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This graduate seminar will be devoted to advanced study of themes in and around Hannah 
Arendt’s 1963 book On Revolution; it is a continuation of PLSC 24525/34525, “Hannah Arendt: 
On Revolution” (Fall 2015).  That seminar is not a prerequisite for this one, but this seminar does 
presuppose prior study of On Revolution, whether in the earlier seminar or some other context. 
 
The main aim of both seminars is to understand and evaluate a central piece of Arendt’s 
theoretical vocabulary: the concept of the “social,” which is often paired with and distinguished 
from the idea of the “political.”  Even people who have never read On Revolution often know it 
by its reputation: as a critique of the French Revolution, which supposedly decayed into terror 
because it allowed politics to be driven by the “social question” of mass poverty, and a 
vindication of the American Revolution, which supposedly succeeded because it was strictly 
political.  In the Fall, reading the text of On Revolution, we found that things were more 
complicated; that Arendt might not merely oppose the good, political American Revolution to 
the bad, social French Revolution; and that her uses of the concepts of the “social” and the 
“political” might leave room for—even invite or encourage!—the politicization phenomena and 
problems that, because they are related to the needs of embodied human life or to instrumentally 
rational material production, more familiarly austere versions of Arendtian thought would treat 
as intrinsically anti-political. 
 
This seminar will not wholly abandon Arendt-interpretation, but it is more concerned with 
bringing Arendt’s book into conversation with other theorists and with historical scholarship on 
the revolutions she discusses, as well as one she doesn’t discuss.  The seminar will be organized 
into three multi-week units.  In the first unit, we ask what happens to our understanding of 
revolution, of the distinction between “social” and “political,” and of On Revolution itself (as a 
theoretical text and as a historical artifact of the postwar era of decolonization) when we 
foreground the antislavery and anticolonial Haitian Revolution of 1791–1804, about which 
Arendt wrote nothing.  In the second unit, we ask how the historical literature on the American 
and French Revolutions bears on the distinction between the “social” and the “political,” 
focusing on such topics as: changing interpretations of the so-called “Critical Period” of the 
1780s; the relation of the Constitution to the Revolution; the significance of consumption to 
politics in the Revolutionary era; the politics of crowds; the political significance of the sans-
culottes; and the rise of the Jacobin dictatorship and the beginnings of the Terror in 1793.  And 
in the third unit, we ask how Arendt’s ideas relate to broader trends in postwar (especially 
French) thought, including the counter-Marxist assertion of the autonomy of the political, and the 
interpretation of the French Revolution as the key to understanding democracy and 
totalitarianism in and beyond the twentieth century (focusing on the work of Claude Lefort, 
François Furet, and a few of their interpreters, heirs, and critics). 
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ADMISSION: This is a limited-enrollment, by-consent-only seminar, open to graduate students.  
Advanced undergraduates who took PLSC 24525 may also apply for admission.  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:  Though it isn’t technically assigned in this seminar, you should already have a copy of 
Hannah Arendt’s On Revolution, and you’ll want to keep it handy.  Note that there are several 
different editions of OR in circulation, and they are paginated differently.  I recommend using 
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. 
 
Five other books have been ordered at the Seminary Coop: 
 
C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins, 2nd ed. (Vintage) 
David Scott, Conscripts of Modernity (Duke) 
T. H. Breen, The Marketplace of Revolution (Oxford) 
François Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution (Cambridge) 
Martin Breaugh, The Plebeian Experience (Columbia) 
 
All other readings will be available through the course’s Chalk site. 
 
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS: A seminar paper of 15–20 pages, due on Friday, March 18 
unless you have made other arrangements in advance (which is easy to do; just ask), on a topic of 
your choice, which you should discuss with me in advance by the end of February. 
 
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. 
 
INFERNAL CONTRAPTIONS: You’re welcome to use a laptop or tablet to access the PDFs 
of 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.   
 
WEEKLY MEETINGS AND READING ASSIGNMENTS: 
 
Week 1 (January 7):  Introduction 
 

No reading for this introductory discussion, but you are advised to begin reading The Black 
Jacobins ASAP, since it is long. 

 
Week 2 (January 14):  Slavery, colonialism, and revolution, I 
 

 C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins (all). 
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Week 3 (January 21):  Slavery, colonialism, and revolution, II 
 

 1.  Susan Buck-Morss, “Hegel and Haiti,” Critical Inquiry 26 (Summer 2000): 821–65. 
 2.  Sibylle Fischer, “Introduction,” “Foundational Fictions,” and “Liberty and Reason of 

State,” in Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery in the Age of 
Revolution, 1–38, 227–44, 260–71. 

 3.  George Ciccariello-Maher, “‘So Much the Worse for the Whites’: Dialectics of the 
Haitian Revolution,” Journal of French and Francophone Philosophy 22, 1 (2014): 19–
39.    

 4. Nick Nesbitt, “Introduction” and “The Idea of 1804,” in Universal Emancipation: The 
Haitian Revolution and the Radical Enlightenment, 1–8, 41–80. 

