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Masochism, Spectacle, Gender 

This seminar in literary theory aims to explore what the concept of masochism may add to our 
understanding of the form and function of modern literature, and, more generally, art and sexuality.  We 
will particularly focus on the potential of this concept to enrich our understanding of the role in modernity 
of spectacle (and its component terms theater and fantasy) and of performative models of gender.  The 
importance of all of these terms hinges on the contention—variously articulated in the German Idealist 
and post-Idealist tradition through to the Frankfurt School, Lacan and their followers—that the aesthetic 
image assumes a distinctly prominent and pervasive function in the modern context.  Very loosely put, 
whereas the premodern, sacred, majestic or otherwise auratic spectacle was in a significant sense 
inseparable from the social power animating it, modern disenchantment has made the aesthetic 
“autonomous,” which is to say detachable from its source or content.  Thus the aesthetic became an 
important instrument of mystification and object of ideology critique.  It also became a crucial but 
perpetually vexed touchstone of progressive, emancipatory politics, whether in the name of sexuality, 
class or individuality.  Taking Deleuze’s Coldness and Cruelty as our point of departure—and in particular 
his contention that masochism’s distinctively theatrical mode of fantasy reconfigures power relations in a 
way that stands both to reanimate something like premodern aura and, consequently, to subvert 
prevailing modern ideologies and structures of power--we will see whether masochism might serve as a 
diagnosis not merely of an individual pathology but of the condition of modern sexual, political, and 
creative agency generally, and hence a particularly penetrating lens through which to investigate various 
accounts of the modern relation to the aesthetic and what makes the latter oppressive, liberating or, in 
particular, liberatingly oppressive.  We will be reading a small sample of imaginative literature (fiction by 
Sade and Sacher-Masoch and poetry by Keats), but students are also invited to explore the how the 
theoretical issues of this course relate to other imaginative work in which they specialize.  
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