
FRENCH

440
THE RADICAL ENLIGHTENMENT? 
DIALECTICS OF FREEDOM AND SLAVERY IN THE 
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

PROFESSOR GARRAWAY

In this course, we explore some of the most radical political philosophies, discourses, and freedom projects of the French 
eighteenth century with an aim to discern the extent to which these are informed by a reflection on the problem of slavery as an 
extreme instance of unfreedom. Although many recent studies of Enlightenment have challenged the radicalism of its 
emancipatory ethos in light of its inability to sustain an unambiguous attack on contemporary New World slavery, scholars have 
yet to fully apprehend the conceptual role of servitude in French Enlightenment discourses of emancipation and sovereignty-- 
both individual or collective. We depart from the striking observation that the metaphor of political slavery was a foundational 
feature of modern contract theory and universal rights-based philosophies of freedom, and that most of the century’s most 
politically revolutionary stories were figured through foreign contexts in which slavery was practiced-- the Turkish Seraglio, the 
Spanish American plantation, and various sites of European colonial cruelty. Moving beyond common explanations of these 
displacements, we query the potentialities and limits of French Enlightenment narratives of emancipation or resistance with an 
aim to uncover the philosophical parallels and conflicts between radical Enlightenment and antislavery, as well as the specific 
meanings and exclusions of the freedom projects they underwrite. Beginning with Montesquieu’s monumental epistolary 
critique of “Oriental despotism” as the conflation of physical and political servitude, we move on to the radical republican 
project of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in which the emancipation of the subject is indistinguishable from the general will that 
binds it. This we contrast with the rationalist, materialist philosophy of Baron d’Holbach, whose attempt to reduce the
 human to pure matter determined by physical causes offers what Jonathan Israel maintains is the most politically 
emancipatory discourse of the era, deriving from the monism of Baruch Spinoza. Moving on to examples of actual 
“antislavery” literature of the time, by Voltaire, De Gouges, and De Staël, together with the highly polemical 
Histoire des deux Indes, we examine their ambiguities, ambivalences, and relation to Enlightenment discourses of 
political emancipation. We conclude with a sustained interrogation of the dialectics of liberty and slavery in the 
French and Haitian Revolutions, tracking closely the extent to which both projects rely on various forms of 
unfreedom for their fulfillment. Guided by the theoretical work of Orlando Patterson, Wendy Brown, 
Mary Nyqyuist, Hannah Arendt, and others. Taught in French.

TH 5:00-7:20PM
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FRENCH

470
HOMO SACER FOR THE FUTURE: 
AGAMBEN’S THOUGHT IN CONTEXT

PROFESSOR RICCIARDI

This course provides an introduction to the philosophy of Giorgio Agamben, 
particularly the texts that he includes within the Homo Sacer cycle.  We discuss the 
genealogy and influence of the pivotal concepts that he espouses such as homo sacer, 
bare life, and the state of exception.  These notions have generated both vital interest 
and vehement controversies that seem likely to endure for quite some time.  For 
example, does the notion of homo sacer help or hinder us from assessing the critical 
implications of the current global refugee crisis?  Through such question, we 
examine the advantages and limits of Agamben’s thought for contemporary 
discussions of biopolitics, political philosophy, the Shoah, and postcolonial 
studies.  Finally, by considering Agamben’s encounters with figures such as 
Melville, Kafka, and Levi, we ask whether his literary readings offer a more 
productive horizon than does the rest of his thought. Over the course of the 
term, we will cover texts by Agamben, Foucault, Schmitt, Benjamin, 
Butler, Levi, Kafka, and Melville.

W 4:00-6:50PM
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TAUGHT 
IN ENGLISH



FRENCH

493
TOPICS IN LITERARY THEORY: 
VISUAL CULTURE AND MEDIA
PROFESSOR TORLASCO

The aim of this course is to introduce new graduate students to twentieth-century 
theories of visual culture and media, with special emphasis on the French and German 
contexts. Rather than attempting to cover all the positions and directions that this field 
has produced, we will work around specific questions and trace the ways in which they 
have been pursued by theorists and practitioners alike. How can we conceptualize the 
relation between art and technology? Can we speak of perception and memory 
independently of specific technical apparatuses? What is at stake in the shift from 
analog to digital media at the level of both inscription and reception? We will also 
ask questions of media archeology, and consider a range of pre-twentieth century 
devices for hearing and seeing. As we focus on different kinds of audiovisual 
media, we will read texts by T.W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Roland Barthes, 
Jacques Derrida, Friedrich Kittler, Bernard Stiegler, and Samuel Weber. We 
will also analyze films and art installations by Harun Farocki, Martin 
Arnold, and Pierre Huyghe.

T 3:30-5:50PM
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IN ENGLISH
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