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Overview and Course Format 
Fear has always been a part of human life.  One hope, widely expressed among the philosophers 
and social theorists of the 18th and 19th centuries, was that progress in science and philosophy 
would eventually banish it from our lives: diseases would be vanquished with improvements in 
medical science; hunger through improvements to agriculture; superstition and prejudice through 
reason and education; want and oppression through mass production and enlightened 
administration.  Yet our lives – and our politics – remain persistently saturated with it.  How has 
fear evolved over the past century and a half? Do contemporary fears differ from those of earlier 
eras, and if so, how?  How do those new (or not-so-new) fears structure both our self-
understandings, and our political engagements? 
 
Note: this is an advanced research seminar based on the instructor's ongoing 
research.  While there are no prerequisites, students will be expected to read carefully, and 
to prepare for and participate in class consistently.  Readings will be extensive, and students 
should expect to write – and to revise – a great deal.   
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Student Learning Outcomes 
Students enrolled in this course will be expected to:  
 

• Read and analyze conceptually challenging texts with an eye to their key arguments; 
• Relate those texts to one another in terms of agreement or disagreement, whether in 

conversation (discussion), in formal academic writing (papers), or in timed expository 
writing (exams); 

• Reflect on the key themes of this course – modernity, violence, fear, etc. – with specific 
reference to their own political orientations and experiences;  

• Formulate and sustain original arguments based on these reflections. 
 
In practice, the substantive aims of this course are threefold.  First, it is to underscore the 
centrality of fear to late modern politics.  Second, to explore the components of that centrality: 
what is fear?  What is meant by late modernity?  How do the two together combine to shape 
contemporary political experience?   
 
This course has a second set of aims as well.  It is to expose you to, and give you a chance to 
explore, philosophically reflective modes of thinking, reading, discussing, and writing – and then 
to apply those reflections to your own life as you understand it: as an individual, a citizen, a 
student, a member of an extended family, faith tradition, ethnicity, race, class, and/or sexuality.  
 
This form of thinking is a bit like standup comedy.  Bad thinking ‘flops’ in much the way a bad 
joke does – but sometimes, you have to tell the joke before you know.  Like comedy, too, 
reflection reveals a lot of unpleasant baggage: those nasty, lazy, or otherwise unpalatable 
assumptions and sensibilities you didn’t know you had till you made them explicit through speech 
or writing.  There is some risk of self-exposure in this, and you will be expected – though I 
cannot oblige you – to take some of that risk on yourself.  There may be some comfort to be had 
in the fact that we will be there with you, taking those same risks ourselves: we each learn by 
doing.  
 
The course is built around readings and discussions, with some background lecture from me for 
context.  The readings vary and include both academic writing (from history, sociology, 
anthropology, political science, cultural studies) and imaginative literature (poetry, prose, 
reportage, graphic novels, films and TV).  You should feel free to bring in your own readings and 
interests as well: if you’re a horror movie fan, or you watch the Walking Dead, Battlestar 
Galactica, Left Behind, or World War Z, you are already exposed to a particular set of ‘fear 
narratives.’  Feel free to bring those interests in to your reflections and our discussions.   
 
The main work of this class is reading: that comes before everything else.  I expect you to do so 
carefully, reflectively, and critically.  By this I mean: with an eye to ‘big picture’ arguments, even 
when details are confusing or unclear.  The materials I have chosen are highly challenging. 
Dealing with that challenge – ‘finding your way into a text’ – is an important skill. Do not worry 
if there are passages or concepts you don’t understand.  That’s what discussion is for – to unpack 
those challenges in the company of your classmates, many of whom are no doubt experiencing 
the same difficulties.  I’m less worried that we get through all the material than that we have 
productive, scholarly conversations.   
 
 
 



3 

Course Requirements and Assessment 
First, your active preparation and participation is required.  This is a small seminar course, and 
informed, active participation is key.  Merely being present does not suffice.  You will find it 
difficult to hide among your peers, and you should expect to be called out if you try.  I will notice 
prolonged absences or lapses in participation, and they will affect your grade. Please bring texts 
to class with you to facilitate discussion, as well as any notes you have taken on them.   
 
I have selected readings that are both challenging and interesting; that’s the carrot.  Here’s the 
stick: short writing assignments will be required from each of you, summarizing and posing 
arguments from the weekly readings.   There will be a ‘draft’ for these assignments, taking place 
sometime in the second week.   
 
