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The Politics of (French) Crowds 
POLS 366 Advanced Topics in Theory, Media, and Method (3) 
 

 
This course is designed to explore and build theories on the character and 
significance of crowds. “Crowd theory” has one of its origins in Gustave Le Bon’s 
book, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (La psychologie des foules, 1895), which 
examined crowd behavior in France. Recently, manifestations by les Gilets Jaunes, 
terrorist targets of crowds in France, anti-Semitic crowds in 20014, and other 
political manifestations of crowds in France suggest that crowd phenomena are still 
in need of political, sociological, cultural and historical understanding.  
 
This course seeks  

• to explain the varieties of sociological and social-psychological analysis of 
crowds, as well as the Nobel-winning work of Elias Canetti 

• to gain insight into the French history of crowds focusing on several 
significant events: the French revolution, the history of anti-Semitic crowds 
in the late 19th through the 21st centuries, the events of May, 1968, and in 
post-colonial North Africa 

• to link technological changes, such as digital media, to the self-
understanding of crowds. 

 
The course is discussion based. Students will be expected to read all materials 
assigned, and write an essay prior to nearly every class. Grading will be based on 
contributions to discussions and on the written essays. There will be no final 
examination. 
 
Student Learning Outcomes 
1. Comprehend and compare several competing theories of crowd behavior and 

the political and social implications of each. 
2. Distinguish divergent types of crowds socially and politically significant in 

France, using Elias Canetti’s typology. 
3. Comprehend and compare several periods of French history and the 

significance of crowds to related historical events. 
 
 
Weekly readings and discussion 

(1) Introduction 
 

(2) The psychology of crowds I 
 

(a) Reading: Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind 
(selections) 
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àAssignment: Choose an assertion made by Le Bon (e.g., that 
personality disappears in a crowd, or that in a crowd reason is 
suspended, or some other) and write a short, single-page, single-
space essay in which you evaluate his support for this claim and 
your assessment of its significance. 

 
(3) The psychology of crowds II 

 
(a) Reading: Freud, Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego 

(selections) 
 
àAssignment: Borrowing from Nietzsche, Freud argues for the 
herd instinct that helps explain group psychology. Write a short, 
single-page, single-space essay in which you explain how you 
understand this herd instinct, and what importance you give it 
for thinking about historical change.  

 
 

(4) The crowd in the French Revolution  
(a) Readings: 

(i) Rudé, George F. E. The Crowd in the French Revolution. Oxford 
University Press, 1967. (Selections.) 

(ii) Lucas, Colin. “The Crowd and Politics between ‘Ancien Regime’ 
and Revolution in France.” The Journal of Modern History 60, no. 3 
(1988): 422–57. 

 
 

àAssignment: Take an incident of crowd behavior explored by 
Rudé or Lucas and explain what you see as the most significant 
political impact of this crowd for the French Revolution. 

 
 

(5) Crowds and Power: the contribution of Elias Canetti I 
(a) Reading: Canetti, Crowds and Power I 

 
àAssignment: Canetti opens this segment of the book with the 
argument that the human fear of touch is a primal and universal 
truth. Write a short, single-page, single-space essay in which you 
explain what you think Canetti means by this, and how you 
evaluate this claim. Ask yourself, “Is he dangerously inflating the 
category of the ‘primitive’ in making this claim?” 
 

(6) Crowds and Power: the contribution of Elias Canetti II 
(a) Reading: Canetti, Crowds and Power II 
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àAssignment: On page 206 and ff., Canetti contends that if 
power is based on prohibitions of metamorphosis and 
transformation, then transformation logically contends with 
power. Write a short, single-page, single-space essay in which 
you explain what you think Canetti means by relating crowds to 
power in this manner. 

 
(7)  Crowds and Power: the contribution of Elias Canetti III 

(a) Readings:  
(i) Canetti, Crowds and Power III 
(ii) Catherine Malabou, “The Crowd” 

 
àAssignment: Choose your favorite concept that Canetti argues 
about crowds. Write a short, single-page, single-space essay in 
which you explain this concept, and evaluate its social or political 
significance while explaining why you find it so attractive. 

 
(8) The authoritarian personality 

(a) Readings 
(i) Adorno, Theodor W., and Else Frenkel-Brunswik. The 

Authoritarian Personality. 1993. (Selections) 
(ii) Adorno, Theodor. “Remarks on ‘The Authoritarian Personality’ 

by Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, Sanford.” Platypus, 
November 8, 2016 

(iii) Gordon, Peter E. “The Authoritarian Personality 
Revisited: Reading Adorno in the Age of Trump.” Boundary 2 
44, no. 2 (2017): 31–56. 

(iv) Meyers, Mark. “Feminizing Fascist Men: Crowd 
Psychology, Gender, and Sexuality in French Antifascism, 1929-
1945.” French Historical Studies 29, no. 1 (2006): 109–142. 

 
àAssignment: Write a short, single-page, single-space essay in 
which you seek to draw connections between fascist 
authoritarianism in the early half of the 20th Century, and the 
current time. Two pages, single spaced. 
 

(9) Mai 1968 
(a) Readings 

(i) Feenberg, Andrew, and Jim Freedman. When Poetry Ruled the 
Streets: The French May Events of 1968. Albany, N.Y: State 
University of New York Press, 2001. (Selections) 

(ii) Ross, Kristin. May ’68 and Its Afterlives. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2002. (Selections) 

(iii) Film: Garrel, Les amants reguliers  
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àAssignment: Choose a key sentence from the Feenberg 
reading, and another from Ross, and use these to help frame an 
essay about the film for this week. Ask yourself how a filmmaker 
and an author approach differently the same event. Two pages, 
single spaced. 

