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Hannah Arendt’s 1963 book On Revolution has variously been described as an “indispensible 
Handbook for Revolutionaries” for “a whole generation of students in the 1960s” (Norman 
Jacobson), and as an ultimately “conservative” attempt to “liquidate” the radical potential of the 
very revolutionary tradition it purports to reconstruct (Antonio Negri, Domenico Losurdo).  In 
this seminar, we will undertake a careful reading of On Revolution, not for the sake of deciding 
between these two opposed views of Arendt’s book, but in order to understand why it has proved 
hospitable to such starkly different interpretations.  What does this interpretive frame capture, 
and what does it obscure, about On Revolution?  What might On Revolution itself show us about 
the contentious politics of revolutionary historiography, in which to write about revolutions is 
often also to take a stand in relation to them and their legacies? 
 
The seminar has two semi-independent parts extending across two quarters (you need not take 
both).  The Autumn quarter is designed primarily for advanced undergraduates and secondarily 
for graduate students; it does not presume prior acquaintance with On Revolution or Arendt’s 
political thought.  This part of the seminar will be devoted mainly to a careful reading of the text 
of On Revolution, accompanied by some of Arendt’s other work, influential appropriations of 
and responses to On Revolution in political theory, writings on related subjects by Arendt’s 
contemporaries that will help us contextualize the book, and historical scholarship on some of 
the subjects Arendt addresses (or fails to address).  Topics we are likely to discuss include the 
significance of On Revolution for recent and contemporary democratic theory; its relation to 
Marxism; its reception in the 1960s, particularly within the “New Left”; its relation to political 
and social-scientific discourses about revolution, including particularly anti-colonial revolution, 
in the context of the Cold War; its relation to the contemporaneous re-emergence of “poverty” as 
an object of political concern in the United States; the meaning and implications of Arendt’s 
engagement with the “social question” as a factor in revolutionary politics; and the adequacy, 
inadequacy, and/or idiosyncracy of Arendt’s treatments of historical revolutions—the French and 
American; but also the Russian, German, Hungarian, Cuban, and Haitian. 
 
The second part of the seminar, in the Winter quarter, will address some of these topics in more 
depth, and will also explicitly take up questions about the politics of revolutionary 
historiography, with an emphasis on the confrontation between Marxist and anti-Marxist 
interpretations of the French revolution and on the question of the relationship between 
Jacobinism and twentieth-century totalitarianism in twentieth-century French historical writing 
and political thought. This is designed primarily for graduate students, though some advanced 
undergraduates may also be admitted; this part of the course will presume that you have already 
studied On Revolution, whether in this seminar or some other context.  



 
ADMISSION: This is a limited-enrollment, by-consent-only seminar, open to advanced 
undergraduates and graduate students; in the event of a scarcity of places, priority may be given 
to undergraduates.  If you wish to apply for a place in the course, you must attend the first 
session; no decisions about admission will be made before then. 
 
TEXTS:  The primary text for the course is Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (Penguin Classics, 
2006), which has been ordered at the Seminary Co-op.  Please note that there are several 
different editions of On Revolution in circulation, and they are paginated differently. Even if you 
already have another edition, please purchase and use the 2006 Penguin Classics edition—it’s 
the one with an introduction by Jonathan Schell and an illustration of a raised fist on the cover—
so that we can, literally, all be on the same page in our discussion.  All other readings will be 
available through the course’s Chalk site. 
 
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS: A seminar paper of 15–20 pages, due on Tuesday, December 8, 
by 5pm, on a topic of your choice, approved in advance by me by Friday, November 20. 
 
GRADES: Your grade for the seminar paper will be your grade for the course.  However, any 
student who is absent for three or more sessions of the seminar, except in cases of medical or 
other documentable emergency, will only be graded on a pass-fail basis. 
 
LATE PAPERS AND INCOMPLETES: Unless you have arranged prior to the due date to 
take an incomplete, late papers, except in cases of medical or other documentable emergency, 
will be penalized 1/3 of a letter grade per day, e.g. an A paper 2 days late becomes a B-plus. 
 
PLAGIARISM is grounds for failing the course. If you have questions about whether and how 
to use material written by other people, talk to me or consult Lipson’s Doing Honest Work in 
College.  If you find yourself in a difficult situation in which you are tempted to present other 
people’s work as your own, please contact me instead!  
 
ELECTRONIC DEVICES: I’d strongly prefer that you use a printed copy of On Revolution, 
but you’re welcome to use a laptop or tablet to access the PDFs of other readings, or to take 
notes, if you’d like.  If you do, please keep the wireless turned off, and please don’t use those 
devices for anything else in class.  Please also keep your phones silent (really silent, not on 
“vibrate”) and keep them in a pocket or a bag.  Also, I can’t believe I’m going to write this 
sentence, but please keep your glasses and watch in airplane mode. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



WEEKLY MEETINGS AND READING ASSIGNMENTS: 
 
Week 1 (Sept. 29):  Introduction (no reading assigned) 
 
Week 2 (Oct. 6):  Setting the Stage 
 

 1. Arendt, “The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the Rights of Man,” chap. 9 in 
The Origins of Totalitarianism [2004 ed.], 341–384. 

