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…there has been a tendency to simply equate totalitarianism with its elements and origins – as though 
every outburst of antisemitism or racism or imperialism could be identified as ‘totalitarianism.’ This 
fallacy is as misleading in the search for historical truth as it is pernicious for political judgment. 
Totalitarian politics – far from being simply antisemitic or racist or imperialist or communist – use and 
abuse their own ideological and political elements until the basis of factual reality, from which the 
ideologies originally derived their strength and their propaganda value … have all but disappeared. 

- Hannah Arendt 
 

This course: material, process, and outcomes 

Historical and contemporary understandings of political power – and particularly totalitarian political 
power – have a tendency to shift and change: contemporary politics and ideologies change the past as 
much as they change the present and the future. This course will explore the historical foundations of 
totalitarianism (and particularly its twin foundations of ideology and terror), in order to examine and 
draw out those features of totalitarianism that might appear in any political or economic system. As 
Hannah Arendt says above, it is not enough to just see antisemitism or racism or other forms of systemic 
oppression in their most obvious manifestations – we have to peel back the layers of ideologically-
created reality to get to the roots of those ideologies and identify their makers. (Spoiler alert: it might be 
us). 

The first unit of the course (Weeks 1 and 2) will center Hannah Arendt’s philosophical writings on 
totalitarianism, and will apply her philosophies to an examination of historical twentieth-century 
totalitarianism in two of its most well-known embodiments: Germany and Russia. The second unit of the 
course, building off of the frameworks and methodologies of the first unit, will shift its focus to the twin 
totalitarian foundations of ideology and terror and the structure that they form with the twin pillars of 
gender and race. For this unit, we will return to our own context, in order to map and ultimately 
deconstruct these constructions.  

As this is a 7-week summer course, expect the workload to be substantial and consistent. Typically, a 3-
unit course during a regular semester meets over a 15-week period, with approximately 8-9 hours of 
work per week overall (according to expected coursework within the credit hours policy). What that 
means for us is that we’ll be fitting all those hours of work into these 7 weeks. Don’t worry though! The 
work for the course is a mix of readings, films, discussion boards, recorded lectures, and projects, so it 
will feel pretty dynamic. This course has no synchronous meetings. 



Required Materials 

There is only one required book for this course: Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. New 
York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1968 (ISBN 978-0-15-670153-2). Other materials will be available 
elsewhere. Readings and assignments should be completed prior to the date indicated on the syllabus. 
In other words, be prepared to discuss the readings and videos on the date on which the readings are 
listed on the syllabus.  

Electronic Communication 
All students are required to use their official umassd.edu emails for any electronic correspondence with 
me. You should communicate with me using the email address on this syllabus. I will also send emails to 
the class or to individual students, and I encourage you to check your email daily at least, as you will be 
responsible for any missed deadlines or lack of information resulting from missing important emails. 
During business hours (M-F 9-5) I will respond to emails within a day; responses may take longer outside 
of those hours. 

Course Outcomes  

By the end of the course, you will have foundational abilities to: 

• Identify and contextualize historical and contemporary totalitarianisms 
• Apply Crime & Justice concepts to personal, community, and global experiences within political 

and economic systems of totalitarianism, fascism, authoritarianism, and democracy 
• Present and communicate organized and coherent arguments in written and verbal forms 
• Demonstrate historical and contemporary understanding of systems of injustice, 

institutionalized violence, and structural oppression 
• Articulate historical and continuing constructions of gender and race 

This course also meets University Studies 5A Requirement: Capstone Study, which is within Cluster 5: 
The Educated and Engaged Citizen: Integrating the UMASSD Experience. 5A courses give students the 
opportunity to integrate their learning and produce an original expression of knowledge or 
understanding. Students will also demonstrate mastery of both written and oral communication. Upon 
completion of the capstone study, students will be able to: 

• Synthesize the knowledge and skills gained within major courses, independently complete a 
research-based project or creative work and integrate the results of both in an open-ended 
project or experience (projects within the major are encouraged). 

• Integrate knowledge and principles from the field of study with those of the broader University 
Studies curriculum. 

• Demonstrate advanced information literacy skills by selecting, evaluating, integrating and 
documenting information gathered from multiple sources into discipline-specific writing. 

• Communicate effectively, both orally and in writing, the results of the project or experience. 

