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“Art knows us better than we know ourselves.” 
– T.W. Adorno

The Program in
Crit ical Theory and the Arts

The MA in Critical Theory and the Arts is a year-long pro-
gram of study in the arts that has its origins in a recog-
nition shared by most everyone, though rarely explicitly,
that art is not simply one more thing that humans hap-
pen to make, but the object that potentially and most of
all reveals the antagonisms, conflicts and promises of
human history and of the moment we inhabit. In this
sense, as Adorno has written, art really does know Òus
better than we know our-selves.Ó And once this thought
is on oneÕs mind, the impulse to understand how these
considerable realities become coiled up in art, what they
genuinely are, no less than wanting to know what it
would mean intellectually and socially to do justice to
artÕs more than important content, may become insis-
tent.

The program in Critical Theory and the Arts engages
these questions in a broadly conceived curriculum that
focuses on the contemporary situation of the arts: on
the problems of making art today, on what art has
become and is becoming, and on understanding what
is at stake in the relation of these developments in art to
contemporary social conflict and reality. This focus is,
however, by no means limited to whatÕs happening
Ònow,Ó for in understanding art from the perspective of
the present, the pastÑ our pastÑ is necessarily illumi-
nated and may even, in a certain sense, come to our aid
in what we have to consider. 

Much thinking is required here, and this is widely
sensed by many. Thinking about art has, in fact, with
rare historical precedent, never before been so protean,
so inventive and urgently central to the whole of social,
philosophical and political reflection. Every major area
of thought now turns considerable attention to art in
expectation that it will provide the key to solving its cen-
tral questions. And this intensity in thinking about art
is inseparable from what is occurring within art, where
it hardly matters whether one is ÒforÓ or ÒagainstÓ the-
ory. For reflection on art is no longer separate from its
making. On the contrary, today every aspect of artÕs
reality presents dynamic conflicts and puzzles, and
those who are directly involved in the arts can no longer
imagine that it is possible to proceed na•vely, mixing
passion with thin air. 

The Academic Year

The intensive year of study begins with two semesters of
seminar work in social theory, aesthetics, art history,
psychoanalysis, political thought and gender studies
focused on the contemporary situation of the arts. These
semesters, in which students take five, rather than the
usual graduate school curriculum of three classes per
term, succeed at condensing into the year what other-
wise generally takes two years of graduate level work.
Students meet individually with an academic advisor
throughout the entire year from admission to the pro-
gram right up to graduation. Students choose a second
advisor to direct their MA thesis work, which is com-
pleted with the collaboration of a three-member thesis
committee. In the Summer semester, students and
their advisors work in collaboration preparing the
Comprehensive Thesis, which draws on the yearÕs
coursework and student writings. The program as a
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whole combines to focus our studies on what is going
on in art today in a way that involves the entire history of
art and society and the most important questions we
have about our lives. 

Who are the students?

The students who join us for the year have a lot on their
minds and mean to have a whole lot more on their
minds. They have made it clear in their applications
that they have a serious developing involvement in the
arts and questions of social reality. These students
bring an intensity for education to the program at a
moment when it is widely recognized that society and a
pragmatically narrowed education are largely in retreat
from engaging some of the most tense, most difficult
problems that have ever confronted humanityÑ prob-
lems that art, at whatever apparent distance from soci-
ety, cannot help but share.

The students come from various fields of undergrad-
uate education, including art school. A number are
active in studio work. Because the curriculum is wide
ranging, it necessarily turns out that each student is
more prepared in one area of study than in another.
Those, for instance, with a more extensive background
in art history, philosophy, or sociology may have less
direct experience in making art than do art school grad-
uates, who may themselves know less about contempo-
rary society than those who have studied sociology or
whose lives have long been engaged in social
activismÑ and so on. We expect this, and the array of
strengths, familiarities and backgrounds produces a
collaborative atmosphere in which students support
and fill each other in. The faculty are fully aware of this
situation, themselves have different areas of expertise,

and make these differences a productive source of
reflection in the classes.

Life after Crit ical Theory and the Arts

Students come to Critical Theory and the Arts moti-
vated by intensities of inquiry, intellect and an ongoing
engagement in problems of social reality and the arts.
This is practical: Knowledge engages us in life, and it
could not be otherwise. Graduates from this program
discover that the MA degree prepares, qualifies and rec-
ommends them for many more life possibilities and
kinds of work that more narrowly specified craft or
career programs, which, though they have their own
advantages, do not. Students are able to seekÑ and have
achievedÑ teaching positions at various levels; work in
many areas of the arts, in galleries and museums and
work in foundations; students go on to seek advanced
degrees, including the PhD, in areas including art his-
tory, literature, and philosophy; students may discover
an impulse to become public intellectuals; to invent a
life for themselves that no one may have thought of yet;
and other students return to their engagement as artists
with new perceptions and critical insight.

Program Size 

A small group of students, is selected annually by the
Committee on Graduate Admissions. Students who,
for various reasonsÑ international students, espe-
ciallyÑ may need to plan far ahead to join the program,
may request deferred admission for the following year.

Financial Aid 
We are able to provide some financial assistance and,
on occasion, select assistantships to our students. 
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The MasterÕs Degree in Critical Theory and the Arts is
completed in three consecutive semesters, fall, spring
and summer. In the fall and spring semesters, stu-
dents participate in a closely-organized curriculum of
year-long seminar classes in philosophy, art theory,
sociology, political thought, and social- and art-history.
In the summer semester, students and their advisors
work in collaboration preparing the Comprehensive
Thesis, which draws on the yearÕs coursework and stu-
dent writings. To learn more about the classes, visit:
cta.sva.edu.