Second, we will be spending a lot time writing papers and revising them.  You will each submit 
two short (4-6 pp.) papers based on in-class readings; these will be returned to you with extensive 
comments. You will be required to revise the papers and resubmit them, after meeting with me or 
Zack Bonner, our course TA.  If the paper is significantly improved, your grade will be revised 
upwards.  If you fail to turn in a resubmission for one or both your papers, I will reduce the grade 
assessed by one full letter at the end of the semester.  
 
This is a large public university; you each bring different strengths and weaknesses.  Students 
who have problems with the technical aspects of writing – sentence mechanics, syntax and 
grammar, organizing ideas around a thesis, etc. – will be expected to address themselves to these 
problems.  Students who evince mastery of these basic communicative skills early on will be 
pointed to additional texts or more sophisticated arguments.  Our aim is to meet you where you 
are and help you progress. I have uploaded a rubric to give you a sense of how the papers will be 
graded.   
 
Dates of paper topics:  
First Paper Topics Distributed: 2/24 
First Papers Due: 3/4 
Revisions: meet with me or the TA no later than 3/11.   
 
Second paper topics will be distributed in late March, and due in early April.  Revisions will be 
required by April 17.   
 
I strongly recommend that you avail yourself of the services offered by the Writing Center, Lloyd 
Hall Room 322 (for directions and setting up appointments, visit www.as.ua.edu/writingcenter).  
An extra set of eyes proofreading your work never hurts.   
 
Third, there will be a take-home, written final.  The final will center on open-format essay 
questions, and will emphasize the substantive topics of the course.  Questions will be pre-
circulated, and can – if you all wish – be offered in a take-home format.      
 
How your Final Grade Will be Calculated: 
Attendance   10% 
Participation   10% 
Summary Arguments  10% 
Short paper 1   25% 
Short paper 2    25% 
Final    20% 
Total    100% 
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Books: 
 
The following books have been placed on order at the Sup Store (but see my two provisos, 
below), and on 2-hr Reserve at Gorgas: 
  

• Niccolo Machiavelli: The Prince (Penguin edition), isbn 978-0140449150 
• Adam Hochschild: King Leopold's Ghost (Houghton Mifflin), isbn 978-0618001903 
• Gustave Le Bon: The Crowd (Dover thrift), isbn 0486419568 
• Herbert Marcuse: One Dimensional Man (Beacon, 2nd ed) isbn 0807014176 (first edition is also 

OK). 
• Laleh Khalili: Time in the Shadows (Stanford), isbn 0804778337 
• Friedrich Nietzsche: Untimely Meditations (Digireads ed.), isbn 1420934554 
• Corey Robin: Fear (Oxford), isbn 0195189124 
• Andrew A. G. Ross: Mixed Emotions (Chicago), isbn 022607742X  

 
Two provisos here:  

1. I realize books are expensive.  Accordingly, all of the books are on 2-hour reserve at the 
Gorgas circulation desk – available free for you to read/scan without any (additional) 
charge.  Also, I have provided the ISBN numbers: feel free to avail yourself of cheaper 
options via the interwebs.   
 

2. Watch out before you buy.  Some of the books on order for this course did not make the 
final ‘cut’ into the syllabus.  Specifically, you may see copies of Stefan Zweig’s Chess 
Story, Agamben’s Homo Sacer, Weber’s Vocation Lectures, and Berman’s All That is 
Solid Melts into Air.  All of these are excellent and interesting texts; but I decided in the 
end either to use only small section from them (which I can put online without violating 
copyright) or else that they weren’t needed/wouldn’t work in the course as my thinking 
unfolded.  Sorry for any confusion; but this course reflects the development of my own 
thinking on this topic, which is – as you’ll see – very much a work in progress.   

 
Attendance  
You are expected to attend class consistently, and attendance will be taken.  You may miss three 
classes over the course of the semester without any loss to your participation mark.  After that, 
you incur a penalty: 4-6 absences will lower your participation by one letter grade; 7-9 will lower 
it by two grades, etc.  Please note that I do not distinguish between excused and unexcused 
absences.   
 
In practice, this means that you are free to ‘take a personal day’ anytime you wish.  However, you 
take responsibility in doing so for sicknesses or personal emergencies that may necessitate your 
absence from class later on in the semester.  Save for (documented) chronic illnesses or 
catastrophic family emergencies that necessitate sustained absences, there will be no exceptions 
to this policy.   
 
