bekoff, Marc (2013) Why Dogs Hump and Bees Get Depressed: The Fascinating Science of Animal Intelligence, 
Emotions, Friendship, and Conservation. Novato: New World Library. 

Cacioppo, John T., and William Patrick (2008) Loneliness: Human Nature and the Need for Social 
Connection. 1st. ed. New York: Norton. 

Cooley, Charles Horton (1922) Human Nature and the Social Order. New York ; Chicago: C. Scribner's 
sons. 

Coward, Harold G. (2008) The Perfectibility of Human Nature in Eastern and Western Thought. Suny Series 
in Religious Studies. Albany: State University of New York Press. 

Davies, James Chowning (1963) Human Nature in Politics; the Dynamics of Political Behavior. New York,: 
Wiley. 
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Dennett, Daniel Clement (1995) Darwin's Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life. New York: 
Simon & Schuster. 

Gee, Henry (2013) The Accidental Species: Misunderstandings of Human Evolution. Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press. 

Kitcher, Philip (1985) Vaulting Ambition: Sociobiology and the Quest for Human Nature. Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press. 

Maslow, Abraham H. (1971) The Farther Reaches of Human Nature. New York: Viking Press. 

* Maslow, Abraham Harold. 1943. "A Theory of Human Motivation." Psychological review 50 (4):370-
396. 

Midgley, Mary (2002) Beast and Man: The Roots of Human Nature. Routledge Classics. London ; New 
York: Routledge. 

Pennock, J. Roland, and John W. Chapman, eds. (1977). Human Nature in Politics, Nomos. New York: 
New York University Press. 

Pinker, Steven (2002) The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature. New York: Viking. 

Prinz, Jesse J. (2012) Beyond Human Nature: How Culture and Experience Shape the Human Mind. 1st 
American ed. New York: W.W. Norton. 

Reydon, Thomas A. C. (2015) The Evolution of Human Nature and Its Implications for Politics: A 
Critique.  17 (1):17-36. 

Ridley, Matt (2003) Nature Via Nurture: Genes, Experience, and What Makes Us Human. 1st ed. New York, 
N.Y.: HarperCollins. 

Safina, Carl. 2015. Beyond Words: What Animals Think and Feel. First edition. ed. New York: Henry Holt 
and Compan. [A Prefect wolf] 

Simon, Herbert A. (1985) Human Nature in Politics: The Dialogue of Psychology with Political Science. 
American Political Science Review 79 (2):293-304. 

Smit, Harry (2014) The Social Evolution of Human Nature: From Biology to Language. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Stevenson, Leslie Forster (1987) Seven Theories of Human Nature. 2nd ed. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

Wilson, Edward O. (2004) On Human Nature. 25th anniversary ed. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press. 

 

II. Identity & Authenticity:  

What is the Self, and does it emerge, or is it made? How did Freud see its layers? What are identity 
politics? What is the ancient and modern imperative of authenticity? How has the call for authenticity 
informed tribal and ethnic conflicts? Is there a way out? 
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Abdelal, Rawi, Yoshiko M.  Herrera, Alastair Iain Johnston, and Rose Mcdermott, eds. (2009). Measuring 
Identity: A Guide for Social Scientists. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Appiah, Anthony (2005) The Ethics of Identity. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Ashmore, Richard D., Lee J. Jussim, and David Wilder, eds. (2001). Social Identity, Intergroup Conflict, and 
Conflict Reduction. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Barker, Rodney S. (2001) Legitimating Identities: The Self-Presentation of Rulers and Subjects. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Benhabib, Seyla, Ian Shapiro, and Danilo Petranovic, eds. (2007). Identities, Affiliations, and Allegiances. 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Bernays, Edward L. 1947. "The Engineering of Consent." The ANNALS of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 250 (1):113-120. 

Burke, Peter J., and Jan E. Stets (2009) Identity Theory. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press. 

Day, Abby (2011) Believing in Belonging: Belief and Social Identity in the Modern World. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Gamble, Clive (2007) Origins and Revolutions: Human Identity in Earliest Prehistory. New York: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Giddens, Anthony (1991) Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age. Stanford, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press. 

Greene, Joshua David (2013) Moral Tribes: Emotion, Reason, and the Gap between Us and Them. New 
York: Penguin Press. 

* Junger, Sebastian. 2016. Tribe: On Homecoming and Belonging. First edition. ed. New York: Twelve. 

Moore, Barrington (2000) Moral Purity and Persecution in History. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press. 

Smith, Anthony D. (2003) Chosen Peoples: Sacred Sources of National Identity. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Tajfel, Henri (1982) Social Identity and Intergroup Relations. European Studies in Social Psychology. New 
York: Cambridge University Press. 

