
“A Design for Life”: Aesthetico-Politics in Semio-Capitalism  
This course engages with aesthetics and art, and how their demands sometimes stand in 
uneasy tension with established conceptual frameworks. Starting from Kant and Hegel, we 
will move on to Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno, who in their own way attempted to 
let the aesthetic ring through in their writing.  

This seminar will also focus on ‘media archaeology’ (Parikka, Huhtamo) as a mode of 
Benjaminian allegorical thinking which traces parallel futures on the basis of discarded, 
obsolete technologies (so-called “zombie media”). Also heeding the allegorical impulse, 
while using Jacques Rancière’s “distribution of the sensible” as a means to conceptualize the 
politics of the aesthetic, Alexander Galloway’s Interface Effect (Polity, 2012) presents an 
aesthetico-political intervention meditating on the shift towards absolute equivalence of 
representational forms through algorithmic culture. We will examine how the interface – as 
allegorical device – is a conceptual figure for examining aesthetic form and the socio-
political, historical context it forms part of.  

Taking Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory as our guide, we will also examine the role of 
aesthetic and arts in ‘cognitive capitalism’- or “semio-capital” (Berardi) - and technology’s 
role in disclosing this new world. Sianne Ngai proposes new aesthetic categories attuned to 
the Anthropocene and the changing self-conceptualization of the human: the “zany,” “cute” 
and “interesting” now inform “our” (Western) aesthetic horizon. To combat the threat of 
Ngai’s provincialism, we will lastly take inspiration from post-colonial and global 
perspectives on the potentially liberating role of a new ‘aesthetic education.’ The work of 
Spivak and Sloterdijk will prove paradigmatic as well as the irreverent, “ethno-techno” 
aesthetics of performance artist Guillermo Gómez-Peña.  
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