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Margaret Fuller and the “New Manifestation” of (Concrete) University 
 

This paper will focus on a handful of key passages from three texts of Margaret 

Fuller’s—Summer on the Lakes (1844), Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845), and the 

dispatches she wrote for the New York Tribune while covering and eventually joining the Italian 

Revolution of 1848—all of which reveal Fuller to have understood better than any of her 

transcendentalist peers the dependence of a properly universalist politics on the concrete as 

opposed to the abstract. Grounding her advocacy of social reform and, eventually, revolution 

upon a recognition of the constitutive role played by those who comprise what Jacques Rancière 

terms “the part of no part”—a recognition that the public sphere born of the Enlightenment ideals 

of freedom and equality depends for its symbolic efficacy upon the exclusion of an exceptional, 

counterpublic dimension—Fuller, I argue, further politicizes what G. W. F. Hegel, in his 

Philosophy of Right, terms “concrete universality” (konkrete Universalität), a universality 

constituted, paradoxically, by its abjected content, its “rabble” (Pöbel). As I will demonstrate, 

throughout both Summer on the Lakes and Woman in the Nineteenth Century, Fuller consistently 

challenges liberalism’s abstract mode of universalism by identifying the nation’s non-citizens—

not only women, but also Native and African Americans—as the core of a truly universalist 

politics. Such a challenge is exemplified by claims like the following from Woman in the 

Nineteenth Century: “While any one is base, none can be entirely free and noble”; “We cannot 

expect to see any one sample of completed being, when the mass of men still lie engaged in the 

sod.” Yet, as I also aim to demonstrate, Fuller’s later dispatches for the New York Tribune further 

radicalize this challenge by moving beyond a mere identification of this exceptional/excluded 

dimension of the body politic to an identification with this exceptional/excluded dimension, as 

Fuller came to join the international Hegelian rabble in its pursuit of freedom and equality. My 

paper thus traces the evolution of Fuller’s political thought—and action—over the course of a 

five year period (1843-1848), concluding with her putting into practice the theory of concrete 

universality elaborated in her more well-known texts (Summer and Woman). 
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