April 20 - 24, 2009
Thinking Art and Culture: Reflexivity and Materiality
The seminar offers intense analysis and discussion of one of the oldest conceptual constellations of philosophy, relevant to esthetic theory, critical cultural analysis and psychoanalysis alike: materiality and reflexivity.

Starting from the ancient dichotomy of matter and form in which the former entirely depended on the latter, and where reflexivity was the privilege of thought and ideas, capable alone to create form, matter has in the course of history increasingly acquired independency and the capacity for reflective agency. Paradoxically as it may sound, modern ontology and post-ontological thought, as well as—and not in the least—art, have allowed matter to be its own formative power, individuation and non-intellectual reflexivity.

In relation to this question, two contemporary positions can roughly be delineated. On the one hand, there is a vein in theory that continues to shift reflexivity away from thought and the intellect into materiality, privileging its “self-referentiality”, its “mediality”, its “functionality”, and its constructive and productive potentiality: Foucault, Deleuze, Luhmann and a great deal of dialectic thinkers including, though not entirely, Benjamin contribute to the elements forming this position. One the other hand, there is a style of thought that somehow preserves something of an “older” notion of matter and materiality, i.e. one that resist reflexivity albeit “material” itself; this thinking tries to situate the material at the limit and at the end of reflection, formation, and ideation, yet without letting it once again become simply and entirely their other: “trace” (Derrida), “objet a” (Lacan), “writing” (Blanchot), “non-identical” (Adorno) are terms that have emerged to indicate this resisting quasi-materiality.

For both these positions or movements, difference and repetition are crucial terms or concepts; and both have drawn immensely on the analysis and interpretation of art, literature and cultural production. It can thus be said that the question of materiality and reflexivity depends to a large extend on the interpretations of these notions, as well as on the theory and, even more so, on the concrete procedures for analyzing works of art.

In order to introduce into this essential problematic of understanding modern culture, the seminar will treat major texts from both the classical canons of materialist thought as well as philosophy of reflection and especially contemporary contributions to the problematic. The work of the seminar will proceed by in-class reading and commentary, as well as student presentations. A number of conferences and lectures by scholars who have either worked on or contributed to the aforementioned positions will also contribute to the seminar.

Readings will include selected texts from the relevant history of ideas (Aristotle to Nietzsche) as well as from the following titles:

- Walter Benjamin, German Play of Mourning and Critical Essay on Culture

- Jacques Derrida, Grammatology and Margins of Philosophy

- Niklas Luhmann, On Art and Society

- Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, Logic of Sense and Cinema

- Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, Other Ecrits and Seminars XI and XX

(A Reader will be provided in print form and downloadable texts.)
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