FALL CREDITS

The Chair Seminar I  3 
Critical Theory and Aesthetics I  3 
Proseminar 1: The Situation of the Arts I  1.5 
Proseminar 2: 
The Serious Time Lecture Series I  1.5 
Social Theory, Research, and Criticism I 3

SPRING CREDITS

The Chair Seminar I I  3 
Critical Theory and Aesthetics I I  3 
Proseminar 1: The Situation of the Arts I I  1.5
Proseminar 2: 
The Serious Times Lecture Series I I  1.5 
Social Theory, Research, and Criticism II  3

SUMMER CREDITS

Comprehensive Thesis 12

Fall and Spring Semesters

" e Chair Seminar I and II
Taught by the program chair, this seminar broadly
investigates the thesis that of all that humans make, art
is the object that potentially and most of all reveals the
antagonisms, felt conflicts and promises of human his-
tory and of the moment we inhabit. In this sense, as T.
W. Adorno once wrote, art really does Òknow us better
than we know ourselves.Ó And once this thought is on
oneÕs mind, the impulse to understand how these con-
siderable realities become coiled up in art, what they
genuinely are, no less than wanting to know what it
would mean intellectually and sociallyÑ whether in
writing or in social actionÑ to do justice to artÕs more
than important content, becomes insistent and can be
developed in the study of individual artworks and their
complex implications.

Proseminar #: " e Situat ion of the Arts I and II
In this seminar led by experienced and distinguished
critics and curators, stu- dents gain considerable famil-
iarity with the contemporary situation of the arts, espe-
cially in New York City. Students have unique access to
meet with established as well as with newly-emerging
artists for intimate discussions directed toward under-
standing what artists today are immediately contend-
ing with, first of all in their studio practice, but also in
terms of their intellectual and theoretical ambitions for
their work. What is an artist today in the midst of rap-
idly shifting technologies of art manufacture and
reproduction, all of which goes on while dealing with
other artists, art markets and promotion, galleries,
museums, patrons and collectors. What, in other
words, are the problems of art today that are shaping its
situation?
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Proseminar $: " e Serious Times Lecture
Series I and II
In the Serious Times Lecture Series students work
together in seminar with a series of invited lecturers,
faculty and discussants to engage critical problems of
contemporary social reality. There is a threefold
intention: students develop a substantial
understanding of the complexities and tensions of
social dynamics; students discover that these realities
turn out to have considerable implications for what is
happening in the arts today; and, at the same time,
students are provided with occasions for close
involvement with scholars, social activists and critics
of considerable accomplishment.
Each year, the shape of the lecture series changes,
depending on the social realities engaged and the
group of scholars assembled. But, whatever the issues
raisedÑ whether these be the destruction of the earthÕs
climate, the gross economic inequality, gender
struggle or recent transformations of industry and
laborÑ the focal point of the seminar remains the
question of how it can be that society continually
develops new possibilities for improving human life
and ame- liorating human suffering, while all the
same the toll of social calamity continues to mount.
Why? Given that there are so many achievements in
the sciences, in civil equality, in absolute power to
control nature, why does the social order remain so
destructive and immune to urgent realities?

Social " eory, Research and Crit icism I and
II
Because art is inextricably joined with human
struggle, experience and aspira- tion on every levelÑ
and no less because increasingly artists feel compelled
to engage social struggle in their own workÑ writers

and critics require an under- standing of political
realities and economic and social structures. Here
study necessarily engages several fields at once as does
this course which comprises political philosophyÑ
questions of political representation and those of
social justice, progress, human equality and
emancipationÑ as well as sociology and
an introduction to techniques of social investigation
and observation that aim at insight into a world that
characteristically veils itself to our efforts at
understand- ing, ÒWhat is really going on here?Ó The
aim of the course is for students to have
a genuine grasp of what begins to answer this
question and the overarching struc- ture of the
program seeks to bring this developing capacity into
relation with art itself. The seminar begins with
Freud, Rousseau and Hobbes and in the course of the
second semester has led students with considerable
lucidity through to the thinking of Marx, Simmel,
Mauss, Weber, the Frankfurt School, and contempo- 
rary feminism and gender studies.

Cr it ical " eory and Aesthet ics I and II
This seminar is a careful investigation in considerable
depth of the philosophical developments that
undergird contemporary critical theory as it bears
especially on questions of art, a field sometimes
described as aesthetics. The first semester presents
the tradition of thought stretching from antiquity to
Kant, Hegel and Marx. The second semester begins
with a study of the seminal importance of Nietzsche
and Heidegger, tracing how their writings fused in the
early 20th cen- tury with the French tradition in
Bergson, Vale!ry and Le!vi-Strauss and spurred the
development of the most dynamic body of critical
theory devoted to the arts of the modern era, from
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Barthes to Foucault and Althusser, and from Derrida
and Rancie"re to Badiou and Z#iz#ek. Students are
encouraged to examine the close reasoning of these
thinkers and to achieve a genuine and perhaps rare
understanding of a complex field that is often
presented in a limbo of cursory and vague
approximations. 

Summer Semester

Comprehensive Thesis

The Comprehensive Thesis is the occasion for MA can-
didates to establish meaningful coherence in their
yearÕs work, to integrate their thinking and research, to
find new problems to investigate, and to sketch out
plans for their future with faculty and mentors.

Preparat ion for the Comprehensive Thesis

Preparation for the Comprehensive Thesis begins with
the studentÕs application to the program. Prospective
students are asked to describe the issues, problems,
curiosity, experiences or conflicts that motivated their
application. On acceptance into the program, students
begin to expand on these motivations, with the intention
of developing four topics that they craft and assemble in
preparation for their work in the summer semester on
the Comprehensive Thesis. Students are encouraged to
formulate these topics in a way that builds directly on
what they have been intensely studying for two semes-
ters. I t is an opportunity to remember, organize and
develop important thoughts that have arisen during the
year, whether in course discussions, readings, or in the
studentÕs own reflections and research. In one of the
four topics the student is asked to set out plans for

future work, whether it is scholarly or artistic, and
thoughts about Òwhat is nextÓ in a way that the faculty
can be of help in considering and discussing those
plans.

