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“Continental philosophy” is itself a contested concept. For some, it is under-
stood to be any philosophy aft er 1780 originating on the European continent 
(Germany, France, Italy, etc.). Such an understanding would make Georg von 
Wright or Rudolf Carnap – respectively, a Finnish- born philosopher of language 
and a German- born logician who taught for many years in the US – a “conti-
nental philosopher,” an interpretation neither they nor their followers would 
easily accept. For others, “continental philosophy” refers to a style of philoso-
phizing, one more attentive to the world of experience and less focused on a 
rigorous analysis of concepts or linguistic usage. In this and the accompanying 
seven volumes in this series, “continental philosophy” will be understood histori-
cally as a tradition that has its roots in several diff erent ways of approaching 
and responding to Immanuel Kant’s critical philosophy, a tradition that takes 
its defi nitive form at the beginning of the twentieth century as the phenom-
enological tradition, with its modern roots in the work of Edmund Husserl. As 
such, continental philosophy emerges as a tradition distinct from the tradition 
that has identifi ed itself as “analytic” or “Anglo- American,” and that locates its 
own origins in the logical analyses and philosophy of language of Gottlob Frege. 
Whether or not there is in fact a sharp divergence between the work of Husserl 
and Frege is itself a contested question, but what cannot be contested is that two 
distinct historical traditions emerged early in the twentieth century from these 
traditions’ respective interpretations of Husserl (and Heidegger) and Frege (and 
Russell). Th e aim of this history of continental philosophy is to trace the devel-
opments in one of these traditions from its roots in Kant and his contemporaries 
through to its most recent manifestations. Together, these volumes present a 
coherent and comprehensive account of the continental philosophical tradition 
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that off ers readers a unique resource for understanding this tradition’s complex 
and interconnected history.

Because history does not unfold in a perfectly linear fashion, telling the 
history of continental philosophy cannot simply take the form of a chrono-
logically organized series of “great thinker” essays. And because continental 
philosophy has not developed in a vacuum, telling its history must attend to 
the impact of fi gures and developments outside philosophy (in the sciences, 
social sciences, mathematics, art, politics, and culture more generally) as well 
as to the work of some philosophers not usually associated with continental 
phil osophy. Such a series also must attend to signifi cant philosophical move-
ments and schools of thought and to the extended infl uence of certain philoso-
phers within this history, either because their careers spanned a period during 
which they engaged with a range of diff erent theorists and theoretical positions 
or because their work has been appropriated and reinterpreted by subsequent 
thinkers. For these reasons, the volumes have been organized with an eye toward 
chronological development but, in so far as the years covered in each volume 
overlap those covered in the subsequent volume, they have been organized as 
well with the aim of coordinating certain philosophical developments that inter-
sect in a fashion that is not always strictly chronological.

Volume 1 begins with the origins of continental philosophy in Kant and the 
earliest responses to his critical philosophy, and presents an overview of German 
idealism, the major movement in philosophy from the late eighteenth to the 
middle of the nineteenth century. In addition to Kant, the period covered in 
the fi rst volume was dominated by Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, and together 
their work infl uenced not just philosophy, but also art, theology, and politics. 
Th is volume thus covers Kant’s younger contemporary Herder, and his readers 
Schiller and Schlegel – who shaped much of the subsequent reception of Kant 
in art, literature, and aesthetics; the “Young Hegelians” – including Bruno Bauer, 
Ludwig Feuerbach, and David Friedrich Strauss – whose writings would infl u-
ence Engels and Marx; and the tradition of French utopian thinking in such 
fi gures as Saint- Simon, Fourier, and Proudhon. In addition to Kant’s early critics 
– Jacobi, Reinhold, and Maimon – signifi cant attention is also paid to the later 
critic of German idealism Arthur Schopenhauer, whose appropriation and 
criticism of theories of cognition later had a decisive infl uence on Friedrich 
Nietzsche.

Volume 2 addresses the second half of the nineteenth century, in part as a 
response to the dominance of Hegelian philosophy. Th ese years saw revolu-
tionary developments in both European politics and philosophy, and fi ve great 
critics dominated the European intellectual scene: Feuerbach, Marx, Søren 
Kierkegaard, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and Nietzsche. Responding in various ways 
to Hegelian philosophy and to the shift ing political landscape of Europe and 
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the United States, these thinkers brought to philosophy two guiding orienta-
tions – materialism and existentialism – that introduced themes that would 
continue to play out throughout the twentieth century. Th e second half of the 
nineteenth century also saw the emergence of new schools of thought and new 
disciplinary thinking, including the birth of sociology and the social sciences, 
the development of French spiritualism, the beginning of American pragma-
tism, radical developments in science and mathematics, and the development of 
hermen eutics beyond the domains of theology and philology into an approach 
to understanding all varieties of human endeavor.

