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Syllabus 
The course will address the problem of the statute of contemporary art and the relationship between 
aesthetics and politics within the framework of the affirmation of the neoliberal mode of 
production. The theoretical, the curatorial and artistic case studies refer to the historical period from 
the late 1960s to the present day (with incursions in the first decades of the XXth Century in 
relation to historical avant-gardes).  
 
Expected Results 
At the end of the course students are expected to get acquainted with a series of relevant positions 
of the contemporary debate on art theory, especially with those trying to frame the problem of the 
relationship between art and society, aesthetics and politics. 
Students are also expected to improve their capacity to read, interpret and discuss critical literature 
pertinent to the course's topic. 
 
 
 
LESSON 1 
 
Aesthetics and Its Discontents. The relationship between aesthetics and politics, focus on 
Jacques Rancière. 
 
We use Jacques Rancière as a starting point to address the problem of the relationship between art 
and politics; a relation that, according to the French philosopher, is located at the very core of 
aesthetics. 
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LESSON 2 
 
Autonomy and heteronomy. Exhibition design at the time of historical avant-gardes. 
 
Exhibition design is crucial in shaping our experience of art. The 20s and 30s of last century are a 
key period that has not ceased to influence present modes of display. A period where, through the 
innovation of display, a dialectic between autonomy and heteronomy of art unfolds at the core of 
modernism. 
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Press; Berkeley, Los Angeles; London, 1976 
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LESSON 3 
 
From Institutional critique to alter-institutions 
 
Institutional critique as a critical meta-analysis of the art system left space to a new tendency in 
contemporary arts towards institutional invention. This lesson aims to shed light on the problem of 
institution in contemporary art, particularly focusing on what is called autonomous alter-
institutions, those experiences that experiment non neoliberal models of cultural production. 
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LESSON 4 
 
Against Utopia. The Italian critique of art and architecture as ideologies around 1968. 
 
Starting from the 60s with the operaist critique of utopian neo avant-gardes, we will reflect on how 
contemporary artists are re-processing utopias (and dystopias) to break the cage of capitalist realism 
and to react to the approaching limit of the biosphere in our time of climate crisis.  
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LESSON 5 
 
The Curator's "hot autumn". Harald Szeemann: the independent curator as a paradigm of 
neoliberal labour.  
 
Harald Szeemann is widely recognized as the prototype of the independent curator. The aim of this 
lesson is to frame the success of its model within the historical context of the capitalist response to 
1968 movements and the subsequent affirmation of the hegemony of a neoliberal mode of cultural 
labor. When Szeemann was moving his first steps as independent curator, embodying, has he later 
affirmed, the "spirit of 1968", other examples attempted, "body and soul", to engage with the 
demands raised by that global movement. In Italy this is the case of the actions linked to the 
"decentramento of the Teatro Stabile in Torino" by Giuliano Scabia, and the curatorial and 
theoretical work of Enrico Crispolti between 1973 and 1976. These are not examples of 
revolutionary artists or thinkers, but of praxis and discourses that radically challenge the capitalistic 
aesthetic framework at the crossroad between social conflict, institutional renovation and the event 
of 1968. 
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LESSON 6 
 
To What do We Participate? Relational aesthetics, dialogical aesthetics and neoliberal 
capture. 
 
Social Art, Social Practices, Participation, Interventionism, Artivism, Activism, Relational 
Aesthetics, etc. The lesson will focus on a series of different recent takes on the problem of 
pariticipation in art. 
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LESSON 7 
 
Dark Matter. Or social creativity between capture and creation. 
 
Gregory Sholette used an astrophysical metaphor to describe how the institutional art world is 
sustained through the valorization of material and cognitive labor of indebted art students, 
audiences, precarious workers, etc. A portion of this dark matter is composed by what should be 
called art singularities: activist and queer collectives, informal groups and alter-institutions. Today 
this general (creative) intellect finds itself more and more under the spotlights of institutional art, 
still it looks like its capacity to actually transform the dispositif or the art system is very limited. So 
how to deal with this visibility how to create new art forms instead of reinforcing the existing ones? 
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LESSON 8 
 
Queer. From the deconstruction of "objective" gaze to a post binary world. 
 
Carla Lonzi abandoned art critique at the end on Sixties to completely devote herself to organising 
the nascent feminist movement. Before doing so, her critique to the existence of an objective vision 
remains a milestone in what could be called a real phenomenological revolution in the field of arts. 
From historical feminism to queer theory and art, this revolution carried on as an attempt to do 
away with any binary vision of the world. 
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LESSON 9  
 
An old problem, a new problem. Art And Populism 
 
What does the definition "populist art" means? How is the term populism to be understood? From 
Italian Operaism to Relational aesthetics until some of the most recent art practices we will focus on 
how the debated category of populism can be related to the field of aesthetics. 
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LESSON 10 
 
Postcolonial/decolonial 
 
This lesson will address how, starting from the late 80s, the “postcolonial condition” manifests itself 
within the realm of contemporary art. A crucial aspect of this process was the fact that “other 
cultures” reclaimed the space of modernity, traditionally a monopoly of the West. After having 
clarified some essential postcolonial positions, the lesson will address recent attempts at 
decolonizing art discourse and institutions.  
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