CSPT 501/601 — Core Course in Cultural, Social and Political Thought
FALL-SPRING 2017-2018
Instructor: Emile Fromet de Rosnay (French)  |  derosnay@uvic.ca  |  Cle C252
Course time/place: Wednesday, 1:30-4:20, Clearihue Building C108
PLEASE NOTE: this course takes place every two weeks till late March, 2018
Course description:
In this course, we will examine some key questions and problems of
contemporary cultural, social, and political thought. The course will cover a breadth of
theory and will dig into this literature in ways that go beyond what you may have
experienced previously. As the wide range of readings and topics in this course
indicates, the intention is to train the student in the “foundational” approaches in cultural,
social, and political thought so that they might be prepared to thoughtfully and creatively
engage in contemporary debates. “Foundational” is in scare quotes because
foundations have been challenged in the last 50-70 years; and what this means, of
course, is that the very definition of “foundation” is not stable. This may be something to
think about throughout the duration of the course.
It is in the nature of disciplines to always deviate from themselves according to
the pressures exerted by the contemporary world in which we live, and by unexpected
questions, angles and perspectives that challenge the disciplines’ constitutive methods.
As many of the readings that we will undertake are challenging, it is important to
remember that the goal is not to understand every word on the page, but instead to
really engage with the works in a way that is meaningful to you, to latch onto parts of the
text that speak to you and then push yourself to understand the rest through that. When
reading Judith Butler, for example, if you see connections to what is happening in
current culture, society and politics, then I encourage you to explore that. Understanding
theory is only part of the goal; the other goal is to help you to reflect on the
contemporary world and to begin to develop your own theoretical framework.  The
students and faculty of CSPT together generate spaces of research that take seriously
the idea of reflecting on discipline in an effort to develop individual approaches to
research outside of a discipline whilst maintaining fidelity to that discipline’s research
questions. Indeed, the program works from the position that theory itself—whatever else
it may mean—necessitates such activity.
This course thus offers a truly interdisciplinary experience for the students. We
will read works of philosophy, theory, literature, media, history, anthropology, law — all

in modes of analysis that cannot be accounted for in traditional disciplinary terms. The
intent is to develop theoretical knowledge by going through interwoven themes and
problematics (problématiques), grouped together as “constellations,” rather than the
common practice of moving from one canonical theory or thinker to another.
Furthermore, the course readings move through disciplinary approaches in order to
encounter different ways of thinking about topics. This course and its assignments are
thus not an extension of what you do in your home discipline, but rather a way to push
outside of that discipline.
As an instructor, I expect students to come to the class having read the assigned
readings and to be prepared to thoroughly engage with the material. A regular class will
involve a brief presentation of context, key concepts and problems associated with the
readings, followed by discussion, a student presentation, and a wrap-up. Students are
expected to engage in class discussions. Participation is of primordial importance. That
is why the take-home exam and participation are closely linked (for more information,
see the “Description of assignments” below). Furthermore, class discussions will
help students to develop their work in an ongoing manner.
A basic pedagogical tenet for me, as an instructor, is that knowledge is formed in
dialogue. One engages with knowledge through critique, and one brings one’s
presuppositions and hypotheses to the table to put them to the test. There is no use in
being afraid to speak, of regretting having spoken, or of being intimidated by others
(who might appear to know way more than you), because speaking can enable
previously unseen dimensions to emerge. I will strive to create an environment where
students feel free to speak without being judged. I also believe in the idea of focusing on
one thing carefully: too often, academics feel that they have not read enough... but have
they read one text carefully enough? What is it that inspires you, or prods you, or makes
you think or see things differently? At the heart of what inspires me is the idea that
learning new things requires going outside of received ways of knowing. It is a process
of wonder and astonishment (according to the Greek notion of thaumazein, “wonder”),
and of “intellectual adventure” (Halberstam quoting Rancière).
Assignments:
Participation
Presentation
Final paper proposal
Final paper
Final Take-home exam

25%
15%
5%
35%
20%

Description of assignments:
1. Participation in this course is vital, and that is why it is worth 25%. Group
discussion in a seminar context develops crucial skills for the academic,
professional and social spheres. For each class (starting in the second course),
students will be expected to speak about the reading, and how they see it in
relation to the rubrics they are developing for the final exam. In this way, the final
exam preparation begins already in the first class, since students will be
encouraged to think about themes and problems in relation to course readings
from the outset.
2. Each student will do one presentation (15%) based on a topic directly related to
the course. Presentations may not exceed 20 minutes. The presentations are
intended to be project-based presentations that explore an idea related to (a)
course reading(s) in view of the final paper. It is recommended that students be
prepared for any audio-visual problems by testing the apparatus before the class.
It’s highly recommended to limit the use of audio-visual elements during the
presentation, since it can work against the presentation if not used correctly. For
instance, if there is a video you’d like to show the class, it can be shared prior to
the class.
3. The final paper proposal (5%) must demonstrate a clearly defined topic based
on key concepts and problems in the course, based on course readings. This
3-page assignment (not including bibliography) must demonstrate a relative
grasp (and a certain depth of reading) of the field.
4. The final paper (35%) builds upon the proposal and goes in depth following a
theoretical argument to it’s (in)conclusion(s), in a rigorous way. The paper must
be based on course readings.
5. The final exam will be based on key questions that emerged through discussion
in the course. The take-home exam will require you to survey all the required
readings from the term. You will need to
i.
devise three rubrics into which you can organize all the material
from the term
ii.
write three 1000-1200-word essays, one on each rubric, outlining
your logic of inclusion/exclusion, the continuities and discontinuities
among the material, the cultural, social and/or political aspect(s)
you see uniting the material you have grouped under each rubric
○ Each essay should be no longer than 1200 words.
○ You do not have to discuss all texts under each rubric, but each course
text must be discussed at least in one rubric.