 



Assignments and Grading 
 
Your grade for this course will be comprised of four components, detailed below. You must contact me 
in advance of a missed or late assignment or discussion board post; failure to do so will result in the loss 
of five percent of the assignment's grade for every day that it is late. 

Discussion boards:  
There are multiple discussion boards every week (14 in all). There will be only about 2-3 brief and 
specific questions to think about for each discussion board. Every discussion board will ask you for one 
original post on the day that it’s listed, and to comment on at least one other post from someone else by 
the end of the following day. Original posts and comments should be thoughtful and substantive, but 
there is no length requirement for posts and comments. Comments should engage with specific points 
and should not only indicate agreement or disagreement, and it should go without saying that all 
discussion board posts and interactions should be respectful. I will be reading discussion boards every 
day, but I will only post or respond when either a) students explicitly ask for my input or b) I have 
important content to add. [30%] 

Meme-making:  
Three times during the course, you will see that you are asked to “Post a meme” on the discussion 
board, rather than answer questions. This means that you will 1) create your own meme (using a tool 
like this, for example: https://imgflip.com/memegenerator), 2) explain your meme and how it 
illuminates a key feature of totalitarianism, and 3) comment on at least two memes made by others, 
pointing to what you see as particularly relevant or illuminating content. I will post the first one the first 
time this assignment comes up as a model/example. [15%] 

Midterm portfolio/journal:  
By the midpoint of the course, we will have several discussions behind us, and you will be collecting your 
earlier responses and annotating them, ultimately creating a brief but clear and substantial framework 
for ‘diagnosing’ totalitarianism, so to speak, kind of like a list of symptoms. This will eventually create 
the basis for your final paper. [25%] 

Final research paper:  
The final paper will be part case-study, part theory, and it will draw from the semester’s material as well 
as your own research. As this is the senior capstone course, there will be a lot of flexibility as far as how 
you mold this to your own voice and interests. Five percent of this grade will be given for an outline of 
the final, due the Friday before the final itself is due. We will discuss approaches and overall 
expectations in detail. [30%] 

Grading breakdown:  

Discussion boards    30 % 
Meme-making     15 % 
Midterm portfolio/journal    25 %  
Final research paper     30 %  
                = 100 %  

https://imgflip.com/memegenerator


Weekly Schedule and Readings 
 
Unit 1: Historical Totalitarianisms 
 
Week 1 - Intro and Germany 
The overall objective for this week is to begin to build our critical understanding of totalitarianism as 
both a concept and as a system of governmental control. We begin with Germany because it is the most 
familiar example of totalitarianism, and yet we rarely delve into it with this kind of critical depth. This 
deep-dive will help us begin to build our own analytical frameworks. 

Week 1 Materials and Assignments 
Monday 3/15: 
What even is 
‘totalitarianism’? 
Hannah Arendt, 
totalitarianism, and 
starting from square 
one.  
• Read the 

syllabus. 
• Watch the 

recorded intro 
lecture. 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 1.1. 

 

Tuesday 3/16  Wednesday 3/17: 
Getting familiar with 
‘totalitarianism’  
• Read Arendt, 

“Preface to the 
First Edition” 
(vii-ix) and Ch 1 
(3-10). 

• Watch  the brief 
lecture on 
Arendt and 
Germany. 

Answer questions 
on Discussion Board 
1.2. 

Thursday 3/18 Friday 7/17:  
Germany during the 
1930s and 40s. 
• Read Arendt, Ch 

2 pts I-III (11-
42). 

• Watch Hannah 
Arendt, dir. 
Margarethe Von 
Trotte, 2012 
(available on 
Kanopy).  
Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 1.3. 

 
 
 
 
Week 2 - Germany, and also Russia 
Like last week, we are continuing to build our critical understanding of the nature of 
totalitarianism. Taking Russia as a different case study will allow us to see yet more depth and nuance in 
how totalitarianism can function both as a philosophy and as a system of political and social control. This 
week we will be solidifying our analytical framework, so that as we move forward in the course, we can 
use that framework to analyze contemporary social norms and forms of control. 



Week 2 Materials and Assignments 
Monday 3/22: 
East Germany after 
WWII. 
• Read Arendt, Ch 

12 pt II (419-
437). 

• Watch The Lives 
of Others, dir. 
Florian Henckel 
von 
Donnersmarck, 
2007 (available 
on Netflix or 
elsewhere). 

