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Conferences 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

After Revolution and Democratization: Conceptualizing the 

18th Brumaries and Regimes of the Two Bonaparts 

Conference at Hunter College, The City University of New York, April 9–11, 1999. 

Convener: Melvin Richter (Hunter College, CUNY). Participants: Andrew Arato (New 

School of Social Research), Peter Baehr (Memorial University of Newfoundland), David 

E. Barclay (Kalamazoo College), T.C.W Blanning (Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge), 

Jean Cohen (Columbia University), Arthur Eckstein (University of Maryland), Benedetto 

Fontana (Baruch College, CUNY), Jack Hayward (University of Hull), David Kettler 

(Bard College), Jerzy Lindersky (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill), John 

McCormick (Yale University), James Moore (Concordia University), J.G.A. Pocock 

(Baltimore), Jerrold Siegel (New York University), Martyn Thompson (Tulane 

University), Charles Tilly (Columbia University), Cheryl Welch (Simmons College), 

Wolfgang Wipperman (Free University of Berlin), Isser Woloch (Columbia University), 

Wulf Wülfing (University of Bochum), and Zwi Yavetz (University of Tel Aviv). 

From April 9 to 11, 1999, Hunter College (CUNY) hosted a conference to mark the 

bicentenary of Napoleon Bonaparte‘s coup d‘état. Organized by Melvin Richter and 

cosponsored by the GHI, the event constituted the International Meeting of the 

Conference for the Study of Political Thought. 

The conference, dedicated to the greatly missed François Furet, brought together a 

wide range of scholars: historians (of France, Germany, and antiquity), sociologists, 

political scientists, and political and social theorists. The chief foci of discussion were the 

nature and legacy of the two Napoleonic empires. The conference consisted of six panels, 

the last of which was a roundtable. Each of the first five sessions was capped by a 

commentary and by questions and contributions from the floor. 
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Panel one, chaired by Martyn Thompson, was devoted to ―The Two Napoleonic 

Empires in European History, Memory, and Political Thought.‖ Isser Woloch examined 

the individuals and groups around Napoleon who advanced or resisted the transition from 

consulate to empire. Woloch was particularly concerned with documenting the attempts 

to legitimize the empire by linking it to the ―basic gains‖ of the Revolution. The next 

paper, delivered by Wulf Wülfing, dealt with the ―Napoleon myth‖ as perpetrated in the 

writings of Goethe, Heine, and Nietzsche. Of special interest to Wülfing were texts that 

glorified or demonized Napoleon through attributing to him such qualities as divinity, 

omniscience, and omnipotence. Cheryl Welch was the commentator for this session. She 

drew attention to the ambivalent nineteenth-century responses to Napoleon from En-

lightenment and Romantic thinkers, and from those who considered him to be the 

archetype of revolution and antirevolution. She concluded that the Napoleonic 

―cautionary tale‖ no longer had much purchase in the late twentieth century. 

―The Bonapartes and the Creation of the Modem European State‖ was the rubric for 

panel two. Chaired by Jean Cohen, it began with a contribution from Jack Hayward 

contrasting the Gaullist and Bonapartist regimes. Although insisting that Gaullism cannot 

be reduced to Bonapartism, Hayward argued that both the Napoleons and de Gaulle can 

be understood as classic examples of ―heroic‖ leadership, a term he prefers to 

―charismatic‖ or ―crisis‖ leadership. Whereas Hayward focused on two regime types 

within French politics, T.C.W. Blanning analyzed the interstate relationship between 

France and Prussia. From being allies or at least nonbelligerents for much of the 

eighteenth century, they were transformed into enemies largely by Napoleons refusal to 

grant Prussia a legitimate zone of interest in North Germany and by the despoliation 

meted out by French armies on Prussian soil. Napoleon III, through a combination of 

ideology and personality, provided an unwitting stimulus to Prussia‘s military reform 

and, hence, to the events that led to Sedan. The commentator for this session, Charles 

Tilly, sought to build on the previous two papers by developing a typology of relations 

among sovereign, leaders, nation, and state. He also suggested that the papers raised 

important issues regarding the relationships between military organization and political 

authority, and between political authority and citizenship. 
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Jerzy Linderski chaired panel three on ―The Politics of Historiography. 

