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“The pursuit of happiness” is, according to the Declaration of Independence, one of the 
promises the United States of America has to offer. However, since this promise consists only in 
the pursuit but not in the fulfilment of happiness, enough will never be enough. Thus, one could 
argue that the promise of the American dream cannot but be excessive, and while puritanism 
with its valorization of moderation and self-restriction has laid the foundation for the American 
project, it seems to have also brought about the very opposite of temperance: the insatiable 
drive for more. 
In this seminar we will find out how this drive for more leaves its mark on US literature and 
culture, and how films and texts can be seen as literally invested in an American poetics of 
excess. As will be shown via theoretical texts by Marx, Bataille, Lyotard or Baudrillard, such a 
poetics of excess include the economic as well as the political, the medial as well as the 
psychological. Transgressive by definition, excess both traverses and connects the abstract 
capital and the concrete human body and merges successful business with disastrous personal 
expenditure. Thus, the texts and films we will look at, ranging from sprawling novels such as 
William S. Burroughs „Naked Lunch“ or Bret Easton Ellis „American Psycho“ to grandiose films 
like Martin Scorseses „Casino“ or Bob Fosses „All That Jazz“, shall be analyzed as not only 
discussing, but also as enacting excess, both in regard to their content as well as their form. 

All students must purchase the following books: 
- William S. Burroughs: Naked Lunch: The Restored Text, London: Penguin 2015 
- Bret Easton Ellis: American Psycho 

Background Reading:  
- Deborah L. Madsen: American Exceptionalism, Edinburgh 1998. 
- Frederic Jameson: Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Durham 1991. 
- Frederic Jameson: Representing Capital, London, New York 2011. 
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SYLLABUS  

All texts marked with * will be on OLAT. All other texts and films must be purchased individually. 

Requirements for the class:  

- Participants must have successfully completed the seminar „Methods and Theory“ 
- Students must prepare a one-page preliminary discussion for each class session. These are to be 

posted on OLAT (course forum) by Wednesday, 9 A.M. of the respective week. This will count towards 
your class participation. Writing this preliminary discussion is, thus, compulsory for each session. 
Neglecting to hand in thesis papers will result in a fail. 

- All students must compile written minutes (Sitzungsprotokoll) for one of the class sessions (to be sent 
to me one week after the respective session at the latest). 

- Students taking the class for 9 KP must write an essay to be handed in by September 24, 2017 as pdf. 
It is wise to use the class discussions to test your ideas for this written assignment.

23.02. Introduction

I The Capital of Excess

02.03. Karl Marx: „The Transformation of Money into Capital“*

09.03.
THERE WILL BE BLOOD (USA 2011) Dir. Paul Thomas Anderson 
+ Jean Baudrillard: America (Excerpt)* 

16.03.
CASINO (USA 1995) Dir. Martin Scorsese  
+ Robert Venturi, e.a.: Learning from Las Vegas (Excerpt)*

23.03.
Hermann Melville: „Bartleby the Scrivener“*  
+ Gilles Deleuze: „Bartleby; or, The Formula“*

II Personal Expenses

30.03. William S. Burroughs: Naked Lunch

06.04.
William S. Burroughs: Naked Lunch 
+ Georges Bataille: The Accursed Share (Excerpt)*

EASTER BREAK

27.04. Bret Easton Ellis: American Psycho

04.05.
Bret Easton Ellis: American Psycho 
+ Jean-François Lyotard: Libidinal Economy (Excerpt)*

III Entertaining Excess

11.05.
FOOTLIGHT PARADE (USA 1933) Dir. Busby Berkeley, Lloyd Bacon 
[+ J. Binotto: „Choreographie als Schizophrenie“]*

18.05. ALL THAT JAZZ (USA 1979) Dir. Bob Fosse

01.06.
ALL THAT JAZZ (USA 1979) Dir. Bob Fosse  
+ Frederic Jameson: „Postmodernism and Consumer Society“*