FulÞllment  of the Comprehensive Thesis
Once the student has completed the statement of the
four topics along with a brief supporting bibliography
of the work to be undertaken, and a faculty member has
reviewed the statements favorably, the student spends
the final semester preparing research. During this
period, the student consults with his or her faculty advi-
sor for advice and direction. Over the last two weeks of
the semester, students present the Comprehensive
Thesis through written response to questions formu-
lated as ÔpromptsÕ on each of the first three topics. The
fourth topic, ÒWhat is next?,Ó is treated as part of a final
colloquium with selected members of the faculty.

Comprehensive Thesis Seminar

Here students have the opportunity to discuss the
development of their Comprehensive Thesis projects
and workshop their materials in preparation for the last
section of the summer semester, when the final thesis
work is completed.

Student Colloquia

MA students in Critical Theory and the Arts, who in the
summer months are primarily engaged in preparing
their Comprehensive Thesis, may attend meetings with
several members of the faculty on topics pertaining to
their thesis questions. Students who care to present
brief papers for roundtable discussion.
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Robert  Hullot-Kentor

Chair, Department of Critical Theory and the Arts,
Master of Arts degree program, School of Visual Arts;
philosopher
EDUCATION: BA, Marlboro College; MA, Goddard
College; University of Iowa, Iowa Writers Workshop;
University of Freiburg, philosophy; Sorbonne,
literature; PhD, University of Massachusetts
BOOKS INCLUDE: author, Things Beyond Resemblance:
Collected Essays on Theodor W. Adorno; Ice Flow: Essay
and Commentary on David Salle; Terra Infirma: The
House that Mowry Baden Built; editor, T.W. Adorno,
Current of Music: Elements of a Radio Theory; editor,
translator, T.W. Adorno, Philosophy of New Music; 
Aesthetic Theory; Kierkegaard: Construction of the
Aesthetic
AWARDS AND HONORS INCLUDE: DAAD; Orion Visiting
Artist, University of Victoria; J. Paul Getty Resident
Scholar; J. Paul Getty External Scholar; Mellon Faculty
Fellow, Harvard University; Mellon Faculty Fellow,
University Professors Program, Boston University

Alhel’ de Mar’a Alvarado-D’az

intellectual historian
EDUCATION: BA, The John Hopkins University; MA,
M.Phil., PhD, Columbia University
PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE INCLUDES: founder,
organizer, Theory and Practice: Political Philosophy,
Radical Politics and Social Resistance (postdoctoral
research and writing group), Heyman Center for the
Humanities, Columbia University; creator, Shooting
the Core: Reinterpreting Political Theory through

Film, Documentary and Reportage, Columbia
University
CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS INCLUDE: ÒRosaÕs
Afterlives: Revolutionary Legacies in Theory and
Practice,Ó Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung; ÒCastrating
Mothers, Insubordinate Daughters: A Feminist
Reading of Peter MullanÕs The Magdalene Sisters,Ó
Seventh Global Meeting of the Interdisciplinary
Network, Dubrovnik, Croatia; ÒCuring Contradiction
in the Age of Affluence: MarcuseÕs Perscriptions for
the Liberation of the Self,Ó Columbia University
Libraries; ÒKeep Calm and Carry On: Marcus
AureliusÕ Ancient Cures for Modern Ailments,Ó The
Association for Core Texts and Courses Annual
Conference, Los Angeles, CA; ÒClastres, Abensour,
Negri and Ranci• re: A Major Polyphony in Radical
Philosophy,Ó Terceras Jornadas del Archivo General
de la Naci—n, Montevideo, Uruguay
FELLOWSHIPS AND AWARDS INCLUDE: ProvostÕs Hybrid
Learning Grant, Heyman Center Postdoctoral
Working Series Grant, Columbia University;
Postdoctoral Lectureship in Contemporary
Civilization, Dissertation Writing Fellowship,
Columbia University; Sciences Po-Paris Doctoral
Exchange Fellow, Phi Beta Kappa Fellow

Brian Kloppenberg

psychoanalyst; Fellow, International
Psychoanalytic Association
EDUCATION: BA, with distinction, Swarthmore College;
MFA, The Ohio State University; National
Psychological Association for Psychoanalysis; Institute
for Psychoanalytic Training and Research (IPTAR)

III. Faculty



PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE INCLUDES: former Director,
Theodore Reik Clinical Center; former Dean of
Training, National Psychological Association for
Psychoanalysis
OTHER PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE INCLUDES: Modern
dance choreographer, performer, teacher; founder,
Kloppenberg Dance
PUBLICATIONS INCLUDE: Psychoanalytic Psychology

Antonio Y. Vazquez-Arroyo

political scientist
EDUCATION: BA, magna cum laude, Universidad de
Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras; PhD, University of Massa-
chu- setts, Amherst
CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS INCLUDE: ÒPower, Free-
dom, and Political Forms,Ó Freedom and Democracy
in an Imperial Context: Dialogues with James Tully,
University of Victoria; ÒUnseen Catastrophes: Capital-
ism and Colonialism as Non-Events,Ó Political Theory
Seminar, The New School for Social Research; ÒThe
Dialectic of Catastrophe and the ÔCatastrophizationÕ of
the PoliticalÓ (Spanish), Rutas de Poder, Universidad
de los Andes
BOOKS INCLUDE: author, Political Responsibility: Re-
sponding to Predica- ments of Power
PUBLICATIONS INCLUDE: Telos, Political Theory,
Theory & Event, Polity, New Political Science, Radical
Philosophy, Antropoli�tica

Nicole Wit tenberg
artist

EDUCATION: BFA, San Francisco Art Institute
ONE-PERSON EXHIBITIONS: The Malingerers,Ó Freight
+ Volume Gallery; ÒWill You Still Love Me Tomor-
row,Ó Galerie Lisa Kandlhofer, Vienna Group Exhibi-
tions: ÒVisionary Paint- ing: curated by alex katz,Ó
Colby College Museum; ÒThe Female Gaze, Part Two:
Women Look at Men,Ó Cheim Read Gallery; ÒMi Casa,
Tu Casa,Ó Johannes Vogt Gallery; ÒNice WeatherÓ
Skarstedt Gallery
PUBLIC COLLECTIONS: Boston Museum of Fine Art,
Farnsworth Art Museum, High Museum of Art, Port-
land Museum of Art, Solomon R. Guggenheim Mu-
seum
AWARDS: John Koch Award in Art, American Academy
of Arts and Letters