 2. Arendt, “What is Authority?” in Between Past and Future, 91–141. 
 3. Arendt, The Human Condition, 22–58, 212–220. 

 
Week 3 (Oct. 13):  “The Meaning of Revolution” 
 

 1. Arendt, “Introduction: War and Revolution” & “The Meaning of Revolution,” OR, 1–48. 
 2. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, introduction to vol. 1 [Mayer ed.], 9–20. 
 3. Chalmers Johnson, Revolutionary Change, 1–15 and 91–121. 
 4. Michael Latham, The Right Kind of Revolution, 36–64. 

   
Week 4 (Oct. 20):  “The Social Question” and “The Pursuit of Happiness,” I 
 

 1. Arendt, “The Social Question,” OR, 49–105. 
 2. Arendt, “The Pursuit of Happiness,” OR, 106–131. 
 3. Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, “A Motley Crew in the American Revolution,” The 

Many-Headed Hydra, 211–47. 
 4. Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “An Unthinkable History: The Haitian Revolution as a Non-

Event,” Silencing the Past, 70–107. 
  
Week 5 (Oct. 27):  “The Social Question” and “The Pursuit of Happiness,” II  
  

 1. Michael Harrington, The Other America, 1–19. 
 2. Alyosha Goldstein, Poverty in Common, 111–53. 
 3. William Sewell, “The Sans-Culotte Rhetoric of Subsistence,” in The French Revolution 

and the Creation of Modern Political Culture, vol. 4, 249–69. 
 4. Giovanna Procacci, “Social Economy and the Government of Poverty,” in The Foucault 

Effect, ed. Burchell et al., 151–68. 
 5. Kirstie McClure, “The Social Question, Again,” Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal 

(2007): 85–113. 
 6. Patricia Owens, “From Bismarck to Petraeus: The question of the social and the Social 

Question in counterinsurgency,” European Journal of International Relations (2011): 
139–61. 

 
Week 6 (Nov. 3):  “Foundation,” I  
 
 1.  Arendt, “Foundation I: Constitutio Libertatis,” OR, 132–70. 
 2.  Arendt, “Foundation II: Novus Ordo Saeclorum,” OR, 171–206. 
  
 



Week 7 (Nov. 10):  “Foundation,” II 
 

 1. Bonnie Honig, “Arendt’s Accounts of Action and Authority,” Political Theory and the 
Displacement of Politics, 77–125. 

 2. Michèle Lowrie, “Vergil and Founding Violence,” in A Companion to Vergil’s Aeneid and 
its Tradition, ed. Farrell et al., 391–403. 

 3. Antonio Negri, “Constituent Power: The Concept of a Crisis,” Insurgencies, 1–34. 
 4. Jason Frank, “Revolution and Reiteration” and “Staging Dissensus,” Constituent 

Moments, 41–66 and 209–36. 
  
Week 8 (Nov. 17):  “The Revolutionary Tradition and its Lost Treasure,” I 
 

 1. Arendt, “The Revolutionary Tradition and its Lost Treasure,” OR, 207–73. 
 2. Arendt, “Epilogue: Reflections on the Hungarian Revolution,” The Origins of 

Totalitarianism [1958 ed.], 480–510. 
 3. Cornelius Castoriadis, “The Hungarian Source,” Political and Social Writings, vol. 3, 

250–71. 
 4. Geoff Eley, “1956,” Forging Democracy, 329–36. 

 
*** Friday, November 20: deadline for approval of seminar paper topics *** 
 
Week 9 (Nov. 24):  “The Revolutionary Tradition and its Lost Treasure,” II 
 

 1. Karl Marx, “The Civil War in France,” Marx-Engels Reader, 617–52 
 2. V. I. Lenin, “The State and Revolution,” chaps. 1–3, 5: Selected Works, vol. 2, 305–46, 

368–84. 
 3. Rosa Luxemburg, “The Russian Revolution,” The Rosa Luxemburg Reader, 281–310. 
 4. John Medearis, “Lost or Obscured: How V. I. Lenin, Joseph Schumpeter, and Hannah 

Arendt Misunderstood the Council Movement,” Polity (2004): 447–76. 
  
Week 10 (Dec. 1):  “We Refugees,” then and now. 
 

 1.  Hannah Arendt, “We Refugees,” The Jewish Writings, 264–74. 
 2. Michael Kimmelman, “Refugee Camp for Syrians in Jordan Evolves as a Do-It-Yourself 

City,” The New York Times (July 4, 2014).  
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/05/world/middleeast/zaatari-refugee-camp-in-jordan-
evolves-as-a-do-it-yourself-city.html 

 3.  Stephanie Ott, “Syrians at Zaatari Camp: ‘We Can’t Live Here Forever’,” Al-Jazeera  
(October 24, 2015). http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/10/syrians-zaatari-camp-live-
151021074641938.html 

 4. Ayten Gündoğdu, Rightlessness in an Age of Rights: Hannah Arendt and the 
Contemporary Struggles of Migrants, chaps. 2–3, pp. 55–125. 

  
  
 
 



*** Tuesday, December 8: Seminar papers due by 5 pm; you must deliver an electronic 
copy to p-markell@uchicago.edu and a hard copy to Pick 412 (slide under the door) by this 
time for the paper to be considered “on time”! *** 