Answer questions 
on Discussion Board 
2.1. 

Tuesday 3/23  
 

Wednesday 3/24: 
West Germany after 
WWII. 
• Read Arendt, Ch 

5 (123-157). 
• Watch The 

Baader Meinhof 
Complex, dir. Uli 
Edel, 2008 
(available to 
rent online). 

Answer questions 
on Discussion Board 
2.2. 

Thursday 3/25 
 

Friday 7/24: 
Stalinist Russia 
• Read Evgeny 

Zamyatin, We, 
1921, Records 
1-10.  

• Watch the 
brief lecture 
on Russia. 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 2.3. 

 

Week 3 – Russia recently 
Though many of the forms of totalitarianism common under Stalin dissolved after his death, 
totalitarianism remained; it is a shape-shifter. This week, we’ll explore post-Stalinist and then post-
Soviet Russia, in order to examine the ways in which even contemporary capitalism can be used in 
service to totalitarian forms of rule. At this point, we will have built our diagnostic frameworks of 
totalitarianism, and so the midterm – which will be a crucial building-block for the final – is due this 
week. 



Week 3 Materials and Assignments 
Monday 3/29: 
Late Soviet 
Russia. 
• Read Arendt, 

Ch 10 (305-
340). 

• Watch 
Stilyagi 
[Hipsters], dir. 
Valeriy 
Todorovskiy, 
2008 
(available on 
Kanopy). 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 3.1. 

Tuesday 3/20 Wednesday 3/31: 
Post-Soviet Russia. 
• Read Masha 

Gessen, Ch 4: 
“Homo 
Sovieticus” 
(47-66) and Ch 
14: “The 
Future is 
History” (285-
309), from The 
Future is 
History: How 
Totalitarianism 
Reclaimed 
Russia, 2017 
(pdf). 

• Watch Act and 
Punishment: 
Behind the 
Punk Rock 
Activist Group 
Pussy Riot, dir. 
Evgeny Mitta, 
2015 (on 
Kanopy). 

• Post a meme 
on Discussion 
Board 3.2. 

Thursday 4/1: 
• Work on the 

midterm! 

Friday 4/2: 
• Submit the 

midterm by 
the end of 
the day! 

 

 
Unit 2: Contemporary Contexts 
 
Week 4 – Gender ideologies 
Now that we have built our own critical framework of totalitarianism, we will explore the ideologies 
around gender that pervade our contemporary world, and we will examine and articulate the ways in 
which those ideologies can or cannot be diagnosed and analyzed using our critical frameworks. 



Week 4 Material and Assignments 
Monday 4/5: 
Propaganda 
• Read 

Arendt, Ch 
11 pt 1 (341-
364).  

• Watch the 
recorded 
lecture on 
the 
construction 
of gender 
norms 

Tuesday 4/6: 
Gender norms: 
femininity 
• Watch Miss 

Representation, 
dir. Jennifer 
Siebel Newsom, 
2011 (available 
on Kanopy). 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 4.1. 

Wednesday 4/7: 
Gender norms: 
masculinity 
• Watch The 

Mask You 
Live In, dir. 
Jennifer 
Siebel 
Newsom, 
2015 
(available on 
Kanopy). 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 4.2. 

Thursday 4/8: 
Gender norms: 
performance 
• Read Judith 

Butler, 
“Performative 
Acts and 
Gender 
Constitution: 
An Essay in 
Phenomenolog
y and Feminist 
Theory” (519-
531) in Theatre 
Journal, 1988 
(available 
online through 
the library). 

Friday 4/9: 
• Read Julia 

Serano, 
“Reclaiming 
Femininity” 
(170-183) in 
Transfeminist 
Perspectives 
in and 
beyond 
Transgender 
and Gender 
Studies, ed. 
Anne Enke 
(entire book 
available 
online 
through the 
library). 

• Post a meme 
on Discussion 
Board 4.3. 

 

 
 

Week 5 – Racialized ideologies 
This week, we’re exploring the ways that racialized ideologies and stereotypes are disseminated through 
society, with a particular focus on the things that we learn that we forget to question. We will consider 
race as an invention that, although constructed, has very real effects on the lives of individuals and 
communities and contributes to the “totalitarian situation.” 
 



Week 5 Materials and Assignments 
Monday 4/12: 
Creating race 
• Read Ann 

Morning, Ch 
3: “Textbook 
Race: Lessons 
on Human 
Difference” 
(66-102), 
from The 
Nature of 
Race, 2011 
(entire book 
available 
online 
through the 
library). 