Taylor, Charles (1989) Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press. 

Vries, Hent De, and Samuel Weber, eds. (1997). Violence, Identity, and Self-Determination. Stanford, 
Calif.: Stanford University Press. 
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III. Freedom 

What separates freedom from liberty? Are we always free? Why and how do we forget our freedom? 
What are the roles of reasoning and responsibility in freedom? What can Sartre and Fromm teach us 
about the politics of freedom and bad faith? What are the implications for liberalism? 

 

Baum, Bruce David, and Robert Nichols, eds. (2013). Isaiah Berlin and the Politics of Freedom: "Two 
Concepts of Liberty" 50 Years Later. New York: Routledge. 

Berlin, Isaiah (2002) Liberty: Incorporating Four Essays on Liberty. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Bovard, James (2000) Freedom in Chains: The Rise of the State and the Demise of the Citizen. 1st St. Martin's 
Griffin ed. New York: St. Martin's Press. 

Dennett, Daniel Clement (2003) Freedom Evolves. New York: Viking. 

Dostoyevsky, Fyodor. [1880] 2003. The Brothers Karamazov. New York: Penguin. [The Grand Inquisitor] 

Fromm, Erich (2010) On Disobedience: Why Freedom Means Saying "No" to Power. 1st Harper Perennial 
modern thought ed. New York: Harper Perennial. 

Fromm, Erich (1941) Escape from Freedom. New York: Farrar & Rinehart. 

Mcdonald, Christie, and Stanley Hoffmann, eds. (2010). Rousseau and Freedom. New York: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Mohanty, Mohanty (1991) Swaraj and Jiefang: Freedom Discourse in India and China. Social Scientist 19 
(10/11):27-34. 

Patterson, Orlando (1991) Freedom in the Making of Western Culture. Freedom. New York: Basic Books. 

Pettit, Philip (2001) A Theory of Freedom: From the Psychology to the Politics of Agency. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Pitkin, Hanna Fenichel (1988) Are Freedom and Liberty Twins? Political Theory 16 (4):523-552. 

Pritzlaff, Tanja (2008) Freedom Is a Matter of Responsibility and Authority: An Interview with Robert B. 
Brandom. European Journal of Political Theory 7 (3):365-381. 

Salkever, Stephen G. 1977. "Freedom, Participation, and Happiness." Political Theory 5 (3):391-413. 

* Sartre, Jean-Paul. 2007 [1945]. Existentialism Is a Humanism. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Sartre, Jean-Paul. 2018 [1943]. Being and Nothingness: An Essay in Phenomenological Ontology. New York: 
Routledge. 

Welzel, Christian (2013) Freedom Rising: Human Empowerment and the Quest for Emancipation. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 
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IV. Reflection 

What is thinking? Does freedom require reflection? What motivates us to think? What drives us to 
suspend thinking? How does reflection affect nihilism and compliance? Can thinking prevent evil, personal 
and political? What did Arendt see as “the banality of evil”? 

 

* Arendt, Hannah. 1971. "Thinking and Moral Considerations: A Lecture." Social Research 38 (3):417-
446. 

Chalmers, David John. 1996. The Conscious Mind: In Search of a Fundamental Theory. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Damasio, Antonio R. 1999. The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness. 
1st ed. New York: Harcourt Brace. 

Fernyhough, Charles. 2016. The Voices Within: The History and Science of How We Talk to Ourselves. New 
York: Basic Books. 

Heidegger, Martin. 1968. What Is Called Thinking? 1st ed. New York: Harper & Row. 

Jaynes, Julian. 1990. The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin. 

Nagel, Thomas. 1979. Mortal Questions. Cambridge Eng. ; New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Weinmann, Carina. 2018. "Measuring Political Thinking: Development and Validation of a Scale for 
“Deliberation Within”." Political Psychology 39 (2):365-380. 

Wilson, Timothy D., David A. Reinhard, Erin C. Westgate, Daniel T. Gilbert, Nicole Ellerbeck, Cheryl 
Hahn, Casey L. Brown, and Adi Shaked. 2014. "Just Think: The Challenges of the Disengaged 
Mind."  345 (6192):75-77. 

 

V. Happiness 

What is happiness, and what can Aristotle and Freud teach us about the types of happiness? What 
makes us happy? Why and how has the “pursuit of happiness” become a socio-political goal, and have 
we approached its attainment? What are the key paradoxes of happiness? 

 

Aydin, Necati. 2012. "A Grand Theory of Human Nature and Happiness." Humanomics 28 (1):42-63. 

