Making of the Modern World

Module Tutor: Roberta Bivins

Week 13
SEMINAR QUESTIONS (from your online handbook) and conversation starters
· Do political revolutions have to be violent? 

· Can one make meaningful distinctions between Nazi and Stalinist terror? 

· Is the Holocaust unique? 

· Why have Holocaust memorials become controversial? 

· Can suicide bombers be understood? 

· Has modernity made violence more prevalent or less prevalent in society? 

Exploring the Readings

Corey Robin, Fear: The History of a Political Idea (2004), pp. 51-72

Robin is a political theorist, journalist and professor of Political Science – how does this disciplinary background influence the text?

Robin draws a distinction between ‘Hobbsean ‘fear’ and ‘despotic terror’: a) do you agree with this distinction; and b) what historical roots underpin the distinction? Which one (if either)  is ‘terrorism’ as we see it today?

Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (1963)

Is slavery a good example of tyranny? Can the facts of tyranny and terror as revealed or exemplified by ‘the peculiar institution’ be applied to other political cases/historical situations?
What does ‘the peculiar institution’ tell us about the conditions required to make terror an effective tool of tyranny?

What is the role of the individual and individuality in situations of tyranny and terror?

Emma Christopher, Slave Ship Sailors and their Captive Cargoes, 1730-1807 (2006), pp. 163-94

How and why did the Middle Passage come to define the terror of slavery, and mark its inception for slaves and owners alike?

What impact does violence have on the identity of its perpetrators and on its victims?

What is the relationship between analysis and description in the article?

John Savage, '"Black Magic" and White Terror: Slave Poisoning and Colonial Society in Early 19th Century Martinique,' Journal of Social History, Vol. 40, No. 3 (Spring 2007), pp. 635-662 
Who or what created the ‘white terror’ of poisoning in Martinique? 
What were the political and cultural effects of terror? [Compare to the terrors of the Middle Passage.]

Is this terror from below similar to or different from terror in the French Revolution? In the autocratic states of the 20th century?

V.A.C. Gattrell, The Hanging Tree: Execution and the English People 1770-1868 (1994), pp. 298-324
Gattrell is South African, a historian by training, and known for his attention to class politics: how does this shape his account of capital punishment?

IS capital punishment ‘state terror’? Why or why not?

How does the cultural impact of public execution change, and why?

Jill Lepore, The Name of War: King Philip's War and the Origins of American Identity, pp. 71-96

Were the Native Americans who took part in King Philip’s war ‘terrorists’? In other words, were they using terror as a political tool, or were they just ‘savages’?

In the end, did Native American tactics strengthen or weaken colonial ‘identity’?

Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved (1988), pp. 27-32
“[T]he harsher the oppression,the more widespread among the oppressed is the willingness tocollaborate with the power…”: is Primo Levi right? IF so, how do we explain the overthrow of tyrannies?

Robert Melson, 'The Armenian Genocide as Precursor and Prototype of 20th Century Genocide', in Alan S. Rosenbaum (ed.), Is the Holocaust Unique? (1996, 2000), pp. 87-99
To what extent is the Armenian genocide distinctive/unique, and to what extent can it be used as a model through which to understand other genocides of the 20th century?

Did a failure of pluralism cause the Armenian genocide? Can ‘nationalism’ explain the emergence of subsequent genocidal regimes?
Why is ethnic terror so ‘popular’ and widespread in the 20th century?

Arno Mayer,  The Furies: Violence and Terror in the French and Russian Revolutions (2000), ‘Introduction’: pp. 1-19

Do you agree with Mayer that ‘there is no revolution without violence and terror; without civil and foreign war’? Must there, in other words, be blood?

Must revolutions either secularise established religions or create new ones?

Mayer argues against a central role for ideology. Do you agree?

What is the value of the comparative approach?

Daniel Pick, 'The Perfect Abbatoir' (extract), in War Machine: The Rationalisation of Slaughter in the Modern Age (1993),  pp. 178-188

Why has Pick chosen the metaphor of the ‘perfect abbatoir’ to explore the relationship between terror and 20th century warfare?

How does the emergence of the modern abbatoir relate to the Holocaust, and expand its history beyond the borders either of German or Jewish history?

Does the modern state necessarily assert a unique monopoly on violence?

Raul Hilberg, 'Deportations' (extract), pp. 182-184, and chapters on 'Killing Centres,' pp. 220-259, in Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews, (abridged edition)

Hilberg was born in Austria; he trained in political science, and his magnum opus The destruction of the European Jews was published in 1961 (and later expanded and republished). Are these facts important to interpret his work? What else should you know about him?
Is this a polemical text, or is it a descriptive one?

What does the detail about the Killing Centres – their locations, their institutional history, their internal geography etc tell us about the relationship between terror and the state?
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