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Module description 
 
Together with its sister module (Part 1), this module explores the question of identity by 
providing students with a strong theoretical grounding in key issues of identity in Europe. 
The module is taught by a team of colleagues, each exploring a different identity-based 
topic. The standard format for each topic includes one 2-hr introductory lecture/seminar on 
the theoretical implications of the topic, followed by one 2-hr seminar looking at case 
studies (this format may vary depending on the topic). Topics in this module (listed below) 
explore issues of identity relating (but not limited) to practices of othering, post-modernism 
and visual culture, climate change and the Anthropocene, neurobiology and technology, 
evolutionary biology, and Gaia theory.  
 
Syllabus 
 

1. Who are they? (Dr Zuleika Rodgers) 
 
These seminars address the discourse around the construct of group identity and the 
‘other’ in European society. In particular, this core topic examines the politics of 
difference based on genealogy, geography and religion, exploring both ancient and 
modern examples of the phenomenon. After a theoretical and historical survey, Jews 
and Judaism are taken as a case study. 
 
2. Are you postmodern? (Dr Radek Przedpelski) 
 
These seminars examine cultural expression in a range of media (literary and popular 
fiction, cinema, visual arts and visual culture) through the theoretical lens of 
postmodernity. First, we explore concepts of postmodernism, looking at the work of key 
theoreticians, with particular focus on the emergence of the idea of the postmodern 
from the modernist movement in mid-late 20th century, as well as the points of 
intersection between postmodernism and postcolonial theory. Second, we focus on 
visual arts and visual culture, exploring various trends and media, including 



photography, street art, installation art and performance art. Discussion focuses on both 
‘classic’ postmodern art of the 1970s and 1980s, as well as more recent problematics 
around technology and the posthuman. Finally, we look at cinema and film media, with 
a focus on features of recent cinema such as genre-blending, narrative disruption, 
polystylism and meta-reference. 

 
3. What did Earth ever do for us? (Prof Michael Cronin) 
	
The advent of human-induced climate change and the entry of humanity into the new 
geological era of the Anthropocene raises fundamental questions about the nature of 
what it is to be human in such radically altered circumstances. In these seminars, we 
explore the emergence of the concept of ‘transversal subjectivity’ (Braidotti) as a way of 
trying to think about new forms of human subjectivity in the context of the relationship 
to other animal species and to the world of the organic and inorganic elements in which 
humans are immersed. Questions of sustainability, resilience and biocultural diversity 
are also examined in the framework of changing paradigms of the human and post-
human.   

 
4. The Brain Identity (Dr Hannes Opelz) 
 
These seminars explore some of the ways in which recent developments in neurobiology 
and philosophy are changing our understanding of human identity. The seminars 
examine a selection of works by contemporary philosopher Catherine Malabou, with a 
particular focus on her concept of plasticity. Key issues to be discussed are the ways in 
which brain plasticity relates to capitalism, trauma, and artificial intelligence. 
 
5. The Gaia Science (Dr Hannes Opelz) 
 
These seminars explore some of the ways in which the Gaia hypothesis – the theory that 
living organisms interact with their inorganic surroundings on Earth to form a synergistic 
and self-regulating system that helps maintain and perpetuate the conditions for life on 
the planet – has been reshaping our notions of identity in the late 20th and early 21st 
centuries. In particular, we will examine works by microbiologist Lynn Margulis and 
philosopher Emanuele Coccia, focusing on concepts of symbiosis and metamorphosis. 
 
Conclusion: Beyond Identity (Dr Hannes Opelz) 
 
This seminar serves as a conclusion to the core modules. It will also give students an 
opportunity to ask any questions they may have about the module, particularly in 
relation to their course work in the run-up to submission.  

 
Assessment 
 
The module is assessed through a 4,000-word essay. 
 
Indicative bibliography 
 



Topic 1 
 

Boyarin, J., The Unconverted Self: Jews, Indians, and the identity of Christian 
Europe (Chicago UP, 2009). 
 
Cheyette, B. and Marcus, l. (eds), Modernity, Culture, and ‘the Jew’ (Stanford UP, 1998). 
 
Goldberg, C. A., Modernity and the Jews in Western Social Thought (Chicago UP, 2017). 

 
Topic 2  
 

Barthes, Roland, trans. Richard Howard, Camera Lucida (Vintage, 1993). 
 
Docherty, Thomas, ed., Postmodernism: A Reader (Routledge, 2016). 
 
Jameson, Fredric, The Geopolitical Aesthetic: Cinema and Space in the World System 
(Indiana UP, 1992). 

 
Topic 3 
 

Braidotti, Rosi, The Posthuman (Polity, 2013). 
 
Cronin, Michael, Eco-Translation: Translation and Ecology in the Age of the Anthropocene 
(Routledge, 2017). 
 
Morton, Timothy, Being Ecological (Pelican, 2018). 

 
Topic 4 

 
Malabou, Catherine, What Should We Do with Our Brain?, trans. Sebastian Rand 
(Fordham UP, 2008 [2004]). 
 
Malabou, Catherine, Ontology of the Accident: An Essay on Destructive Plasticity, trans. 
Carolyn Shread (Polity Press, 2012 [2009]). 
 
Malabou, Catherine, Morphing Intelligence: From IQ Measurements to Artificial 
Intelligence, trans. Carolyn Shread (Columbia UP, 2019 [2017]).  

 
Topic 5  
 

Margulis, Lynn, Symbiotic Planet: A New Look at Evolution (Basic Books, 1998). 
 
Coccia, Emanuele, Metamorphosis, trans. Robin Mackay (Polity Press, 2021 [2020]). 

 
Learning outcomes 
 
Upon successful completion of this module, students should be able to: 



 
LO1 Identify and describe identity issues as they emerge in a range of cultural 

manifestations across Europe and beyond. 
 
LO2 Compare and contrast different methodological approaches to questions of identity. 

 
LO3 Accurately and critically deploy key concepts drawn from theories of othering, 

postmodernism, theories of ecology and post-humanism, neurobiology, philosophy, 
evolutionary biology, and Gaia theory. 

 
LO4 Critically assess textual and visual form through systematic reflection and close 

reading of select passages from various works and artefacts. 
 

LO5 Develop academic written skills through essay writing. 
 