Comportment 
I will strive to show you the utmost courtesy in this classroom and I expect the return, both for me 
and for your fellow classmates. Many of you come to this course with deeply-held beliefs that 
relate, either directly or tangentially, to the topics we will discuss.  We must all be free to speak 
our minds; yet we must be mindful of one another as we do so.  I will therefore ask you to 
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commit yourselves to respectful – but still vigorous – inquiry, argument and exchange.  I will do 
so as well. 
 
It should also be self-evident that students who engage in behavior that is disruptive or 
obstructive to the teaching/learning environment will be subject to disciplinary sanctions. 
Recording of lectures is prohibited.   
 
Please turn off or mute electronic devices before class starts.  Failure to do so will result in 
public ridicule.   
 
Academic Misconduct 
All students in attendance at the University of Alabama are expected to be honorable and to 
observe standards of conduct appropriate to a community of scholars. The University expects 
from its students a higher standard of conduct than the minimum required to avoid discipline. 
Academic misconduct includes all acts of dishonesty in any academically related matter and any 
knowing or intentional help or attempt to help, or conspiracy to help, another student. 
 
The Academic Misconduct Disciplinary Policy will be followed in the event of academic 
misconduct.   
 
Disability Statement 
If you are registered with the Office of Disability Services, please make an appointment with me 
as soon as possible to discuss any course accommodations that may be necessary. If you have a 
disability, but have not contacted the Office of Disability Services, please call 348-4285 or visit 
133-B Martha Parham Hall East to register for services. Students who may need course 
adaptations because of a disability are welcome to make an appointment to see me during office 
hours. Students with disabilities must be registered with the Office of Disability Services, before 
receiving academic adjustments.  It is your responsibility to do this in a timely manner.   
 
Severe Weather Protocol 
In the case of a tornado warning (tornado has been sighted or detected by radar, sirens activated), 
all university activities are automatically suspended, including all classes and laboratories. If you 
are in a building, please move immediately to the lowest level and toward the center of the 
building away from windows (interior classrooms, offices, or corridors) and remain there until the 
tornado warning has expired. Classes in session when the tornado warning is issued can resume 
immediately after the warning has expired at the discretion of the instructor. Classes that have not 
yet begun will resume 30 minutes after the tornado warning has expired provided at least half of 
the class period remains. 
 
UA is a residential campus with many students living on or near campus. In general classes will 
remain in session until the National Weather Service issues safety warnings for the city of 
Tuscaloosa. Clearly, some students and faculty commute from adjacent counties. These counties 
may experience weather related problems not encountered in Tuscaloosa. Individuals should 
follow the advice of the National Weather Service for that area taking the necessary precautions 
to ensure personal safety. Whenever the National Weather Service and the Emergency 
Management Agency issue a warning, people in the path of the storm (tornado or severe 
thunderstorm) should take immediate life saving actions. 
 
When West Alabama is under a severe weather advisory, conditions can change rapidly. It 
is imperative to get to where you can receive information from the National Weather 
Service and to follow the instructions provided. Personal safety should dictate the actions 
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that faculty, staff and students take. The Office of Public Relations will disseminate the 
latest information regarding conditions on campus in the following ways: 
 

• Weather advisory posted on the UA homepage 
• Weather advisory sent out through Connect-ED--faculty, staff and students (sign up at 

myBama) 
• Weather advisory broadcast over WVUA at 90.7 FM 
• Weather advisory broadcast over Alabama Public Radio (WUAL) at 91.5 FM 

 
Weather advisories are broadcast via WUOA/WVUA-TV, which can be viewed across Central 
Alabama. Also, visit wvuatv.com for up-to-the-minute weather information. A mobile Web site is 
also available for your convenience. 
 
 

I.  Introduction 
 
 
Thursday, 1/8: Welcome! 
 
Overview of the course and requirements.   
 

In-class reading and analysis:  
William E. Connolly: “The Zombie Syndrome.” The Contemporary Condition, 30 
December 2014, http://contemporarycondition.blogspot.com/2014/12/the-zombie-
syndrome.html 
 
Walter Benjamin: “Ninth Thesis on History.” Illuminations, (Schocken, 1968), pp. 257-8. 
 