Late Assignments:
Deadlines are firm: late assignments will not be accepted unless accompanied by
documentation (medical or extenuating). Please notify the instructor in advance of any
late assignment.
Please consult the UVic Policy on Academic Integrity regarding plagiarism.
A detailed schedule will be provided separately via the Course Spaces page.
Required texts at bookstore:
Judith Butler
- Giving an Account of Oneself ISBN 9780823225040
Audra Simpson:
- Mohawk Interruptus ISBN 978-0-8223-5655-4

Schedule
NB this schedule is subject to modification. Readings will be updated and modified based on the
flow of the course.
Required reading for exam
Optional on exam but discussed in class or for further reading
week

Topics, reading(s)

1
Sept 6

INTRODUCTORY COURSE: CSPT, the course, readings, governance
- Walter Benjamin, Michel Foucault, Ian Bogost, Anne-Marie Slaughter

2
Sept 20

History and experience:
Benjamin (“Theses”, “The Storyteller”), Agamben (I&H on experience); Heather
Love, Feeling Backward
ART: Kafka, Brecht

3
Oct 4

Language:

Benjamin, “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man”, “Mimetic Faculty”;
Derrida “Structure, Sign and Play”; Agamben (Stanze part IV; Remnants of
Auschwitz Ch 4)
ART: selected poems (Mallarmé, Celan)
4
Oct 18

Aesthetics, Mediality, …
Heidegger, “Origin of the Work of Art”, selections from B
 eing and Time; Benjamin
“Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”; Sontag “Notes on Camp”.
Agamben, selections from Man without Content; Barthes’ Camera Lucida
ART: pop art, ready-made, kitsch, camp; Ozon, A New Girlfriend and/or Frantz; Kent
Monkman

5
Nov 1

Disciplinarity, criticism etc., New Materialisms:
Latour: “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of
Concern”;
Foucault: “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”
Ray Brassier: Dialectics Between Suspicion and Trust; Laboria Cuboniks:
Xenofeminism: A Politics for Alienation
Sheldon and Bennett (from Grusin);  Morton, “An Object-Oriented Defense of
Poetry”; Barad, “Posthuman Performativity - Toward an Understanding of How
Matter Comes to Matter”
Catalyst Journal: Vol 3, No 1 (2017), Science Out of Feminist Theory Part 1:
Feminism's Sciences
ART: TBA

READING
BREAK
6
Nov 22

Neoliberalism and Techniques, Hermeneutics and culture of the self
- Foucault on Biopolitics, “Culture of the Self”
- Wendy Brown on “Neoliberalism the End of Liberal Democracy”; PACTAC
(UVic) Talk on “Governmentality in the Age of Neoliberalism”
- Etienne Balibar, "Critique in the 21st century: Political economy still, and
religion again"

DECEMBER
BREAK
7
Jan 10

Sovereignty and biopower:
Derrida, Force of Law
Benjamin, “Critique of Violence”
Agamben, Homo Sacer I (chap 4)
Fanon, from Wretched of the Earth (“On Violence”)
Schmitt, Mbembe (Necropolitics essay)

Conservative, Liberal thought (Fortescue, Locke etc.)
ART: Kafka: “Before the Law” (The Trial)
8
Jan 24

Judith Butler,
Giving an Account of Oneself

9
Feb 7

Judith Butler,
Giving an Account of Oneself
Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”

READING
BREAK
10
Feb 21

Fanon, from Black Skin, White Masks; Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, ch.
2 “Interrogating Identity”, pp. 40-65; Paul Gilroy, Darker than Blue, ch 1 “Get Free or
Die Tryin’”, pp. 4-54; from The Futures of Black Radicalism (2017):

11
Mar 7

Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus;
Wolfe

12
Mar 21

Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus; Dian Million; Leanne Betasamosake Simpson
“Land as pedagogy: Nishnaabeg intelligence and rebellious transformation”

13
April 4

Mauss; Vivieros Castro, Descola, Coming of Age in Second Life (Tom Beollstorff)
ART: contemporary piece