 5. Adom Getachew, “Universalism After the Post-Colonial Turn: Interpreting the Haitian 
Revolution,” unpublished MS (not for circulation beyond the seminar). 

 6. Kevin Olson, “Epistemologies of Rebellion: The Tricolor Cockade and the Problem of 
Subaltern Speech,” Political Theory 43, 6 (2015): 730–52. 

   
Week 4 (January 28):  Slavery, colonialism, and revolution, III 
 

 David Scott, Conscripts of Modernity (all). 
  
Week 5 (February 4):  Economic, social, and political, I   
  

 1. Charles Beard, “Historical Interpretation in the United States” and “The Constitution as an 
Economic Document,” in An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United 
States, 1–18, 152–88. 

 2. Douglass Adair, “Fame and the Founding Fathers,” in Fame and the Founding Fathers, 1–
28. 

 3. Gordon S. Wood, “Democracy and the Constitution,” in How Democratic is the 
Constitution?, ed. Goldwin and Schambra, 1–17. 

 4.  Sheldon S. Wolin, “Tending and Intending a Constitution: Bicentennial Misgivings,” in 
The Presence of the Past, 82–99. 

 5.  Woody Holton, “An ‘Excess of Democracy’? Or a Shortage?  The Federalists’ Earliest 
Adversaries,” Journal of the Early Republic 25, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 339–82. 

 6.  Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, “Rebellious Dandies and Political Fictions,” in This Violent 
Empire, 88–135. 

 7.  Jason Frank, “Governing Interest,” in Publius and Political Imagination, 75–99. 
 
Week 6 (February 11):  Economic, social, and political, II 
 
 T. H. Breen, The Marketplace of Revolution, chaps. 1, 3, 5–8 (1–29, 72–101, 149–331). 
 
Week 7 (February 18): Economic, social, and political, III 

   
 1  Timothy Tackett, “The Factionalization of France” and “The Crisis of ’93,” in The Coming 

of the Terror in the French Revolution, 143–71, 245–79. 
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 2. Albert Soboul, “Introduction” and “The Mentality and Social Composition of the Sans-
Culottes,” in The Parisian Sans-Culottes and the French Revolution, 1793–94, 1–54. 

 3.  George Rudé, “The Anatomy of the Revolutionary Crowd,” in The Crowd in the French 
Revolution, 178–239. 

 4.  William H. Sewell, Jr., “From Gens de Métier to Sans-Culottes,” in Work and Revolution 
in France, 92–113. 

 5.  Michael Sonenscher, “The Sans-Culottes of the Year II: Rethinking the Language of 
Labor in Revolutionary France,” Social History 9, no. 3 (October 1984): 301–28. 

 6. Nicholas Mirzoeff, “The Modern Imaginary: Antislavery Revolutions and the Right to 
Existence,” in The Right to Look, 77–116. 

 
Week 8 (February 25): Democracy, totalitarianism, and the political, I  
 

 1.  François Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution (all). 
 2.  Samuel Moyn, “The Intellectual Origins of Furet’s Masterpiece,” The Tocqueville Review 

29, no. 2 (2008): 59–78 
 3.  Michael Scott Christofferson, “An Antitotalitarian History of the French Revolution: 

François Furet’s ‘Penser la révolution française’ in the Intellectual Politics of the Late 
1970s,” French Historical Studies 22, no. 4 (Autumn 1999): 557–611. 

  
Week 9 (March 3):  Democracy, totalitarianism, and the political, II 
 

 1.  Claude Lefort, “The Image of the Body and Totalitarianism,” in The Political Forms of 
Modern Society, 292–306. 

 2.  Claude Lefort, “Hannah Arendt and the Question of the Political” and “Interpreting 
Revolution within the French Revolution,” in Democracy and Political Theory, 45–55, 
89–114. 

 3.  Warren Breckman, “Democracy Between Disenchantment and Political Theology,” in 
Adventures of the Symbolic, 139–82. 

 4.  Ayten Gündoğdu, “A Revolution in Rights: Reflections on the Democratic Invention of 
the Rights of Man,” Law, Culture, and the Humanities 10, no. 3 (2014): 367–79. 

 5.  Pierre Rosanvallon, “Revolutionary Democracy” and “From the Past to the Future of 
Democracy,” in Democracy Past and Future, 79–97, 189–217. 

 7.  Lisa Disch, “The People as ‘Presupposition’ of Representative Democracy–An Essay on 
the Political Theory of Pierre Rosanvallon,” Redescriptions (2008): 47–71. 

 8.  Andrew Jainchill and Samuel Moyn, “French Democracy Between Totalitarianism and 
Solidarity: Pierre Rosanvallon and Revisionist Historiography,” Journal of Modern 
History 76 (2004): 107–54. 

Week 10 (March 10, to be rescheduled): Democracy, revolution, and totalitarianism, III 
 

 Martin Breaugh, The Plebeian Experience, all (but deemphasize chaps. 4 and 7 if necessary). 
 