 

Tuesday, 1/13: Provisional Beginnings (1) – The Fear around Us 
 

Zygmunt Bauman: Liquid Fear (Polity, 2006), pp. 1-21. (Blackboard Learn) 
 
Ira Katznelson: Fear Itself: The New Deal and the Origins of Our Time (Norton, 2013), 
pp. 3-25. (BBL) 

 
 
Thursday, 1/15: Provisional Beginnings (2) – The Fear beneath Us 
 

Sigmund Freud: “The Infantile Recurrence of Totemism.” In Totem and Taboo 
(Routledge, 1919), pp. 166-end.  Text available for free on Project Gutenberg, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/41214/41214-h/41214-h.htm.  (Scroll down to the table of 
contents and click on the appropriate chapter) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



7 

I. Fear Before Modernity 
 

“You have your power, you are goddesses; but not to turn on the world of men and ravage it past cure.” 
(Aeschylus, Eumenides, 833-35) 

 
 
Tuesday, 1/20: The Persistence of the World 
 

Genesis (5:1-11:9) (the Noah Story, and the Tower of Babel Story).  (BBLearn, or BYOB 
– bring your own bible) 
 
 

Thursday, 1/22: “Of the gods, we believe, and of men, we know…” 
 

Thucydides: Peloponnesian Wars, book V, pp. 3-16 (‘the archaeology”) and pp. 351-7 
(the ‘Melian Dialogue’). (BBL) 

 
 
Tuesday, 1/27: Wisdom and Finitude: “Generations wax and wane, but the earth endures for 
ever.” 
 

The Book of Ecclesiastes, entire. (BBL or BYOB; note that this is in the same pdf file as 
the Genesis reading) 

 
 
Thursday, 1/29 and Tuesday, 2/3: Politics as Situated Knowledge 
 
 Niccolo Machiavelli: Prince. (Penguin, 2003), entire.  (bookstore/reserve) 

Sheldon Wolin: “Machiavelli and the Economy of Violence.” In Politics and Vision 
(Princeton, 2004), pp. 175-212.   

 
 

II. Modernity as Sundering 
 

“Do not gaze into the pools of the past. 
Their corroded surface will mirror 

A face different from the one you expected.” 
(Czeslaw Miłosz, “Child of Europe”) 

 
 
Thursday, 2/5 and Tuesday, 2/10: “All that is Solid…” 
 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels: “Manifesto of the Communist Party.” Download from 
Marxist.org, pp.1-34. (BBL) 
 
Marshall Berman: All that is Solid Melts into Air: the Experience of Modernity (Penguin, 
1988), introduction, pp. 13-36 (BBL) 

 
 
Thursday, 2/12: Life, Interrupted  
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Hans Morgenthau: “Death in the Nuclear Age” Commentary, 1 September 1961, pp. 231-
4 (BBL) 
 
Siegfried Kracauer: “The Biography as an Art Form of the New Bourgeoisie.” In The 
Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays (Harvard, 1995), pp. 101-5. (BBL) 

 
 
Tuesday, 2/17, Thursday, 2/19, and Tuesday, 2/24: On (Not) Representing Catastrophe  
 
[I will be away at a conference for the 2/17 and 2/19 sessions.  We will be screening two films, 
and there is an accompanying reading; we will discuss them as a block on 2/24.  I will brief you 
on this.] 
 
 

Films:  
Night and Fog (Dir., Alain Resnais), Janus Films, 1955, 33 mins.  
(http://search.alexanderstreet.com/view/work/2501598) 
 
Chicken Run. (Dir., Peter Lord), Dreamworks, 2000, 83 mins. 

 
 Reading:  

Peter Haidu: “The Dialectics of Unspeakability: Language, Silence, and the Narratives of 
Desubjectification.” In Saul Friedländer, ed.: Probing the Limits of Representation: 
Nazism and the ‘Final Solution.’ (Harvard, 1992), pp. 277-99.  (BBL) 

 
 Note: first paper topics will be distributed today.   
 
 
Thursday, 2/26 and Tuesday, 3/2: Hugeness 
 

Georg Simmel, “The Metropolis and Mental Life” (1903) in Gary Bridge and Sophie 
Watson, eds.: The Blackwell City Reader. (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002), pp. 11-
19. (BBL).   

 
G.D.H. Cole: “Democracy Face-to-Face with Hugeness.” Essays in Social Theory 
(Macmillan, 1950), pp. 90-97. (BBL) 

  
Mike Davis: “Sunshine or Noir?” in City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los 
Angeles. (Verso, 2006), pp. 15-88. (BBL) 

 
 
Thursday, 3/4: Colonialism 
 
 Adam Hochschild: King Leopold’s Ghost (Houghton-Mifflin, 1999). (Bookstore/reserve) 
 
 Note: First Paper due in class/by email today.   
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Tuesday, 3/9 and Thursday, 3/11: Sundered History 
  

Friedrich Nietzsche: “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life.” Untimely 
Meditations, pp. 57-175. (Bookstore/reserve) 
 
Eyal Chowers: “Sundered History.” In The Political Philosophy of Zionism (Cambridge, 
2013), Introduction and ch. 2, pp. 1-18, 72-144.  (BBL)  
 

 
[March 13-20: Fear and the politics of Spring Break.  Please be moderate in your enjoyments.] 
 