Conceptualizing a Regime Type: Bonapartism or Caesarism?‖ Arthur Eckstein opened 

the session with a paper on the imperial administrator as internal threat to the established 

political order. Using examples as diverse as Julius Caesar, Warren Hastings, and 

Douglas MacArthur, Eckstein argued that the experience of governing a large province 

independently creates an ―imperial counterculture‖ that is ill disposed to the conventions 

and the mentality of the ―law-ruled state.‖ Rebellion against it is a common impulse. 

Other kinds of opposition to the law-ruled state were described by Wolfgang 

Wippermann in his discussion of Bonapartism and fascism. Reviewing a number of 

theories that emphasize the distinctiveness of Bonapartist and fascist regimes, 

Wippermann argued for their continuity (though not identity). More specifically, he 

defended the claim that ―a theory of Bonapartism... can explain the genesis and structure 

of fascist regimes.‖ Zwi Yavetz, who was the commentator for this panel, stressed the 

importance of distinguishing between various types of fascism and, in regard to Caesar‘s 

rule, noted that the rise of a strong personality after 133 B.C.E. pre-supposed control of 

both the tribunician power and command of the army. 

Panel four, chaired by James Moore, turned to the issue of ―The Bonapartes and Their 

Empires in the History of Political Thought.‖ After discussing the proliferation of terms 

(Bonapartism, caesarism, imperialism, Napoleonism) that were coined in the early-to 

mid-nineteenth century to depict new forms of illegitimate rule, Melvin Richter 

concentrated on Alexis de Tocqueville‘s unique analysis of the two Bonapartes. Richter‘s 

thesis was that, after many vacillations, Tocqueville diagnosed the two Bonapartes, their 

coups d‘état, and their empires as distinctively modern postrevolutionary and 

postdemocratic phenomena. David E. Barclay then considered the response of Prussian 

conservatives to Bonapartist governance. Concentrating on the 1850s, Barclay 

demonstrated the complexity of such responses that ranged from ―high conservative‖ 

antipathy to crypto-Bonapartism. A commentary by Jerrold Seigel developed the theme 

of multiple conservatisms, and, referring to Tocqueville, remarked on the ―proto-

Foucauldian quality‖ of his descriptions of the ―quiet, pervasive control over people‘s 

lives and minds that democratic forms of domination may assume.‖ 
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A concern with the novelty of modern types of domination animated the contributors 

to panel five, who delivered three papers on the theme of ―Bonapartism/Caesarism in 

Twentieth-Century Political Thought.‖ Peter Baehr spoke on Max Weber‘s theory of 

positive and negative Caesarism, and on the transformation of Weber‘s political concept 

of Caesarism into the sociological category of ―charisma.‖ Caesarism also was the 

subject of Benedetto Fontana‘ s paper on Antonio Gramsci. Fontana showed that Gramsci 

deployed the notion of Caesarism as part of his efforts to understand the victory of 

fascism and the failure not only of the revolutionary left but also of liberalism and liberal 

institutions generally. The attack on liberalism was a prominent theme, too, in the talk 

that followed by John McCormick on Carl Schmitt. McCormick scrutinized Schmitt‘s 

distinction between ―commissarial‖ and ―sovereign‖ dictatorships; highlighted the 

manner in which Schmitt‘s doctrine of dictatorship eventually collapsed into Caesarism; 

and argued that liberal constitutionalism is much more robust in dealing with political 

crisis than Schmitt envisaged. The commentator, David Kettler, objected to an 

overhistoricised view of Caesarism and offered some pertinent observations on Gramsci‘s 

critique of liberalism and Schmitt‘s juristic understanding of dictatorship. 

A roundtable discussion concluded the conference. Participants included Andrew 

Arato, Peter Baehr, T.C.W. Blanning, J.G.A. Pocock and Zwi Yavetz. A pervasive theme 

of the discussion was the extent of the continuities or ruptures between Bonapartist 

modes of rule and those of their absolutist precursors and fascist successors. 

 

Peter Baehr 

Historicizing The Nation: The Middle Ages and Nineteenth-

Century Nationalist Imagery 

Two panels held at the 34th International Congress on Medieval Studies, Kalamazoo, 

Michigan, May 6-9, 1999. Convener: Cordula A. Grewe (GHI). Commentators: David E. 

Barclay (Kalamazoo College) and Otto Gründler (Western Michigan University). 

Participants: Tina Waldeier 

  


