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Fall 2011

Wednesdays, 3-6:30

Professor Susie Linfield

tel. 212-998-7984/email: susie.linfield@nyu.edu
“The challenge of modernity is to live without illusions and without becoming disillusioned.”--Antonio Gramsci, political theorist and activist

“The fundamental experience of everyone who has lived through much of this [20th] century is error and surprise.”--Eric Hobsbawm, historian

“The acknowledgment that something can take place in the world that has never happened before might be the starting point of any real intellectual activity.”--Greil Marcus, cultural critic 

What are the key political events of the 20th (and early 21st) century? And how did journalists--those on the spot, and those who subsequently reflected on such events--write about them? This class is predicated on two ideas: that historical knowledge is necessary for any journalist (and any citizen); and that journalists--far from simply writing the "first draft" of history--have, throughout the last century, created works of lasting literary, moral, intellectual and historical resonance.

This seminar will focus explicitly on extraordinary political events that made, and changed, the political (and moral) realities of the past century, and that created the world we inhabit now. Throughout the term we will return to certain questions, including the changing nature of violence; the tension between nationalism and universalism; the question of “progress”; the emergence of disputed concepts such as "crimes against humanity" and "human rights." We’ll consider the ways in which “the face of war” in the 20th century (and early 21st) has changed--and the ways in which the journalism that described those wars and events changed, also. And we’ll investigate--to use a phrase of Primo Levi’s--“if this is a man”: i.e. is there anything fundamentally “human” about human beings? If so, how do we understand, much less explain, the things that human beings do to each other? 

Readings: All of these books will be available, in paperback, at Shakespeare&Co. on Waverly and Broadway by the time the term starts. However, they are also available (sometimes more cheaply) on the internet (see bibliofind.com and abebooks.com), and some are at used bookstores like the Strand (Broadway and 11th St.). 

Articles will be xeroxed and distributed to you in advance. 

The syllabus may change as the term progresses.

Books to buy (listed in roughly chronological order):

**John Reed, Ten Days That Shook the World  (Russian Revolution) [read before the term starts, please]
**George Orwell, Homage to Catalonia 

**Martha Gellhorn, The Face of War
**Janet Flanner, Paris Journal 1944-1955 

**Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz (If This is a Man)

**Jean Amery, At the Mind’s Limits 
**Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem 

**Ryszard Kapuscinski, Shah of Shahs 

**Tina Rosenberg, Children of Cain 

**David Remnick, Lenin's Tomb 

**Peter Maass, Love Thy Neighbor


**Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You that Tomorrow We Will Be 
Killed with 
Our Families 
 **Jean Hatzfeld, Machete Season 

**Antjie Krog, Country of My Skull 

**George Packer, The Assassin’s Gate
**Michael Ignatieff, The Warrior’s Honor
Week 1, Sept. 7: Intro; World War I; John Reed  (Russian Revolution); Eric Hobsbawm, “What Can History Tell Us About Contemporary Society?” and “War and Peace in the 20th Century” [read Reed and Hobsbawm before the term starts]

Week 2, Sept. 14: George Orwell (Spanish Civil War)

Week 3, Sept. 21: Martha Gellhorn, Janet Flanner (World War II, and aftermath)

Week 4, Sept. 28: Primo Levi, Jean Amery (the Holocaust)

Week 5, Oct. 5: Hannah Arendt (crimes against humanity)

Week 6, Oct. 12: Ryszard Kapuscinski (Iranian Revolution)


plus: current dispatches from Iran

Week 7, Oct. 19: Tina Rosenberg (Latin America)

Week 8, Oct. 26: David Remnick (fall of the Soviet Union)


plus: Fred Halliday, “What was Communism?” 
(opendemocracy.net, 2009) [to be distributed]
Week 9, Nov. 2: Peter Maass (Bosnian War)

Week 10, Nov. 9: Philip Gourevitch, Jean Hatzfeld (Rwandan genocide)

Week 11, Nov. 16: Antjie Krog (South Africa) 

Week 12, Nov. 23rd:

 FILM: “Hothouse,” directed by Shimon Dotan (Israel/Palestine)

plus: Lawrence Wright, “Letter from Gaza” (New Yorker, 2009) 
[to be distributed]//and current dispatches from Israel

Week 13, Dec. 30: George Packer (Iraq)

FINAL PAPERS DUE
Week 14, Dec. 7: Michael Ignatieff (history, memory, violence, and 

the face of modern war)//Tony Judt: excerpts from 


          Reappraisals [to be distributed]