Graduate Associates

Jeremy Cohan

sociologist
EDUCATION: BA, with honors, University of Chicago;
Teaching Certification, Middle Childhood, Pace
University; PhD, New York University (in progress,
ABD)
PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE INCLUDES: president,
Society for Psychoanalytic Inquiry
CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS INCLUDE: ÒThe
Troublesome Necessity of Analytic Social Psychology,Ó
Society for Psychoanalytic Inquiry, University of
Chicago; ÒLukacsÕ Abyss,Ó Institute of Culture and
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London
AWARDS AND HONORS INCLUDE: Henry M. MacCracken
Fellowship, New York University; John Billing Fiske
Poetry Prize, University of Chicago

Joshua Pineda 

philosopher
EDUCATION: BA, with honors, University of Toronto;
MA, New School University
CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS INCLUDE: ÒOn Concepts
and the Political: Towards a Marxist Political Theory,Ó
Politics at the Limits of Civil Society: A Political
Philosophy Conference, University of Guelph,
Ontario; ÒClass Struggle in the First French
Republic?Ó Society for Phenomenology and Existential
Philosophy, Rochester, NY; ÒCivic Republicanism and
Class Struggle: On Politics and Historical Method,Ó
Democracy and the Market: Shifting Balances,
Shifting Perspectives, Institute of Philosophy,
Katholieke Universiteit, Leuven, Belgium; ÒMarx and
FoucaultÕs Critique of the State,Ó Villanova University,
Philadelphia; ÒFrom Rational Theology to Scientific
Thought: Sense, the Organism and the Natural World
in the Work of Sigmund Freud,Ó Breaking Out of
Subjectivity: Contemporary Challenges in the Study of
Religion, Centre for Research on Religion, McGill
University, Montreal

Associated Faculty

Most years, the Program in Critical Theory and the
Arts welcomes visiting scholars and faculty in the arts,
sociology, social theory, or philosophy.

Frances Fox Piven

sociologist, activist
Post-election curricular advisor. Professor Fox Piven
has been among the most incisive, humane and
engaged voices on the left for decades in the struggle
for voter rights, welfare rights, working peopleÕs
rights, and social reform. She is the co-founder of the
National Welfare Rights Organization and the author
of Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People
Change America, The War at Home, and Labor
Parties in Postindustrial Societies. Her many other
books include Poor People’s Movements, Regulating
the Poor, The Breaking of the American Social
Compact, Why Americans Don’t Vote, and Why
Americans Still Don’t Vote, co-authored with Richard
Cloward.

Apollinaire Scherr

dance critic
Visiting Lecturer. Apollinaire Scherr has written on
the performing arts in New York City for the New
York Times, the New Yorker, the Village Voice, The
Atlantic and Fjord Review, and is a frequent
contributor of dance criticism to the Financial Times.
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Guest lecturers who have spoken with our students include:
Asaf Angermann, scholar
Doug Ashford, artist 
Mowry Baden, sculptor 
Nicholson Baker, writer 
Jasper Bernes, writer
Claire Bishop, art historian
Stephen Blum, ethnomusicologist
Felix Bernstein, artist, writer 
Albert K. Butzel, environmental attorney
Iria Candela, curator
Milton Cantor, historian
Francis Cape, artist
Paul Chan, artist, publisher 
Tony Conrad, artist
Jefferson Cowie, social historian
Iris Dankemeyer, scholar
Jodi Dean, political philosopher
Oliver Decker, scholar 
Mark Dudzic, labor activist
Eric Foner, historian
Richard Foreman, founder, Ontological-Hysteric Theater
Hal Foster, art critic 
Steve Fraser, historian
Joshua Freeman, historian
Joelle Gamble& David Palmer, The Roosevelt Institute
Melanie Gilligan, artist
Kenneth Goldsmith, poet
Richard Greenwald, scholar
James Hansen, climatologist
Doug Henwood, journalist and economic analyst
Christoph Hesse, media scholar
Martin Jay, intellectual historian
Dennis Johannssen, cultural studies scholar
Michael Katz, historian
Ira Katznelson, political scientist 
Isabelle Klasen, scholar
John Knight, artist
Lawrence Kramer, musicologist
David Levine, artist, and writer
Sam Lewitt, artist
Aaron Likness, pianist
Tan Lin, artist

Stefan Litwin, composer and pianist
Kristen Lombardi, journalist
Sven LŸtticken, art historian and critic
Barry C. Lynn, author, economist
Paul Mattick Jr., scholar
Richard Maxwell, playwright and director
Sarah Michelson, choreographer
Michael Morse, composer 
Rob Nixon, scholar
Nicolai Ouroussoff, architectural historian
Spyridon Papapetros, architectural historian
Frances Fox Piven, sociologist and activist
Laura Poitras, filmmaker
Pomerian Singers
Tom Porteous, Human Rights Watch
Moishe Postone, historian
Rachel Price, scholar
Seth Price, artist
Josephine Pryde, artist
Jean-Michel RabatŽ, literary scholar
Yasmil Raymond, curator
Ariana Reines, writer, performance artist
Matana Roberts, composer
David Salle, painter
Jay Sanders, curator
Martin Scherzinger, music scholar 
Benjamin Serby, political activist
Jeanne Silverthorne, artist
Michael Smith, artist
Imri Talgam, pianist
AK Thompson, writer, activist
Monica de la Torre, poet
Sebastian Traenkle, philosopher
Breixo Viejo, film scholar
Joan Waltemath, painter
Jamieson Webster, psychoanalyst
Sarah Wilcox, Alison Russo, Scholar Rescue Fund
Barbara Will, literary scholar
Christopher Williams, conceptual artist
Georg Windeck, architect
Eli Zaretsky, historian
Sebastian Ziedler, art historian

IV. Art ist  Lecturers and Scholars
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Robert  Hullot-Kentor
interviewed by Breixo
Viejo

The Spanish-born film scholar, Breixo
Viejo, visited Robert Hullot-Kentor—the
chair of the recently founded program in
Critical Theory and the Arts—to discuss
the rigorous three-semester course of
study. 

