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Rutgers University, New Brunswick 
Department of Political Science 

Topics in Political Theory: 
Catastrophes, Crises, and Political Life 

Spring 2014 
 
Prof. Antonio Y. Vázquez-Arroyo   
Office: 714 Hill Hall, Newark Campus        
Email:  a.vazquez@rutgers.edu  
Office Hours: Wednesday, 2-3pm, and by appointment 
 
Seminar Description  
 
Images of catastrophe and collapse have become prominent features of the Atlantic world 
in the twentieth first century. The prevalence of these narratives of catastrophe, ranging 
from genocide to the threat of environmental collapse, raises questions about political 
import of catastrophe both as a concept and as a narrative trope. Accordingly, this 
seminar will explore the intersections between narratives of catastrophe and political life, 
as well as those between the crises and the politics of catastrophization, and how 
responses to them impinge on questions of political theory and the intersections between 
ethics and political life. The major themes to be addressed are: the idea of an “age of 
catastrophe,” and the importance of historical periodization; the catastrophic history of 
modern nation-state, and its attendant practices of ethnic cleansing; the emergence of 
States of war, genocide, and terror under so-called totalitarianism; unnatural disasters, 
such as earthquakes and famines; and unseen catastrophes, say, colonialism and 
capitalism. Among the actual “catastrophes” to be critically thematized and pondered are 
the conquest and colonization of America, the Lisbon and Lima earthquakes of the 
eighteenth century and the “enlightened” reactions to them; famines and droughts in the 
nineteenth century; genocide and ethnic cleansing. 
 
One of the central threads of the seminar is the contention that catastrophes are never ex 
nihilo, however surprising and shocking their unfolding might prove to be in the eyes of 
contemporaries. When catastrophes occur they always extend to a before and an after: the 
before is what feeds into the advent of catastrophes, the dynamics of power that mediate 
the propelling of these events; and the after is the unraveling of their effects, an 
unraveling that has an element of boundlessness, yet is always mediated and sometimes 
significantly structured by the before that precedes it. And how that before is remembered 
and re-represented further mediates the ways in which present-day catastrophes are 
presented, addressed, or mishandled. In lieu of the aforementioned themes, some of the 
questions that this seminar will consider are the following: What is the role of catastrophe 
in modern and post-modern times? Can one clearly distinguish between so-called natural 
and social catastrophes? What is the politics of naming involved in discussions of 
catastrophe and crises? To what extend narratives of past and future catastrophes avert 
some disasters, while authorizing or sanctioning others? How does the politics of 
memory inform representations of past catastrophes?  
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These questions will be thematized and conceptualized by reference to the theoretical 
works of Theodor W. Adorno, Hannah Arendt, Ariella Azoulay, Walter Benjamin, 
Fredric Jameson, Adi Ophir, Ann Stoler, and Slavoj Žižek, among others. The relevant 
scholarship by historians, historical sociologists, anthropologists and literary scholars 
bearing on these questions would also be considered.  
 
Course Outline 
 
1/22  Introduction  
 
Catastrophes in History 
 
1/29 Selections from B. de las Casas, Brief Account of the Destruction of the 

Indies (PDF); and selections from D. J. Weber, Bárbaros (PDF) 
 
2/5  Voltaire, Selections from Candide (PDF) and “Poem on the Lisbon 

Disaster” (PDF); J. J. Rousseau, “Letter to Voltaire” (PDF); C. F. Walker, 
“Shaking the Unstable Empire” (PDF) and “Lisbon and Lima: A Tale of 
Two Cities and Two Catastrophes” (PDF); and P. Hallward, “Haiti 2010: 
Exploiting Disaster” (PDF)  
 

2/12  C. Ó Gráda, Famine, 1-44, 229-258 (PDF); M. Davis, Late Victorian 
Holocausts, 1-211; J. C. Scott, “Tyranny of the Ladle” (PDF); and O. V. 
Khlevniuk, The History of the Gulag, 1-82 (PDF)   
  

2/19  Selections from K. Marx, Capital (PDF); from J. Schumpeter, Capitalism, 
Socialism, and Democracy (PDF); E. A. Wrigley, Property, Progress, and 
Population (PDF); and R. Brenner, “Property and Progress” (PDF) 

 
Conceptual Signposts 
 
2/26  J. Taubes, Occidental Eschatology; and G. Scholem, “Toward an 

Understanding of the Messianic Idea in Judaism” (PDF)  
 
3/5  W. Benjamin, The Origins of German Tragic Drama, 177-235, “Theses on 

the Concept of History” (PDF) and “Central Park” (PDF); T. W. Adorno, 
“Progress” (PDF) and selections from History and Freedom (PDF); and A. 
Stoler, “Imperial Debris” (PDF) 
 

3/12  H. Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, Prefaces and Part II, selections 
from The Jewish Writings (PDF); and M. Mamdani, “The Politics of 
Naming” (PDF) 

 
(Spring Break, 3/15 to 3/23) 
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3/26  S. Žižek, The Puppet and the Dwarf, pp. 145-71 (PDF), Living in the End 
Times, vi-xv, 315-481 (PDF); F. Jameson, “The Dialectics of Disaster” 
(PDF) **  
 

4/2  A. Ophir, “The Politics of Catastrophization” (PDF), and “Disaster as a 
Place of Morality” (PDF)**; and A. Azoulay, The Civil Contract of 
Photography, 31-83 (PDF)   
 

4/9   J. Roitman, Anti-Crisis; and R. Kossellek, “Crisis” (PDF)** 
 

Intersecting Political Life 
 
4/16  Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy; and D. Chakrabarty, “The Climate 

of History” (PDF) ** 
 

4/23  A. T. Price-Smith, Contagion and Chaos, 1-56 (PDF); David Runciman, 
The Confidence Trap, 1-34, 263-326 (PDF); A Ophir, “The Two-State 
Solution” (PDF)**; and M. Davis, “Who Will Build the Ark?” (PDF)**  
 

4/30  Michael Rothberg, Multidimensional Memory; A. H. Sa’di, “Catastrophe, 
Memory and Identity” (PDF)**; M. R. Trouillot, “Abortive Rituals” 
(PDF)** 

 
** Available through the Rutgers University Library.  
 
Required Books 
 
Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (Schocken 2004) 
Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts (Verso, 2002) 
Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy (Verso, 2011) 
Janet Roitman, Anti-Crisis (Duke University Press, 2013) 
Michael Rothberg, Multidimensional Memory (Stanford University Press, 2009) 
Jacob Taubes, Occidental Eschatology (Stanford University Press, 2009) 
 
Requirements 
 
Research Paper: Students taking the course for credit will write a 20-25 page seminar 
paper on a topic of their own choosing in consultation with the Instructor. 
 
Presentations: Every seminar participant is expected to co-lead the seminar discussion for 
at least one session by presenting on some aspect of the assigned readings. We will 
discuss the structure of seminar presentations during our first session.   
 
Attendance and participation: Essential to the success of the seminar is lively and 
informed discussion and participation (and, of course, attendance). You may have read 
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some of the texts before; needless to say, you will still have to read the texts with new 
attention for a seminar of this kind. 
 
A full bibliography with additional suggested readings will be distributed later on in the 
semester. 