Easterlin, Richard A., Laura Angelescu Mcvey, Malgorzata Switek, Onnicha Sawangfa, and Jacqueline 
Smith Zweig. 2010. "The Happiness–Income Paradox Revisited." Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences 107 (52):22463-22468. 

Easterly, William. 2011. "The Happiness Wars." The Lancet 377 (9776):1483-1484. 

* Etzioni, Amitai. 2016. "Happiness Is the Wrong Metric." Society 53 (3):246-257. 
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Gotthelf, Allan, and Gregory Salmieri, eds. 2016. A Companion to Ayn Rand. Malden, MA: Wiley 
Blackwell. [The Morality of Life, pp.73-104] 

Graham, Carol, Kate Laffan, and Sergio Pinto.  2018.  "Well-Being in Metrics and Policy."  Science 362: 
287-88. 

Graham, Carol. 2009. Happiness around the World: The Paradox of Happy Peasants and Miserable 
Millionaires. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Helliwell, John F., Richard Layard, and Jeffrey Sachs. 2018. World Happiness Report 2018. New York: 
Sustainable Development Solutions Network, United Nations. 

Hodgson, Geoffrey Martin (2013) From Pleasure Machines to Moral Communities: An Evolutionary 
Economics without Homo Economicus. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Joshanloo, Mohsen, and Dan Weijers. 2014. "Aversion to Happiness across Cultures: A Review of Where 
and Why People Are Averse to Happiness." Journal of Happiness Studies 15 (3):717-735. 

Kierkegaard, Søren. 1992. Either/Or: A Fragment of Life. New York: Penguin Books. 

Lawler, Peter Augustine. 2007. "The Pursuit of Happiness and the Discontent of the West." Orbis 51 
(3):543-556. 

Melnick, Arthur. 2014. Happiness, Morality, and Freedom. Boston: Brill. 

Oishi, Shigehiro, Jesse Graham, Selin Kesebir, and Iolanda Costa Galinha. 2013. "Concepts of Happiness 
across Time and Cultures." Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 39 (5):559-577. 

Whippman, Ruth. 2016. America the Anxious: How Our Pursuit of Happiness Is Creating a Nation of 
Nervous Wrecks. New York: St. Martins Press. 

 

VI. Dread & Death 

What is the evolutionary role of fear, and how does fear differ from anxiety and angst? How do we 
develop our sense of death, and how does it motivate us, privately and publicly? How do death awareness, 
fear of murder, willingness to kill, and suicide, figure in politics? 

 

Abulof, Uriel. 2015. The Mortality and Morality of Nations. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Becker, Ernest (1973) The Denial of Death. New York: Free Press. 

Berman, Stevenl, Carlf Weems, and Timothyr Stickle (2006) Existential Anxiety in Adolescents: 
Prevalence, Structure, Association with Psychological Symptoms and Identity Development. 
Journal of Youth and Adolescence 35 (3):285-292. 

Bourke, Joanna (2006) Fear: A Cultural History. 1st Shoemaker & Hoard ed. Emeryville, CA: Shoemaker 
Hoard. 
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Brombert, Victor (2013) Musings on Mortality: From Tolstoy to Primo Levi. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Cave, Stephen (2012) Immortality: The Quest to Live Forever and How It Drives Civilization. 1st ed. New 
York: Crown Publishers. 

* Gardner, Dan. 2008. Risk: The Science and Politics of Fear. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart. 

Goldenberg, Jamie L., Tom Pyszczynski, Jeff Greenberg, Sheldon Solomon, Benjamin Kluck, and Robin 
Cornwell (2001). "I Am Not an Animal: Mortality Salience, Disgust, and the Denial of Human 
Creatureliness." Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 130 (3):427-435. 

Gray, J. Glenn (1951) "The Idea of Death in Existentialism." The Journal of Philosophy 48 (5):113-127. 

Hume, David (1992) Essays on Suicide and the Immortality of the Soul. Key Texts. Bristol, England: 
Thoemmes Press. 

Jonas, Hans (1992) The Burden and Blessing of Mortality. The Hastings Center Report 22 (1):34-40. 

Jonas, Hans, and Lawrence Vogel (1996) Mortality and Morality: A Search for the Good after Auschwitz. 
Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press. 

Lifton, Robert Jay (1979) The Broken Connection: On Death and the Continuity of Life. New York: Simon 
and Schuster. 

Öhman, Arne (2008) Fear and Anxiety: Overlaps and Dissociations. In Handbook of Emotions, edited by 
Michael Lewis, Jeannette M. Haviland-Jones and Lisa Feldman Barrett, pp. 709-729. New York: 
Guilford Press. 