The program, Hullot-Kentor says, Òis
meant for students who have a lot on
their minds and who very much want to have a whole
lot more on their minds.Ó É ÒThe year focuses on the
contemporary situation of art in a way that involves the
entire history of art and society and the most urgent
concerns we have about our lives.Ó 

BREIXO VIEJO (BV): Bob, weÕve known each other for
some years already, back from when I was a graduate
student making a video on Hanns EislerÕs and AdornoÕs
book on Þlm musicÉ

HULLOT-KENTOR (HK): Sure, you donÕt need to
remind me, Breixo. You wanted to interview me about
the book on film music that Adorno wrote with the
composer, Hanns EislerÉ

BV: Éand instead you hypnotized my video equipment! 

HK: ThatÕs what you get; you didnÕt
want to be hypnotizedÉ

BV: Éand you didnÕt want to be
photographedÉ

HK: So, I  took it out on the
machinery. 

BV: The camera was still hypnotized
when I got back to Spain! How did you
do that?

HK: ThatÕs not the important part.
What matters is that you never

figured out that, while I  pretended to hypnotize the
camera, you were watching with a very special sort of
attention. 

BV: You mean it?

HK: Obviously. You canÕt hypnotize a camera; think
about it. Anyway, I  didnÕt mean any harm. WasnÕt it a
lot of fun? 

BV: We got nothing done.

HK: No. True. Nothing. Still, Breixo, it was for the
greater good. Did anything get broken?

BV: WhatÕs past is past, I guessÉ 

HK: Éoh, I  doubt thatÉ

BV: ÉItÕs a Þgure of speech; I doubt it too. But, now IÕm
interviewing you, instead, about the graduate program

THE CURRICULUM?
“The curriculum is made up of
courses in aesthetics, political
theory, social history, the
history of art and social theory.
These highly organized classes
are taught by a mutually
cognizant faculty, and are
matched by two proseminars
that, with the preparation and
guidance of experienced
moderators, provide the
occasion for open discussions
with distinguished visitors
concerning the most important
questions we have about art,
politics, society and our lives.”

V. Chair Interview



11

in Critical Theory and the Arts that
youÕve started at the School of Visual
Arts in Manhattan. ItÕs a big
undertaking, I know. Is this something
you just got into in the last couple of
years?

HK: No. IÕve had this on my mind at
least since graduate school.

BV: That means you would have had
plenty of time to think about it,
because I know you spent a lot of
years in graduate school. You went
from the Iowa WritersÕ Workshop, to
clinical psychology, got some other
degree in psychology, and ended up in
Europe studying philosophy and
literature in Germany and France
before you Þnished a doctorate in
Comparative Literature.

HK: ItÕs true. IÕve rattled around a lot, studying.
ThereÕs more to it than that, but in the Õ80s when I
could have been finishing my degree there werenÕt any
jobs for anyone, and definitely not in the universities,
and I  figured IÕd be better off staying in school.

BV: How did you manage?

HK: IÕm not sure I  did. I  had a theory back then, for
my amusement, the ÒStay-at-Home Theory of Surplus
Value.Ó It had one thesis: ÒCapitalism needs us more
than we need it, so if we stay home, theyÕll send
checks.Ó

BV: Did it work?

HK: No. What do you think? No. No
checks arrived. But there were a lot of
credit cards, and, along with there
being no worthwhile jobs around, I
had decided that youth was most of
all for debt and travel, and altogether
the moment to get the education that
I  was sure I  would never get later on
if I  ended up selling shoes.

BV: And you wanted to get an
education in everything?

HK: Not at all. IÕm not an omnivore;
and even if I  wanted to be, I  donÕt
have that cast of mind. I  enjoy
hearing someone put on the show,
but thatÕs not me. IÕve always had the
sense of being interested in one
thing.

BV: And whatÕs that?

HK: ItÕs one thing that is very hard to say. And itÕs
because it is so hard to say what that is, that I  went
from one graduate program to the next, trying to find
the right place to study. I  couldnÕt help thinking a lot
about the kind of graduate program IÕd put together if
it were up to me.

BV: Now it is up to you to make what you just called,
Òthe right place to study.Ó The program started in the
Fall, 2012. What is it turning out to be? It must be hard
to put in a couple of sentences.

ART AND THEORY?
“This is not a theory program
about ‘theory.’ There is plenty
of that around. This is a
program about what we can
learn about art, of course, but,
most of all, what we have to
learn from art. Artworks ask us
to think about them as does
nothing else humanly made.
An artwork is not founded on
any conceptual presupposition
or assertion, and this makes it
possible for us to experience in
it the origin of thinking—as
the experience of the need in
thinking—which is why art is
at the center of the critique of
domination. Art that is art is
waiting to be understood, and
with no less intensity than the
mobbed corridors of MoMa
prove that today the need for
art overflows the museums.” 
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HK: It is hard to put in a few
sentences, but there are things I  like
to say about the program.

BV: For instance?

HK: I like saying that the year is
meant for students who have a lot on
their minds and who very much want
to have a whole lot more on their
minds.

BV: IÕm a bit that way myself. But, that doesnÕt say what
the year is.

HK: No, it doesnÕt; but it is a big clue. 

BV: How about another big clue, then? From those
things you like to sayÉ

HK: That while most of the United States is busy doing
remedial education, Critical Theory and the Arts is
devoted to irremediable education. At the end of the
year, a student in the program glancing in a mirror
might look about the same as at the beginning of the
year, but for those eyes looking, quite a lot will have
changed. 

