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Words, when they lead lives outside the ordinary, become emptied of experience, lose touch with life. 

-Veena Das, Life and Words 
 

The politics of ordinary affect can be anything from the split second when police decide to shoot someone 
because he’s black and standing in a dark doorway and has something in his hand, to a moment when 

someone falls in love with someone else who’s just come into view. Obviously, the differences matter. 
-Kathleen Stewart, Ordinary Affects 

 
Course Overview: 
 
This course is an exploration of the dynamic ways that culture affects, and effects, the various identities 
(gender, sex, race, sexuality, class, etc.) and practices of human communities in civil 
society--emphasizing their political scope. But even this aim uses a number of overdetermined concepts. 
What is culture  and its genesis? What grounds do we have to suggest that culture(s) differ among 
otherwise accepted bonds within communities (e.g., amongst transgender and queer communities with 
respect to race and class)? What does it mean to live in a society , a world? As Veena Das speculates, how 
do our experiences help coordinate the grammars we use to narrate our lives in such a world? What is 
identity  and, for that matter, how does it differ from person to person, community to community (e.g., is 
identity to be found as an accretion of practices of human beings, or does it inhere within a biologically 
inclined set of organizing conditions, or both)? What is politics  and where does it take place, inside or 
outside government (e.g., is it in the ordinary and everyday events of a human’s life, or is politics only 
found within the institutions that comprise our shared political worlds)? Kathleen Stewart’s “differences” 
(see the epigraph above) would suggest a combination: the ordinariness of violence, love, and human 
emotion in relation to a single event. It seems to me that either way, our lives are interwoven by an 
intimate connection to all those ordinary events that fold life, world, violence, language, and the practices 
of everyday life into what we call the human condition. This course will seek to clarify these overlapping 
and important themes to develop a critical view toward contemporary politics. 
 
Course Expectations: 

Response papers (40%): Students will write four response papers throughout the semester for various 
‘themes’ of readings. These papers will be handed at designated deadlines within the Course Readings 
section. These papers should give you the opportunity to express concerns with the readings themselves: 
the theme(s), methods, thesis, etc., that the author(s) are expressing. Prompts for these questions are to be 
found at the end of the syllabus. The papers should be written in the following format: 2-3 pages, double 
spaced, 12 pt. font., printed out and turned in on the day off that class.  
 
Final Exam (40%): The exam will be take home and will consist of short answer questions and a number 
of essay questions that will cover the entirety of the course materials. The exam questions will be 
submitted on Moodle a week before the final exam date for the course. You will be responsible for 
handing in a printed version of your final exam in class on the final exam date that will be posted by the 
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registrar. That date will be announced throughout the waning weeks of the semester.  
 
Attendance (20%): Attendance will take the form of daily in-class free writes. These can be written or 
typed (emailed to b.aultman@purchase.edu) and must be in my possession no later than the day of that 
class. Free writes will generally take the form of answering a prompt. 
 
Technology: The use of cell phones is strictly prohibited. If students are found using a phone during class 
I will ask them to leave. The use of laptops is permitted. However, if I become aware that students are not 
using these devices for the purposes of taking notes, i.e., watching movies or chatting with friends, this 
luxury will cease.  
 
Check Moodle Regularly: All course readings will be uploaded to Moodle. All correspondence (class 
cancellations, important updates about inclement weather and travel hazards issued by the college, etc.) 
will be handled via Moodle’s email interface. Ensure you that you both have access to Moodle and that 
your account is linked to your Purchase College email address. 

Academic Integrity:  The Purchase College academic integrity policy, 
www.purchase.edu/policies/academicintegrity.aspx, explicitly forbids cheating, plagiarism, and other 
forms of academic dishonesty. Plagiarism is the appropriation or imitation of the language, ideas, and/or 
thoughts of another person and the representation of them as one’s own original work. Students are 
responsible for familiarizing themselves with the definition of plagiarism and the acceptable methods of 
attribution. 
 
Students who have any questions or doubts about whether any activity is academically permissible should 
check with me. 
 
Students with Disabilities: Students with documented physical, learning, psychological, and other 
disabilities are entitled to receive reasonable accommodations. To receive accommodations, students must 
first register with the Office of Access and Accommodations, 251-6035, 
COU.accommodations@purchase.edu. 
 
Pronouns and Gender Identity: My name is B. I am non-binary, masculine. I use gender-neutral 
pronouns (they/them/their). I adhere to a strict policy of respect for the gender identities and correct 
pronoun usage for all of my students, including names that are not yet a part of “official” documentation. 
Intentional misgendering, as with any attempt to slur another human’s personal integrity on the basis of 
race, ethnicity, or religion, will result in immediate dismissal from class for that session. Continued 
abuses will result in disciplinary action with the appropriate College administrators.  
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Texts: 

There are no required textbooks for this course. All texts will be made available via Moodle.  