 

III.  The Politics and Ethics of Fear 
 

“Science has made us gods even before we are worthy of being men.” 
(Jean Rostand) 

 
“O, show us the route 

Into hope and health; give each the required 
Pass to appease the superior archons; 

Be our good guide.” 
(WH Auden)  

 
 
[The remaining weeks of the course look at explorations of fear in contemporary (and sorta-
contemporary) political theory and practice.  These are broadly grouped according to theme.  
Please note that there are many more texts than we can practically explore this semester.  We’ll 
do some picking and choosing based on how our discussions go, and what seems most interesting 
and relevant to your interests and mine.] 
 
Channeling Fear (1): Subordination & Anaesthesis 

 
• Gustave Le Bon: The Crowd: A Psychology of the Popular Mind. (Dover, 1988 [1895]).  

(Bookstore/reserve; or get a free kindle edition here: http://www.amazon.com/Crowd-study-
popular-mind-ebook/dp/B004UJNFQI/ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&sr=1-
1&qid=1420651261.  You won’t need a kindle, but you will need the kindle app, which is 
free).    

• Theodor Adorno: “The Stars Down to Earth: the Los Angeles Times Astrology Column.” 
in Stars Down to Earth and Other Essays (Routledge, 1994 [1952-53]), pp. 46-167. 
(BBL) 

• Herbert Marcuse: One Dimensional Man. (Beacon, 1961). (Bookstore/Reserve) 
• Jan Plamper, et al. (eds.): Fear Across the Disciplines. (Pitt, 2012) (Reserve, or BBL if 

we choose particular essays from the book) 
• Corey Robin: Fear: The History of a Political Idea. (Oxford: 2004). (bookstore/reserve) 
• Sheldon Wolin: Democracy Incorporated. (Princeton, 2007).  

 
 
Channeling Fear (2): Destruction, Colonization, and Enclosure 

 
• Alexander Barder: “Imperial Laboratories of Violence: A Genealogy of the Camp.”  

(BBL) 



10 

• Laleh Khalili: Time in the Shadows: Confinement in Counterinsurgencies. (Stanford, 
2012). (Bookstore/reserve) 

• Isabell Hull: Absolute Destruction: Military Culture and the Practices of War in Imperial 
Germany (Cornell, 2006).  

• Simon Glezos: The Ticking Bomb: Speed, Liberalism and Ressentiment against the 
future.” Contemporary Political Theory 10:2 (May, 2011), pp. 147-65. (BBL) 

• Ernst Junger: Storm of Steel. (Penguin Classics, 2004). 
• Herman Kahn: On Thermonuclear War. (Princeton, 1960) 
• David Bell: The First Total War: Napoleon’s Europe and the Birth of Warfare as We 

Know it. (Harcourt, 2006) 
• Daniel Pick: War Machine: The Rationalization of Slaughter in the Modern Age.  (Yale, 

1992).  
• Georgio Agamben: State of Exception. (Chicago, 2005)  

 
 

Ethical & Practical Responses  
 
• Andrew A. G. Ross: Mixed Emotions: Beyond Fear & Hatred in International Conflict. 

(Chicago, 2013).  (Bookstore/reserve) 
• Lars Tønder: “Comic Power: Another Road Not Taken?”  Theory and Event, 17:4 (2014), 

online at http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/theory_and_event/v017/17.4.tonder.html 
• Julie E. Cooper: Secular Powers: Humility in Modern Political Thought. (Chicago, 

2013).   
• William E. Connolly: The Fragility of Things: Self-Organizing Porcesses, Neo-liberal 

Fantasies, and Democratic Activism. (Duke, 2013). 
• Jane Bennett: Vibrant Matter: Toward a Political Ecology of Things.  (Duke, 2011).  
• Catherine Keller: God and Power: Counter-Apocalyptic Journeys. (Fortress, 2005).  
• Anne Norton: On the Muslim Question. (Princeton, 2013). 
• Judith Butler: Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? (Verso, 2009), 
• Jan Grosz: Fear. (Random House, 2006).  
 
 

IV. Concluding Thoughts 
 

Franz Kafka: “The City Coat of Arms.” (BBL) 
 

Stéphane Mosès: The Angel of History. (Stanford, 2009), pp. 1-5. (BBL) 
 
 