• Watch  the 
recorded 
lecture on the 
construction 
of racial 
norms 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 5.1. 

Tuesday 4/13 Wednesday 4/14: 
Hiding race 
• Read Ruha 

Benjamin, 
“Conjuring 
difference, 
concealing 
inequality: a 
brief tour of 
Racecraft” (683-
688) in Theory 
and Society, 
2014 (available 
online through 
the library).  

• Read Arendt, Ch 
6 pts I and II 
(158-170). 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion Board 
5.2. 

Thursday 4/15 Friday 4/16: 
Assessing race 
• Read Daniel 

Martinez 
HoSang and 
Oneka 
LaBennett, 
“Introduction” 
(1-18) and 
Michael Omi 
and Howard 
Winant, 
“Conclusion: 
Racial 
Formation 
Rules: 
Continuity, 
Instability, 
and Change” 
(302-332) in 
Racial 
Formation in 
the Twenty-
First Century, 
ed. HoSang, 
LaBennett and  
Pulido, 2012 
(entire book 
available 
online 
through the 
library). 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 5.3. 

 
 

Week 6 – Invisibilizing ideologies 
This week, we’re exploring ideologies that try to hide themselves by burying themselves in the rhetoric 
of “no ideology” or by disguising themselves as somehow natural, essential, fundamental, or committed 
to justice. What we will find is that these ideologies may in some way be stronger than those ideologies 
that are clearly stated because of the ways they are shrouded. 



Week 6 Material and Assignments 
Monday 4/19: 
• No class – 

Patriot’s 
Day 

Tuesday 4/20: 
“Post-racial” thinking 
• Read Keeanga-

Yamahtta Taylor, 
Ch. 2: “From Civil 
Rights to 
Colorblind” (53-
72), from From 
#BlackLivesMatter 
to Black 
Liberation, 2016 
(entire book 
available online 
through the 
library).  

 

Wednesday 4/21: 
• Read Ruha 

Benjamin, 
“Innovating 
inequity: if 
race is a 
technology, 
postracialism 
is the genius 
bar” (2227-
2234) in Ethnic 
and Racial 
Studies, 2016 
(available 
online through 
the library). 

• Answer 
questions on 
Discussion 
Board 6.1. 

Thursday 4/22 
 

Friday 4/23: 
Gender tangled 
up with race 
• Read Priya 

Kandaswamy, 
“Gendering 
Racial 
Formation” 
(23-43) in 
Racial 
Formation in 
the Twenty-
First Century, 
ed. Daniel 
Martinez 
HoSang, 
Oneka 
LaBennett 
and Laura 
Pulido, 2012 
(entire book 
available 
online 
through the 
library). 

• Post a meme 
on Discussion 
Board 6.2. 

 

 

Week 7 – Wrapping up 
This week, we’ll close with a couple of readings that can help us consider the end of totalitarianism. 



Week 7 Material and Assignments 
Monday 4/26: 
• Read Arendt 

Ch. 13, 
“Ideology and 
Terror: A 
Novel Form of 
Government” 
(460-479) 

 

Tuesday 4/27: 
• Read Claire 

Schwartz, 
“Forward 
Thinking: 
Masha 
Gessen on 
Language and 
the Social 
Imagination”, 
in Virginia 
Quarterly 
Review, 2018. 

• Watch the 
end-of-class 
lecture 

Answer questions 
on Discussion 
Board 7.1. 

Wednesday 4/28: 
• Writing 

day! 

Thursday 4/29: 
• Writing 

day! 

Friday 4/30: 
• Just submit 

the Final 
Paper! 

 

 

University and Class Policies, Regulations, and Expectations 
The purpose of a university is to disseminate information, as well as to explore a universe of ideas, to 
encourage diverse perspectives and robust expression, and to foster the development of critical and 
analytical thinking skills. In many classes, including this one, students and faculty examine and analyze 
challenging and controversial topics. 

If a topic covered in this class triggers post-traumatic stress or other emotional distress, please discuss 
the matter with the professor or seek out confidential resources available from the Counseling Center, 
http://www.umassd.edu/counselling/, 508-999-8648 or - 8650, or the Victim Advocate in the Center for 
Women, Gender and Sexuality, http://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/, 508-910-4584. In an 
emergency contact the Department of Public Safety at 508-999-9191 24 hrs./day. 