Tentative Course Readings and Schedule: Please check Moodle regularly for any changes in dates and 
course readings. 

Response Paper Due Dates: Feb. 16, Mar. 2, Mar. 23, Apr. 6, May 8 (Extra Credit) 

No Classes (Spring Recess): April 8-16 

Jan. 26: Introduction to the Course 
 
I. ON (WESTERN) CULTURE AND SOCIAL RELATIONS 

A. Religion, Political Economy, and Nationalism 

Jan. 30: Max Weber - Selections from the Sociology of Religion: (PDF pp. 1-15) 

Feb. 2 -6: Friedrich Nietzsche - Second Essay from The Genealogy of Morals: (PDF pp. 76-108) 

Feb. 9 -13: Karl Marx - Introduction from the Grundrisse: (PDF pp. 21-51) 

Feb. 16: Benedict Anderson - Selections from Imagined Communities: (PDF pp. 17-62) PAPER ONE 
 
B. Modern Thought, Ideology, and Disciplinary Control 
 
Feb. 20: Levi-Strauss - The Science of the Concrete from The Savage Mind (PDF pp: 7-23) 
 
Feb. 23 - 27: Michel Foucault - The Great Confinement from The History of Madness: (PDF pp. 83-117) 
 
Mar. 2: Louis Althusser - Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses PAPER TWO 
 
C. The Bureaucratic Nightmare 
 
Mar. 6 - 13: Franz Kafka - The Trial  
 
II. SUBJECTIVITY AND THE LIMITS OF IDENTITY 

A. Creating (Dis)Identifications 

Mar. 16: Michel Foucault  - The Docile Body from Discipline and Punish: (PDF: pp. 143-185) 
 
Mar. 20: William Connolly - Selections from Identity/Difference: (PDF: pp. 97-127) 
 
Mar. 23: Chandra Mohanty - Under Western Eyes PAPER THREE 
 
B. In the Shadows of the Self: The Other 
 
Mar. 27: Butler - Doing Justice to Someone from Undoing Gender: (PDF: pp. 67 - 84) 



 
Mar. 30 - Apr. 3: Spivak - Can the Subaltern Speak? 
 
Apr. 6: Audre Lorde - Women Redefining Difference PAPER FOUR 
 
C. The Phenomenology of Being  Other 
 
No Classes: April 8-16 
 
Apr. 17: Joey Comeau - Lockpick Pornography 
 
III. ON THE POLITICAL AND THE ORDINARY 
 
A. Political Entanglements and Neoliberalism 
 
Apr. 20: Michel Foucault - Selections from The Birth of Biopolitics (PDF pp. 116-139) 
 
Apr. 24: Wendy Brown - Chapter One from Undoing the Demos: (PDF pp. 2-16) 
 
B. Building Worlds: Violence and the Ordinary 
 
Apr. 27: Jacques Ranciere - Ten Theses on Politics from Dissensus: (PDF pp. 33-50) 
 
May 1: Veena Das - Interview on Voice, Agency, and the Ordinary AND Kathleen Stewart - Selections 
from Ordinary Affects (PDF pp. 20-41) 
 
C. What about the Revolution? 
 
May 4: Fred Moten - Selections from the Undercommons: (PDF pp. 32-50) 
 
May 8: Fyodor Dostoevsky - Notes from the Underground EXTRA CREDIT PAPER FIVE 
 
Final Exam Date TBA 
 
Prompts for Response Papers 
 
Paper One: All of the thinkers in this section suggest that some unseeable but very real forces “form” a 
people out of an amorphous mass: religion (Weber), contract and punishment (Nietzsche), capital 
exchange (Marx), or media technology (Anderson). Which analysis do you find most compelling and 
why? Did any of these thinkers overlap in their analyses (if so, why?)? Be sure to cite examples from the 
text. 
 
Paper Two: What are the parallels between what Foucault argued concerning the growth of the 
disciplinary “confinement” of society and Althusser’s notions of ideology and the state? Be sure to cite 
specific examples from the text to defend your argument. 
 



Paper Three: How is it possible that identity a process of “cultural inscription,” whereby the prevailing 
norms of a given culture/society help to determine the definition and limits of how people identify as 
human beings? Is it possible that our theories concerning identity are culturally biased? Be sure to cite 
examples defending your argument. 
 
Paper Four: What does it mean to be “othered” as a human, to exist in the shadow of another 
subjectivity/identity? In your answer, discuss the notion of “social death” and erasure. Spivak’s piece is 
especially useful here. 
 
Paper Five/Extra Credit: Our ordinary lives are the sites of external control and yet also the sites of our 
most compelling agency--our ability to act of our own accord. Citing examples from the readings 
throughout the course, identify how our everyday experiences go beyond the controlling features of 
theory, rumor, and social commitments. 
 
 
 