Volume 3 covers the period between the 1890s and 1930s, a period that 
witnessed revolutions in the arts, science, and society that set the agenda for 
the twentieth century. In philosophy, these years saw the beginnings of what 
would grow into two distinct approaches to doing philosophy: analytic and 
continental. It also saw the emergence of phenomenology as a new rigorous 
science, the birth of Freudian psychoanalysis, and the maturing of the discipline 
of sociology. Volume 3 thus examines the most infl uential work of a remark-
able series of thinkers who reviewed, evaluated, and transformed nineteenth- 
century thought, among them Henri Bergson, Émile Durkheim, Sigmund Freud, 
Martin Heidegger, Edmund Husserl, Karl Jaspers, Max Scheler, and Ludwig 
Wittgenstein. It also initiated an approach to philosophizing that saw philos-
ophy move from the lecture hall or the private study into an active engagement 
with the world, an approach that would continue to mark continental philoso-
phy’s subsequent history.

Th e developments and responses to phenomenology aft er Husserl are the 
focus of the essays in Volume 4. An ambiguity inherent in phenomenology – 
between conscious experience and structural conditions – lent itself to a range 
of interpretations. While some existentialists focused on applying phenomen-
ology to the concrete data of human experience, others developed phenom-
enology as conscious experience in order to analyze ethics and religion. Still 
other phenomenologists developed notions of structural conditions to explore 
questions of science, mathematics, and conceptualization. Volume 4 covers all 
the major innovators in phenomenology – notably Sartre, Merleau- Ponty, and 
the later Heidegger – as well as its extension into religion, ethics, aesthetics, 
hermen eutics, and science.

Volume 5 concentrates on philosophical developments in political theory 
and the social sciences between 1920 and 1968, as European thinkers responded 
to the diffi  cult and world- transforming events of the time. While some of the 
signifi cant fi gures and movements of this period drew on phenomenology, 
many went back further into the continental tradition, looking to Kant or Hegel, 
Marx or Nietzsche, for philosophical inspiration. Key fi gures and movements 
discussed in this volume include Adorno, Horkheimer, and the Frankfurt School, 
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Schmitt, Marcuse, Benjamin, Arendt, Bataille, black existentialism, French 
Marxism, Saussure, and structuralism. Th ese individuals and schools of thought 
responded to the “crisis of modernity” in diff erent ways, but largely focused on 
what they perceived to be liberal democracy’s betrayal of its own rationalist ideals 
of freedom, equality, and fraternity. One other point about the period covered 
in this volume is worthy of note: it is during these years that we see the initial 
spread of continental philosophy beyond the European continent. Th is happens 
largely because of the emigration of European Jewish intellectuals to the US and 
UK in the 1930s and 1940s, be it the temporary emigration of fi gures such as 
Adorno, Horkheimer, Lévi- Strauss, and Jakobson or the permanent emigration 
of Marcuse, Arendt, and Gurwitsch. As the succeeding volumes will attest, this 
becomes a central feature of continental philosophy’s subsequent history.

Volume 6 examines the major fi gures associated with poststructuralism and 
the second generation of critical theory, the two dominant movements that 
emerged in the 1960s, which together brought continental philosophy to the fore-
front of scholarship in a variety of humanities and social science disciplines and 
set the agenda for philosophical thought on the continent and elsewhere from the 
1960s to the present. In addition to essays that discuss the work of such infl uential 
thinkers as Althusser, Foucault, Deleuze, Derrida, Lyotard, Irigaray, Habermas, 
Serres, Bourdieu, and Rorty, Volume 6 also includes thematic essays on issues 
including the Nietzschean legacy, the linguistic turn in continental thinking, the 
phenomenological inheritance of Gadamer and Ricoeur, the infl uence of psycho-
analysis, the emergence of feminist thought and a philosophy of sexual diff erence, 
and the importation of continental philosophy into literary theory.