UMass Dartmouth, following national guidance from the Office of Civil Rights, requires that faculty 
follow UMass Dartmouth policy as a “mandated reporter” of any disclosure of sexual harassment, 
abuse, and/or violence shared with the faculty member in person and/or via email. 

These disclosures include but are not limited to reports of sexual assault, relational abuse, 
relational/domestic violence, and stalking. While faculty are often able to help students locate 
appropriate channels of assistance on campus, disclosure by the student to the faculty member requires 
that the faculty member inform the University’s Title IX Coordinator in the Office of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion at 508-999-8008 to help ensure that the student’s safety and welfare is being addressed, even 
if the student requests that the disclosure not be shared. 



For confidential support and assistance, visit: http://www.umassd.edu/sexualviolence/ 

Plagiarism/Cheating Policy 
All University of Massachusetts, Dartmouth students are expected to maintain high standards of 
academic integrity and scholarly practice. The University does not tolerate cheating of any variety, 
whether as a result of dishonesty or ignorance of academic rules or scholarly procedures. For more 
information on this: http://www.umass.edu/studenthandbook/academicregs/ethicalstandards.cfm 

A student found guilty of cheating or plagiarism is subject to severe disciplinary action, which may 
include expulsion from the university. Please refer to the Student Handbook 
(http://www.umassd.edu/studenthandbook/) for due process. 

Any student caught cheating in this course will be subject to penalties, the severity of which will reflect 
the severity of the particular instance of cheating or plagiarizing. This could mean anything from 
rewriting or failing the assignment in question to automatically failing the course and being referred to 
the Student Judicial Affairs Coordinator. 

Withdrawals and Incompletes 
I do not grant late withdrawals. If you are still registered in the class after the university set withdrawal 
date, you can assume that you will be expected to complete the course. 

According to the university catalogue, an Incomplete grade [temporarily appearing as I on your 
transcript] may be given only in exceptional circumstances at the discretion of the instructor and at the 
student's request no more than 48 hours after the final exam or class. The student must be passing the 
course at the time of the request or be sufficiently close to passing that the instructor believes that upon 
completion of the work, the student will pass the course. If the work is not completed with one year of 
recording the I, the grade will automatically and irreversibly become an F(I). 

To get a temporary grade of I [incomplete] for this course at least 70% of the course must be completed 
by the end of the term and an exceptional circumstance (i.e. medical issue) must exist. If you feel you 
require an incomplete for an exceptional reason, you need to email me and state your reasons for the 
incomplete in writing. We will then decide on a course of action. 

Students with Disabilities 
In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require accommodations 
to obtain equal access in this course, please meet with me at the beginning of the semester and provide 
the appropriate paperwork from the Center for Access and Success. The necessary paperwork is 
obtained when you bring proper documentation to the Center for Access and Success, located in Pine 
Dale Hall Room 7136; phone: 508-999-8711; email: access_success@umassd.edu. Please visit 
http://www.umassd.edu/dss/ for more information about services available and procedures. 

Grade Appeals & Extra Credit 
Students have three days after grades are posted for individual assignments or for the course overall to 
appeal their grade with me. After this time period, all grades are final. There will not be an opportunity 



to ‘make up grades’ by doing additional work – the grading criteria set in the syllabus will be followed as 
stated. 

University Classroom Etiquette and Behaviors 
• In accordance with maintaining a respectful and academic setting in the course, the following 

rules and regulations are expected:  
• Racism, Sexism, Heterosexism, Ageism, Classism and any other form of hatred will not be 

tolerated in any way, shape, or form in this course. 
• Be attentive to what others are saying as opposed to looking for a debate or argument.   
• Speak with respect for all in the course. Don’t assume you have had the same life experiences as 

the others, and don’t assume you have had radically different life experiences from others. 
Come into this class knowing that you probably have no idea what experiences exist amongst us.  

• Exercise heightened sensitivity when we cover sensitive topics (anything to do with violence, 
hatred and harm is a sensitive topic). Make sure that your statements are not hurtful to those of 
us having to hear them.   

• Failure to follow these regulations may result in zeroes on assignments, with no opportunity to 
make up those grades at a later date. You forfeit your ability to participate in those assignments 
and accept a zero as a consequence of that forfeiture.     
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