 
(10) Anti-Semitic crowds in France 

(a) Readings:  
(i) Wilson, Stephen. “The Antisemitic Riots of 1898 in France.” The 

Historical Journal 16, no. 4 (December 1973): 789–806.  
(ii) Robert S., Wistrich. “Towards the Endgame? The French 

Republic and Its ‘Jewish Question.’” Trauma and Memory, no. 2 
(August 2015): 52–61. 

(iii) Kahn, Robert A. “The Overlapping of Fools? Drawing 
the Line between Anti-Semitism and Anti-Zionism in the Wake 
of the 2014 Gaza Protests.” SSRN Electronic Journal, 2015.  

 
àAssignment: Le Bon, Adorno and Canetti discuss the 
significance of the Jew to right wing crowds. Use one of their 
theories to explain how anti-Semitism was manifest in the 
historical events covered by this week’s articles. Two pages, 
single spaced. 

 
 

(11) Crowds and colonialism 
(a) Reading: Khalil, Andrea. Crowds and Politics in North Africa: Tunisia, 

Algeria and Libya. 1 edition. Routledge, 2014.  SELECTIONS 
 
àAssignment:  Khalil addresses gender directly; she is our first 
feminist. What do you learn about gender and crowds in her 
studies of N. African uprisings? Write two pages, single-spaced. 

 
(12) Crowds and democratic assembly 

(b) Reading: Butler, Judith. Notes Toward a Performative Theory of 
Assembly, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2015. 
(Selections) 

 
àAssignment: Butler argues early in her book that bodies 
perform a right to appear (11). Write a short two-page essay in 
which you explore the power of this performativity and how it 
may transform the ways we look at crowds. 

 
 

(13) Digital Crowds 
(c) Readings 
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(i) Gürsel, Zeynep Devrim. “Visualizing Publics: Digital Crowd 
Shots and the 2015 Unity Rally in Paris.” Current Anthropology 58, 
no. S15 (January 23, 2017): S135–48.  

(ii) Trottier, Daniel. “Digital Vigilantism as Weaponisation of 
Visibility.” Philosophy & Technology, April 1, 2016.  

(iii) Aradau, Claudia, Peter Adey, Ben Anderson, and 
Stephen Graham. “‘Crowded Places Are Everywhere We Go’: 
Crowds, Emergency, Politics.” Theory, Culture & Society 32, no. 2 
(March 1, 2015): 155–75.  

(iv) Lee, Raymond L. M. “Do Online Crowds Really Exist? 
Proximity, Connectivity and Collectivity.” Distinktion: Journal 
of Social Theory 18, no. 1 (January 2, 2017): 82–94. 

 
 

àAssignment: What difference does the internet make? Take 
two of this week’s readings and write a short two-page essay 
exploring how these authors think about what is particular about 
a digital crowd. Compare their ideas to at least one theory of the 
crowd that we have explored this semester. 
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Student Learning Outcomes Assessment Rubric 
 
 
Learning outcomes Below expectation Meets expectation Exceeds expectation 
Comprehend and 
compare (in 
discussion and 
writing) several 
competing theories 
of crowd behavior 
and the political 
and social 
implications of 
each. 
 

Inability to identify 
and write cogently 
about the central 
ideas of theories of 
crowd behavior 

Able to understand 
and write 
coherently about 
theories of crowd 
behavior  

Able to understand 
and write 
coherently about 
theories of crowd 
behavior and 
identify key 
debates within   

Distinguish 
divergent types of 
crowds socially 
and politically 
significant in 
France, using Elias 
Canetti’s typology. 
 

Inability to 
comprehend and 
write about more 
than two of 
Canetti’s crowd 
types. 

Identification of 
more than two of 
Canetti’s crowd 
types in writing 
and discussion, and 
ability to match 
these to crowd 
events in France.  

Identification of 
more than two of 
Canetti’s crowd 
types and the 
demonstrated 
ability to identify 
the degrees of fit in 
multiple crowd 
events in France.  

Comprehend and 
compare several 
periods of French 
history and the 
significance of 
crowds to related 
historical events. 
 

Inability to 
identify, 
comprehend, and 
write about more 
than one period of 
French history and 
associate these 
with crowd events. 

Identification of 
several periods of 
French history and 
demonstration of 
the significance (in 
writing and 
discussion) of 
different crowd 
events. 

Demonstrated 
ability in discussion 
and writing of 
several periods of 
French history and 
the importance of 
crowd events to 
historical change in 
France.  
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Written Paper Evaluation Rubric  
Performance Scale  

3 .... Work is exceptional, excellent skills apparent  
2 .... Work is competent, meeting minimum requirements; adequate skills apparent, but 
additional instruction/practice required.  
1 .... Work is underdeveloped or incomplete.  
0 .... Work is unacceptable.  

 
Evaluation 3 2 1 0 
Mechanics 

Spelling 
    

Grammar     
Punctuation     
Sentence Structure     

Format 
Citations 

    

Paper Organization 
Introduction and description of argument 

    

Body of paper     
Conclusion (closure)     

Writing style 
Tone  

    

Engagement (interest)     
Substance 

Informative and detailed 
    

Adequate sources cited     
Argument 

Logic 
    

Assertion of claim     
Evidence     
Evaluation of the evidence     
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