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Revolution is a paradigm shift—an event that transcends the limits of present conceptual 

schemes and moves the individual or society from one paradigm into another. They may derive 

from anomalies which cause crisis or from structured, persistent organizations. They can be 

personal or collective. They can be progressive, regressive, or both in different aspects. 

Sometimes, revolutions are trendy and promoted by society. Simultaneously, they are usually 

suppressed by structures of power. Revolutions can occur on comparatively different scales 

because paradigms operate within greater paradigms. Therefore, a revolution may break one 

paradigm but leave a greater paradigm unchanged. “Truth” accumulates over time to support 

established paradigms, so revolutions must go against accepted “truth” but be true itself. When 

our interpretation of truth changes, our experience changes; revolutions change experience. 

In the first unit, we read John Locke whose ideas were the foundation of capitalism. 

These aberrant ideas went against the economic and power structures of his time; however, his 

work The Two Treatises of Government retained social views common to the politics of his era. 

For example, Locke wrote on the dichotomy of gender and justified the use of slavery. Locke’s 

treatises are examples of how the same act can be both revolutionary and counter-revolutionary 

because he transcends the accepted theories of economics yet he fails to challenge accepted 

social normalities. On page 18 of Lapham’s Quarterly on Revolutions, an image is used of a 

windmill standing in front of a nuclear power plant.  The windmill, like Locke’s treatises, shows 1

how an act can be revolutionary in one paradigm, yet leave a greater paradigm intact. The 

windmill represents modern technology and the increasing presence of renewable energy which 

1 Lewis Lapham, Lapham’s Quarterly: Revolutions (New York City, NY: American Agora 
Foundation, 2014), 18. 
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was previously unattainable. The nuclear power plant represents a greater paradigm that the 

revolution of renewable energy has not been able to break yet.  

Traditional windmill in front of Saint-Laurent des Eaux nuclear-power plant (1999) 

Lapham suggests that the idea of revolutions being progressive is a “romantic idea,” 

noting the continuity of tyranny following the French Revolution and the continuity of those in 

power following the American Revolution.  Thomas Jefferson wrote that the federal 2

government’s ability to declare the public unruly was an encroachment on liberty. Jefferson saw 

that the American government retained unnecessary powers and believed that revolution was 

needed periodically to “refresh the tree of liberty.”  Jefferson is identifying regressive tendencies 3

2 Lapham, Lapham’s Quarterly: Revolutions, 19. 
3 Lapham, Lapham’s Quarterly: Revolutions, 18. 
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that are retained in a revolution, but also believes in the necessity of revolution. His thoughts 

prove that revolutions can be simultaneously progressive and regressive. A revolution, such as 

the American Revolution, may have progressive foundations (i.e. Democracy) but have 

regressive characteristics (i.e. federal control). 

Revolutions can be trendy. Lapham includes an image titled “Burning Down The House” 

of people using “revolution” as a theme for fashion.   4

 

Burning Down The House (1996) 

While revolution may be used for art in this example, successful collective revolutions are 

generally popular among the public majority. Revolutions are also backed by support which 

comes from outside of the revolutionaries. Today, the news media is a primary vessel for foreign 

4 Lapham, Lapham’s Quarterly: Revolutions, 43. 
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support of revolution. In Units 3 and 4 of the Humanities program, we studied American 

involvement in the Rwandan genocide and foreign involvement in the Civil Rights Movement. A 

lack of media coverage of the Rwandan genocide resulted in a lack of acknowledgement by the 

American public and kept the American government from being proactive.  In contrast, media 5

coverage of events such as the Kissing Case in North Carolina  and the Children’s Crusade of 6

1963  placed foreign pressure on the United States to correct these injustices. Simultaneously, 7

revolutions are suppressed by people and systems in power who thrive in a status quo. In Unit 3, 

we learned that “truth” is passed down by generation. This means that our understanding of what 

is real builds and becomes entrenched over time. Also, there is a social emphasis on debate. We 

desire to have other people believe the same things we do. In doing so, we encourage people to 

only think within accepted limits and operate within the status quo. Revolution is a deviation 

from the status quo.  

Revolutions can start as personal revelations and morph into a collective revolution. In 

unit 6, we studied reductionism. I was particularly interested in the movement across artists’ 

careers from defined and detailed work to abstract use of color and shape. I presented the 19th 

century artist, Joseph Mallor William Turner. Initially focusing on detailed landscapes, Turner 

experienced a revelation in the middle of his career which brought him to create art with themes 

of industrialization and slavery. He became particularly interested in humanity's interaction with 

the environment. Turner ingrained commentary on these issues into the abstraction of his later 

5 Philip Gourevitch, We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will be Killed With Our 
Families (New York City, NY: Picador, 1998), 152-170. 
6 Robert Williams, Negroes With Guns (New York City, NY: Marzani and Munsell, 1962), 
21-23. 
7 John Lewis, March: Book Two (Marietta, GA: Top Shelf Productions, 2015), 135. 



Hearne 5 

works. Although not an artist of the era of abstract expressionism, Turner was the first artist to 

experiment with abstraction, paving the way for later 19th and 20th century artists to experience 

the same revelations across their work and collectively revolutionize what is considered fine art. 

 

                     Fishermen at Sea (1796)                     Slave Ship (1840)  8

 

Across units 7 and 8, I considered if revolutions required violence or not. The 

conversation on violence also came up in Unit 4 when discussing the Civil Rights Movement. 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. advocated for peaceful protest, but was the Civil Rights Movement a 

revolution or reform? In Unit 7, we studied the Bolshevik Revolution which utilized violence 

and came from the proletariat of Russia. A common thread between the Bolshevik Revolution 

and the Civil Rights Movement was movement that came from the people. In contrast, reform 

comes from those already in power. The RAF in post-WWII Germany used violent “resistance” 

and rejected peaceful “protest.”  Now referred to as terrorists, the RAF believed the only way to 9

change structural issues was to cause damage. Theoretically, I sympathized with the RAF 

8 Fisherman at Sea (1796) and Slave Ship (1840) are two works by Turner which highlight the 
progression of his work from detailed figurism to abstract expression.  
9 Ulrike Meinhoff, “From Protest to Resistance,” (May 1968).  
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because institutional structures seem solidified to the point of no reckoning. Therefore, change 

requires destruction of the institution; however, I argue that ultimately, the people make 

“revolution” a revolution. Movement and change from the ground up is a revolution. If power 

simply changes itself, yet stays powerful, it is only a reform. Violence is not a fundamental 

characteristic of revolutions. Revolution is done violently or peacefully by the people to the 

power.  
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