Slote, Michael A. (1975) Existentialism and the Fear of Dying. American Philosophical Quarterly 12 (1):17-
28. 

Solomon, Sheldon, Jeff Greenberg, and Thomas A. Pyszczynski (2015) The Worm at the Core: On the Role 
of Death in Life. First edition. ed. New York: Random House. [Part One: Terror Management] 

Stearns, Peter N. (2006) American Fear: The Causes and Consequences of High Anxiety. New York: 
Routledge. 

Wodak, Ruth. 2015. The Politics of Fear: What Right-Wing Populist Discourses Mean. London: Sage. 

 

VII. Meaning 

Why, when and how do we search for meaning in, and for, our lives? What can Camus and Frankl 
teach us about meaning-making? How does it turn, in politics, to legitimation? What are the relations 
between happiness, death, and the pursuit of meaning? Why breathe, breed and bleed? 

 

Berger, Peter L. (1967) The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion. Garden City: 
Doubleday. 
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Brown, Norman Oliver (1985) Life against Death: The Psychoanalytical Meaning of History. 2nd ed. 
Scranton, Pa.: Wesleyan University Press; Harper & Row. 

Bruner, Jerome S. (1990) Acts of Meaning. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Camus, Albert (1955) The Myth of Sisyphus, and Other Essays. 1st American ed. New York,: Knopf. 

Delsol, Chantal (2010) Icarus Fallen: The Search for Meaning in an Uncertain World, translated by Robin 
Dick. Wilmington, Del.: ISI Books. 

Dennett, Daniel Clement (1995) Darwin's Dangerous Idea: Evolution and the Meanings of Life. New York: 
Simon & Schuster. 

Eagleton, Terry (2007) The Meaning of Life. New York: Oxford University Press. 

* Frankl, Viktor E. (1984 [1946]) Man's Search for Meaning: An Introduction to Logotherapy. 3rd ed. New 
York: Simon & Schuster. 

Gómez, Ángel, Lucía López-Rodríguez, Hammad Sheikh, Jeremy Ginges, Lydia Wilson, Hoshang Waziri, 
Alexandra Vázquez, Richard Davis, and Scott Atran. (2017) "The Devoted Actor’s Will to Fight 
and the Spiritual Dimension of Human Conflict."  Nature Human Behaviour 1: 673-79. 

Hadot, Pierre (1995) Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault. Malden, MA: 
Blackwell. 

Holt, Jim (2012) Why Does the World Exist?: An Existential Detective Story. New York: Liveright Pub. Corp. 

Kegan, Robert (1982) The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development. Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press. 

Kegan, Robert (1994) In over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press. 

Klemke, E. D., and Steven M. Cahn (2008) The Meaning of Life: A Reader. 3rd ed. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Mann, Thomas (1972 [1896]) Disillusionment. In Little Herr Friedemann, and Other Stories, edited by 
Thomas Mann, pp. 7-12. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 

Strenger, Carlo (2011) The Fear of Insignificance: Searching for Meaning in the Twenty-First Century. New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Tillich, Paul (2014 [1952]) The Courage to Be. 3rd ed. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Wong, Paul T. P., ed. (2012). The Human Quest for Meaning: Theories, Research, and Applications. 2nd ed. 
New York: Routledge. 

 

VIII. Truth & Trust 

What’s between fact, fiction and fantasy? What are the key theories on the nature of truth? How does 
truth relate to trust? Why do politicians lie, and why do we accept this? What can Orwell and Havel 
teach us about the power of truth in politics? What is post-truth politics? 
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Ayer, Alfred Jules (1952) Language, Truth, and Logic. New York,: Dover Publications. 

Bok, Sissela (1999) Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life. 2nd Vintage Books ed. New York: 
Vintage Books. 

Brecht, Bertolt (1966 [1935]) Writing the Truth: Five Difficulties. New York: Grove. 

Flood, Alison. (2016) "'Post-Truth' Named Word of the Year by Oxford Dictionaries." The Guardian, 
November 15, 2016. 

Frankfurt, Harry G. (2006) On Truth. 1st ed. New York: Knopf. 

Havel, Václav (1985 [1978]) The Power of the Powerless: Citizens against the State in Central-Eastern Europe. 
Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe. 

Heberle, Renée (2017) Book Review: Crisis of Authority: Politics, Trust, and Truth-Telling in Freud and 
Foucault, by Nancy Luxon. Political Theory 45 (4):566-570. 

* McDermott, Rose.  2019.  "Psychological Underpinnings of Post-Truth in Political Beliefs."  PS: Political 
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