BV: What youÕre saying about education in the U.S.Ñ
that it has become largely remediationÑ is so
concerning; thatÕs happening too in Spain and
throughout the EU. In education everyone has noticed.
It seems the words themselves are vanishing; literally
vanishing. What MallarmŽ called Ôthe words of the tribeÕ
are going up in smoke. Most all education now is busy
trying to shore up one side of the sand castle while the

other side is washing away; and thatÕs
supposed to be an education. I
suspect we could all use some
irremediable education, right about
now. More cluesÉ

HK: How about we try some clues by
negation and say what the year is by
stipulating what it isnÕt? First of all,
the yearÕs study is not a Grand March

of the CognoscentiÉ. 

BV: Cognoscenti?

HK: You know, Òthose in the know.Ó

BV: But, there are very interesting and distinguished
people, artists and intellectuals, who visit the program
during the year.

HK: ThatÕs true. But, these are our colleagues; they are
people weÕve known for many years and whose work
the faculty has been interested in and studying for a
long time; they are people weÕre involved with; we
donÕt dole out charismatic visits from Ôfamous artists
and scholarsÕ to supposedly lucky onlookers. The
people we invite join substantially in the yearÕs
discussion.

BV: WeÕve done clues; weÕve tried it by negation; say
something substantive about the program.

HK: Wait Ñ  thereÕs lots more that I  like to say about
what the program isnÕt. But, you want substance, you
get substance: The year focuses on the contemporary
situation of art   in a way that involves the entire history

THE STUDENTS?
“As I’ve said before, I expect
students who have a lot on
their minds and who very much
want to have a whole lot more
on their minds. The program is
under no pressure to select any
particular number of students,
other than that we intend to be
very selective and not to exceed
14 students in the year.”



13

of art and society and the most urgent
concerns we have about our lives.
And it is only possible to do thisÑ to
shape and discuss these most urgent
concernsÑ because the program
focuses on the contemporary
situation of art. The problems and
questions of making art todayÑ what
art has become, and is becomingÑ
and understanding what is at stake in
the relation of these questions to
contemporary social conflict: thatÕs
what defines the program.
Incidentally, this isnÕt a specialty program of some
sort; itÕs the heart of the matter.

BV: ÒThe heart of the matter.Ó

HK: Honest, IÕd rather you didnÕt quote me.

BV: Honest injun, isnÕt that what gringos like to say?

HK: Injun? I  donÕt know Breixo; thatÕs mostly a mid-
Westernism. But, honest, Breixo, most anyone who has
taught for a long time probably thinks about education
in very serious, and perhaps even lofty terms that,
when stated out loud while riding around on the back
of oneÕs imaginary steed, may not carry all that well in
publicÑ especially in a country where educational
reform is being self-evidently modeled, kindergarten
through college, on testable prerequisites oriented to
the ideal MBA. So IÕll heed my own advice here and
keep those thoughts about education largely to myself
except to say that I  recognize that students today feel
deprived of the truth, and even angry at that
deprivation. Education needs to respond to this

impulse in students, though without
presuming that truth were something
we might hold between our hands
and dispense as from a jug.

BV: And you think of the program in
Critical Theory and the Arts as
responding to that impulse in
students?

HK: ItÕs definitely not a one-year
program in computer repair.

BV: Let me ask you more. You have a central faculty
and several Graduate Associates; and, in addition, there
are a number of participating visitors to the program.
But what about those ÒGraduate AssociatesÓ ? I donÕt
know the phrase.

HK: It is special to this program. The Graduate
Associates are advanced doctoral candidates. They are
on the facultyÑ first of allÑ because they are
terrifically intelligent, capable and engaged colleagues,
and no less because they provide an historical depth of
field in the generations participating in the program.
The United States, by contrast, is otherwise strictly age
segregated: you know, ÒIÕm in fifth grade; I  donÕt talk
to fourth graders.Ó That kind of thing.

BV: ItÕs true what youÕre saying. In Europe, older 
and younger people are often togetherÑ here, 
you donÕt see it.

HK: You really donÕt; the ages and generations in the
U.S. are quarantined off from each other in
commercial bantustans of time, each with a marketing

WHY AN ART SCHOOL?
“A program in critical theory
and the arts that is most of all
involved in understanding art
should be located at an art
school, surrounded by students
who are up all night making
things in their studios. We want
to be upstairs from the print
room, across the street from
animation and around the
corner from video, photography
and painting. And that’s where
we are, on the 6th floor of an
art building.” 
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tag: Baby Boomers, GenX,
Millennials, and so. WeÕre all aware
of this; itÕs one of the few things we
all do know in a sort of absolute way.
America hardly ever thinks about the
question of the possible reconciliation
of the generations; the conflict is economically
functional. 

BV: But if the nation doesnÕt thematize the question of
the possible reconciliation of the generations, you have
made the question part of the structure of the program
in your faculty?

HK: Right. I  might have fully staffed the program with
colleagues from my own cohort, the old bears, from
universities around the city; they would have come
bounding out of the woods ready for September. But,
with the Graduate Associates, we have faculty of
several generations. This deepens the teaching and
improves the advising of students, and makes the
program more interesting for the faculty themselves.
As the Occupy Movement made clear a few years ago,
the generations have much to say to each other, and
IÕm sure we are only at the beginning of that.

BV: The curriculum couldnÕt be more ambitious:
aesthetics, art theory, political philosophy, social
theory, social history, psychoanalysis, and art history.

HK: It is a lot, but the curriculum fits together
coherently and dynamically in an education that, as I
said earlier, involves one thing that happens to be very
hard to say.

BV: Maybe you could say more about
what this Òone thingÓ is? But, in any
case, the program is altogether
interdisciplinary.

HK: You mean calling it
ÒinterdisciplinaryÓ as a compliment, I  know. I  also
know thereÕs no escaping it; but IÕm not so content
with the program being thought of as
Òinterdisciplinary.Ó

BV: YouÕre against it?