Before turning to Volume 7, a few words on the institutional history of 
continental philosophy in the United States are in order, in part because the 
developments addressed in Volumes 6–8 cannot be fully appreciated without 
recognizing some of the events that conditioned their North American and 
anglophone reception. As has been mentioned, phenomenologists such as Alfred 
Schutz and Aron Gurwitsch, and other European continental philosophers such 
as Herbert Marcuse and Hannah Arendt, began relocating to the United States 
in the 1930s and 1940s. Many of these philosophers began their work in the 
United States at the University in Exile, established in 1933 as a graduate divi-
sion of the New School for Social Research for displaced European intellectuals. 
While some continental philosophy was taught elsewhere around the United 
States (at Harvard University, Yale University, the University at Buff alo, and 
elsewhere), and while the journal Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 
began publishing in 1939, continental philosophy fi rst truly began to become 
an institutional presence in the United States in the 1960s. In 1961, John Wild 
(1902–72) left  Harvard to become Chair of the Department of Philosophy at 
Northwestern University. With a commitment from the provost of the university 
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and the Northwestern University Press to enable him to launch the Northwestern 
Series in Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy, Wild joined William Earle 
and James Edie, thus making Northwestern a center for the study of continental 
philosophy. Wild set up an organizational committee including himself, Earle, 
Edie, George Schrader of Yale, and Calvin Schrag (a former student of Wild’s 
at Harvard, who was teaching at Northwestern and had recently accepted an 
appointment at Purdue University), to establish a professional society devoted to 
the examination of recent continental philosophy. Th at organization, the Society 
for Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy (SPEP), held its fi rst meeting at 
Northwestern in 1962, with Wild and Gurwitsch as the dominant fi gures arguing 
for an existential phenomenology or a more strictly Husserlian phenomenology, 
respectively. Others attending the small meeting included Erwin Straus, as well 
as Northwestern graduate students Edward Casey and Robert Scharff , and today 
SPEP has grown into the second largest society of philosophers in the United 
States. Since those early days, many smaller societies (Heidegger Circle, Husserl 
Circle, Nietzsche Society, etc.) have formed and many journals and graduate 
programs devoted to continental philosophy have appeared. In addition, many of 
the important continental philosophers who fi rst became known in the 1960s – 
including Gadamer, Ricoeur, Foucault, Derrida, Lyotard, and Habermas – came 
to hold continuing appointments at major American universities (although, it 
must be mentioned, not always housed in departments of philosophy) and, since 
the 1960s, much of the transmission of continental philosophy has come directly 
through teaching as well as through publications.

Th e transatlantic migration of continental philosophy plays a central role 
in Volume 7, which looks at developments in continental philosophy between 
1980 and 1995, a time of great upheaval and profound social change that saw 
the fruits of the continental works of the 1960s beginning to shift  the center of 
gravity of continental philosophizing from the European continent to the anglo-
phone philosophical world and, in particular, to North America. During these 
years, the pace of translation into English of French and German philosophical 
works from the early twentieth century as well as the very recent past increased 
tremendously, and it was not uncommon to fi nd essays or lectures from signifi -
cant European philosophers appearing fi rst in English and then subsequently 
being published in French or German. In addition, the period covered in this 
volume also saw the spread of continental philosophy beyond the confi nes of 
philosophy departments, as students and faculty in centers of humanities and 
departments of comparative literature, communication studies, rhetoric, and 
other interdisciplinary fi elds increasingly drew on the work of recent continental 
philosophers. Volume 7 ranges across several developments during these years 
– the birth of postmodernism, the diff ering philosophical traditions of France, 
Germany, and Italy, the third generation of critical theory, and the so- called 
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“ethical turn” – while also examining the extension of philosophy into ques-
tions of radical democracy, postcolonial theory, feminism,  religion, and the rise 
of performativity and post- analytic philosophy. Fueled by an intense ethical 
and political desire to refl ect changing social and political conditions, the philo-
sophical work of this period reveals how continental thinkers responded to the 
changing world and to the key issues of the time, notably globalization, tech-
nology, and ethnicity.

Th e eighth and fi nal volume in this series attempts to chart the most recent 
trends in continental philosophy, which has now developed into an approach 
to thinking that is present throughout the world and engaged with classical 
philosophical problems as well as current concerns. Th e essays in this volume 
focus more on thematic developments than individual fi gures as they explore 
how contemporary philosophers are drawing on the resources of the traditions 
surveyed in the preceding seven volumes to address issues relating to gender, 
race, politics, art, the environment, science, citizenship, and globalization. 
While by no means claiming to have the last word, this volume makes clear the 
dynamic and engaged quality of continental philosophy as it confronts some of 
the most pressing issues of the contemporary world.

As a designation, “continental philosophy” can be traced back at least as far as 
John Stuart Mill’s On Bentham and Coleridge (1840), where he uses it to distin-
guish the British empiricism of Bentham from a tradition on the continent in 
which he sees the infl uence of Kant. Since that time, and especially since the 
early twentieth century, the term has been used to designate philosophies from 
a particular geographical region, or with a particular style (poetic or dialec-
tical, rather than logical or scientistic). For some, it has been appropriated as an 
honorifi c, while for others it has been used more pejoratively or dismissively. 
Rather than enter into these polemics, what the volumes in this series have 
sought to do is make clear that one way to understand “continental philosophy” 
is as an approach to philosophy that is deeply engaged in refl ecting on its own 
history, and that, as a consequence, it is important to understand the history of 
continental philosophy.

While each of the volumes in this series was organized by its respective editor 
as a volume that could stand alone, the eight volumes have been coordinated 
in order to highlight various points of contact, infl uence, or debate across the 
historical period that they collectively survey. To facilitate these connections 
across the eight volumes, cross- referencing footnotes have been added to many 
of the essays by the General Editor. To distinguish these footnotes from those 
of the authors, they are indicated by an asterisk (*).

Alan D. Schrift , General Editor
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