HK: Not exactly; some good things have come of it. But
interdisciplinary programs tend to be slack: ÒInvent
your own MA; we teach everything; come to school,
choose from hundreds of classes.Ó The critique of
knowledge is more complex and more demanding
than whatever the healing salts of interdisciplinarity
might cure. Knowledge is not additive. And the
argument for Òbreaking down the boundariesÓ
between the disciplines is, however distantly, akin to
those Òget government off our backÓ impulses that
have been all-but-unconsciously transposed from
national ideology to education. I t is not pleasant to
consider, but interdisciplinary education seems to
devolve from the same process of rationalization that
gave us the free market ideology of neo-liberalism.

BV: Still, what are you saying? I can jump ahead to your
point about interdisciplinary studies as, paradoxically,
the instrumentalization of knowledgeÑ as the subject -
ivization of knowledge; and maybe then it isnÕt so
different from education that has been drastically
reduced to the business model and an open-market
mentality. But, from the outside anyway, reading

ART AND WRITING?
“Artworks want us to speak
about them, and they want us
to be silent. Tact in writing
about art senses when to do one
and when the other without
alternating between them.”
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through the course descriptions of
Critical Theory and the Arts, the
program looks about as
ÒinterdisciplinaryÓ as any education
there ever was.

HK: ThatÕs the point; itÕs not. There is
a distinction between Òcome invent
your own education in our graduate
interdisciplinary program,Ó and a
program organized so that one
moment, one course and each course
is brought into a relation with other
moments in such a way that each part
of the program sheds light on the rest
of theÉ

BV: ÉI see; I seeÉ

HK: You do?

BV: Yes; it has to do with something I had wanted to
discuss with you in our interview on Eisler and Adorno
that never happenedÑ itÕs the question of constell -
ations of concepts in AdornoÕs work. And what you
were just saying about the structure of the program in
Critical Theory and the Arts made me realize that it is
less designed as an interdisciplinary program that adds
one Þeld of inquiry to another, than as a program
constructed exactly in terms of what Adorno called
ÒconstellationsÓ of knowledge.

HK: It is that. The critique of knowledge is not in
supposing that wiping out the distinctions between
disciplines will do the trick. Those disciplines are as
forcibly and objectively in conflict with each other as is

the entire social division of labor with
itself. Here, as elsewhere, thinking is
motivated by the experience of these
conflicts, not in avoiding them. On
one hand, thought must have the
conceptual capacity to tolerate the
tension of reality; and, on the other,
those concepts must be organized in
such a fashionÑ Adorno called it
ÔconstellativeÕÑ as to potentially
become conscious that reality is also
something other than these concepts.
Thought that thinks achieves
something more than thought, as the
fulfillment of knowledge, and not as
its destruction or circumvention.

BV: So Critical Theory and the Arts
isnÕt an Òart and philosophy program.Ó

HK: ItÕs really not. And the yearÕs study doesnÕt involve
writing mechanically trumped-up thirty-page papers
that students barely care about and that no one will
ever read anyway. 

BV: But students do write in the program?

HK: They write a lot. By the end of the year, theyÕve
written quite a lot. But the students write and struggle
to shape what they have to sayÑ and to find that when
they have succeeded, they have shaped it under the
pressure of what needs to be said. That, and not the
edifying posture of being a writer, is the source of
whatever binding objectivity expression can achieve.
The summer before I  went to the Iowa WritersÕ
Workshop, I  picked up a feisty hitchhiker in Belgium.

CENTRALITY OF ART?
“Artworks present problems—as
problems that artists engage in
making artworks, and that we
engage in wanting to
understand them. Today, in a
particularly intense way, these
problems take shape as
enigmas and necessarily
demand considerable reflection
that radiates out in every
direction. Philosophy, social
history, and political science
seem compelled to turn to the
arts in wanting to solve their
most critical concerns, which is
why students in the program
are likely to come from many
disciplines, no less than from
the art studio.” 
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I  was a bit proud of my plans, I
admit. But fate hadnÕt sent this
Diotima along to deliver encomia.
That lady wanted to knowÑ kind of
right away, ÒWhat do you have to
write about?Ó It did not feel good.
But, it gave me a shake. I  did not stay
long in Iowa.

BV: So, the program in Critical Theory
and the Arts is not art plus
philosophy; and not art plus politics;
and itÕs not a writerÕs programÑ though it intensely
involves art, philosophy, politics and writing. WeÕre on
a roll. What else isnÕt the program?

HK: ItÕs also not a job preparation program. But it does
lead somewhere, and in directions that are consider -
ably more real than what those ominous Òcareer
pathsÓÑ with carefully inventoried Òcareer skillsÓÑ
claim to guarantee. An eye for reality is what education
achieves when it is an education; if any, thatÕs the
career path we provide. And that eye for reality is what
is most of all needed in a nation that fears knowing
itself for what it is, and, by that measure, fears
knowing what it instead might be.

BV: ÒPathsÓ and ÒskillsÓÑ if you donÕt mind my saying,
America is full of all this Cub Scout stuff. But how can
colleges and universities be built that way? Incidentally,
did you see that article pass by some time ago about a
group of young law school graduates who sued
Brooklyn Law School because that Òcareer pathÓ turns
out to be a dead end?

HK: I did. So on one hand, we are
letting ourselves be crushed under a
spuriously imposed pragmatismÉ

BV: What do you mean, Ôspuriously
imposed pragmatismÕ?

HK: I mean, it is a delusional
pragmatism; it is a trumped-up
realism. I t looks at you with a stern
eye and tells you to buckle down. But
very little of this stuff about going to
school to study what youÕll do in your

life is real. In the first place, most peopleÑ in the U.S.,
in any caseÑ end up doing all kinds of things in a
lifetime; historically people change jobs six to eight
times. ThatÕs the historical pattern. WhatÕs happening
now is something much more drastic: according to
recent research, 40% of all current work will be done
by computer by 2025É

BV: 40% of the jobs in the country are being
computerized?

HK: That is the estimate. And, on the other hand, it
has been estimated by the political economist, Gar
Alperovitz, that if the national product were more
equitably distributed, every family of four might have
resources well in excess of $100,000 yearly. Why canÕt
the country know itself for what it is? How did we end
up making life so hard for ourselves? And why canÕt
the nation comprehend its own possibilities? 

BV: I gather that the possibility of Þnding any kind of
answer to these questions concerns the problem of
developing an eye for realityÉ.

MORE ABOUT THE
STUDENTS?

“There are those in the program
each year who are most of all
scholars—students who may or
may not go on to get more
advanced degrees. And there
are artists who are taking a
year away from the studio for
more study. And then there are
those who are both involved in
making art and thinking about
it. I meet that increasingly.”
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HK: Yes. ThatÕs genuinely pragmatic;
not buckling under a pseudo-
rationality that confidently warns
students away from pursuing what
they most have a mind and talent to
pursue; especially the legitimacy of
serious study. 

BV: In this regard, the motto youÕve
chosen for Critical Theory and the
ArtsÑ that ÒArt knows us better than
we know ourselvesÓÑ is intriguing. It
comes from Adorno?

HK: From Current of Music. Adorno wrote several
variations on the line, some published, some not. The
epigram implies a series of questions. I f we suppose
that art knows us better than we know ourselves, how
does art form this insight; how would we be able to
know what that content is; and how would we be able
to say it? ThatÕs for starters.

BV: The answers to these questions would be very
difÞcult to say.

HK: To my mind, it is one thing that is extremely hard
to say.

BV: É É

HK: In any case, the motto is the middle point of the
program; all of the yearÕs studyÑ in aesthetics, social
theory, art history, and the restÑ is equidistant to that
point. I t is in thinking about art, and the contemporary
situation of art, that the several courses bear on each

other and become something more
than interdisciplinary study.

BV: Is this a program for artists or
forÑ itÕs hard to Þnd the right wordÑ
scholars?

HK: Both, for sure; there are those in
the program each year who are most
of all scholarsÑ students who may or
may not go on to get more advanced
degrees. And there are artists who are
taking a year away from the studio for

more study. And then there are those who are both
involved in making art and thinking about it. I  meet
that increasingly.

BV: Why is that?

HK: Again, that would be a lot to get into. But, the
general point is that, as always, the artists who are
emerging are those who can make what art now
demands. And what it demands are artists who are
intellectual to a considerable degree. How else could it
be? There just isnÕt any possibility for making art that
matters in a straightforward way.

BV: Everything is up for grabs now, isnÕt it.

HK: Yes, everything: what do you make art out of?
What is painting, what is installation, what is dance,
what is music?Ñ which is which?Ñ the arts no longer
arrive one at a time, but keep turning up in a giant
heap. Where does art belong, in a gallery or at the
bottom of the ocean? Why are the materials at once so
available and so recalcitrant? Why does every artwork,

WHAT COMES NEXT?
“Critical Theory and the Arts is
not a job preparation program.
But it does lead somewhere,
and in directions that are
consider ably more real than
what those ominous “career
paths”—with carefully
inventoried “career skills”—
claim to guarantee. An eye for
reality is what education
achieves when it is an
education; if any, that’s the
career path we provide.”
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if it is going to succeed, need to throw something in
front of itself to trip over? And as virtuosity has
vanished as the sine qua non of art, the conception of
the work has become overriding, and that conception
tends to be intellectual or political in a way that runs
contrary to what art historically has been.

BV: YouÕre picking up momentum.

HK: The point is, like it or not, the conceptual,
reflective dimension that was once commonly held,
self-evidently held, to be the opposite of art, now needs
to be woven through art with every stitchÑ and artists
who want to make anything must do an awful lot of
thinking. IÕm sure youÕve noticed: virtually all younger
artists now also write about what they do and what
they think art is and take part in what was once the
rarified realm of social theory and aesthetics.

BV: So Critical Theory and the Arts is a program in
contemporary studies?

HK: There you hit a nerve. Yes and no, in equal
measure. I t would like to be a program in
contemporary studies in the sense that JoyceÕs Ulysses
is contemporary studies: one day in the life of a
character that contains the whole of western history in
its tensest reality. But while we have this insight into
time, it has also slipped out of our understanding.

BV: What are you saying?

HK: IÕm saying, in answer to your question whether
this is a program in contemporary studies, that it is not
at all clear what ÒcontemporaryÓ means. We have clues
to it. We have some insights into a new idea of time
that began to emerge in the early 20th century in
which figures such as Joyce, El Lissitzsky, and

Benjamin, understood something about the past as the
origin within our own moment, not as a moment Ôback
then.Õ But what sense can a new idea of time have, if
the idea of the new is itself palpably anathema? Try it
out on your own lips. You can ÒrethinkÓ all you want,
Òrevisit,Ó and ÒreinventÓ all you like. But donÕt try
anything new on us. The syllable wonÕt carryÉ

BV:  Is it a program in contemporary studies, or not?

HK: The radical thoughts of modernism have lapsed.
How can we have a sense of what ÒcontemporaryÓ
means when, by any measure, the past is so broadly
withheld from us as it now is? The thread of human
history has snapped; the sense of imagination having
gone slack measures this lapse. We talk about the past
as if it occurred some forty-some miles from
something called the present. Derrida didnÕt help us
out much at all with this by making ÒpresenceÓ a taboo
and a madhouse, as if now everyone knows why that
word bears a stigma.

BV: So, it is not a program in contemporary studies?

HK: What is there to be dogmatic about here? All we
can do, is to consider the question of what it is to make
art, and how to think about art in its vast history, as the
unconscious transcription of the history of human
suffering, when the thread of human history has
snapped. We must look to grab a hold of these threads
when there are really no threads at all to grab a hold of.

BV: Are you saying that there is nothing at all to take
hold of, or that artworks are what we have when the
thread of history has snapped?

HK: Now we really have something to talk about.*
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