“The London Critical Theory Summer School made me think differently”
Every year, the Birkbeck Institute for the Humanities (BIH) runs the London Critical Theory Summer School. In this blog, participants from this year’s Summer School and previous years, tell of their experiences and its impact on their work and lives.  
2024 participants
Joshua Williams - University of Witwatersrand, South Africa

I am grateful to the Osun network for receiving a bursary as it was an honour to be able to attend the programme in person and engage with renowned scholars. The Summer school is truly an enriching experience which deepened my knowledge and approach to critical theory. The two-week experience is an intensive programme which allows one to be immersed in critical thought. Over the two-weeks not only are you able to engage with leading scholars in psychoanalysis and political aesthetics but through the international community of scholars who attend. Listening to attendees coming from different parts of the globe and different disciplines allowed for nuanced perspectives to be heard and shared.
 For many scholars it’s a privilege to be suspended from teaching and other research commitments and engage in what felt like a summer camp. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to engage in free speech and open dialogue at different learning institutions and to be in room with scholars who collectively allow for a space of sharing critical thought is encouraging. The content of the course from different speakers felt timely as we collectively thought through forms of solidarity towards Palestine and Israel conflict amongst the wider political unfolding of elections and what this means for political identification.
 Thank you to LCTSS team Jacqueline Rose, Esther Leslie and Elia Ntaousani for organising the summer school and holding space. Special thanks to Jacqueline Rose for holding a space of critical dialogue and her deeply informative, sensitive lectures and engagement throughout the weeks. Thank you to OSUN network and Birkbeck in offering an exceptional and selective opportunity for intellectual growth, one which should be experienced by as many scholars as possible. I hope to return to the LCTSS in the future.

Masooma Hashemi – Bard  College Berlin, Germany; originally from Afghanistan

I am very grateful to have received an OSUN bursary to attend the 2024 London Critical Theory Summer School at Birkbeck. The opportunity to engage with highly respected academics and like-minded peers from around the world was truly inspiring. As someone with a background in politics and human rights, I was particularly eager to learn from speakers with a political focus ,but also found immense value in the sessions on social theory as well.

Learning in such a unique and stimulating environment was a privilege that allowed for significant academic and personal growth. The sessions, impeccably organised by Jacqueline Rose, Esther Leslie, and their dedicated team, provided a platform for both students and academics to share their insights. The diverse range of topics and contemporary challenges discussed within the framework of critical theory was particularly enriching.

The Summer School addressed pressing global and local issues, with participants from diverse backgrounds bringing a wide range of perspectives to the table. I greatly appreciated the ample opportunities for student engagement and the chance to hear from peers who work across different disciplines and fields, both within and outside academia.
The discussions were enhanced by participants’ personal experiences and research, making the learning experience even more dynamic and comprehensive.

Leaving the summer school with a significantly expanded reading list and a renewed sense of intellectual curiosity, I am grateful for the insights gained and the connections made. The experience reminded me that critical theory transcends institutional boundaries, and fosters a global community of engaged and thoughtful individuals.

Angela Kassis – Al Quds Bard College, Palestine

I am profoundly grateful for the OSUN bursary that allowed me to attend the Critical Theory Summer School at Birkbeck. As a student from Palestine, where there is no critical theory education, this experience was transformative. From my first day, I was exposed to a variety of perspectives and philosophies. We, the participants, had sessions regarding advocacy for transgenderism, exploring its complexities and implications. Laura Mulvey’s work on women in cinema, particularly her book “Afterimages: On Cinema, Women, and Changing Times,” sparked intriguing discussions. We dissected power dynamics in visual narratives that helped women in reclaiming agency. We also had sessions led by an advocate dedicated to fighting for black people’s rights and shared stories of ongoing injustices. These narratives resonated deeply, urging us to confront systemic racism and work toward change. What truly enriched my experience was the diverse cohort of participants. Writers, film producers, poets—they all contributed to my understanding of critical theory. We discussed global issues that made me realize that there are issues the whole world suffers from. Thanks to OSUN’s generosity and Birkbeck's hard working team, I honed my critical thinking and writing skills, and got inspired by the wisdom of scholars and the passion of activists. 
Thank you, OSUN, for making this reality possible.

Galina K. – Central European University, Vienna, Austria; originally from Russia

As a student from Russia, I kindly requested that an abbreviated version of my name be used. This is because studying at CEU and receiving a bursary from OSUN is considered a criminal act in my home country. After CEU was declared an 'undesirable organisation', Russian students risk up to five years in prison.
In my motivation letter, I expressed my desire to deepen my understanding of global political dynamics and to meet renowned critical scholars. Indeed, the LCTSS proved to be a fascinating two weeks of discussions that advanced my thinking, but I also experienced something more profound.
In an increasingly polarised and hostile world, this school offered a precious experience of care. My application was carefully considered, my first trip to the UK, including obtaining a visa, was supported and went smoothly, and I was given the opportunity to learn.
Students and acclaimed tutors from different parts of the world shared their perspectives on global changes and engaged in discussions about how to live together. Throughout, the school management made sure that everyone was seen and heard.
I hope that what I have learnt will one day be relevant in my home country. Regardless, I am grateful to be part of LCTSS and to have a sense of belonging to an international academic community.

Reem Wehbe, American University of Beirut
When I first heard about the Summer School, I was intrigued by the prospect of delving into a program that would integrate psychoanalysis with broader socio-political theories, offering tools to navigate the complexities of our social and political landscape. I could not wait to start taking a class that would dig me into a critical look at the relationship between art and theory along interdisciplinary lines and shared by communities.
Understanding that knowledge is built upon diverse experiences and challenges, I discovered great benefits in being part of the program that not only welcomed learners from different parts of the globe but also encouraged the development of their unique yet intertwined systemic realities by working together. 
The school provided an intellectual haven where we could negotiate ideas, share experiences, and explore the historical and contemporary evolution of theories. At school, we're the thought leaders where we address various issues, share experiences, and delve into the evolution of theories, both past and present. This environment pushed me to ponder about the dual nature of time, the links between yesterday and today, and the potential futures and ways of living one might aspire for. 
One session that profoundly impacted me raised compelling questions about how cinema depicts time through its materiality and narrative processes. As regards this, we discussed the relevance of those films that use footage from the archives and pre-recorded materials in contesting the traditional idea of a continuous film time. These films become an artistic tool that enables marginalized culture to rewrite itself a new story, and thus, they can present the private narrative at a public level. This technique, from a civilizational context, becomes a more central matter of consideration. By way of contrast, the film The Arbor, which is a manifesto for female narratives, accomplishes experiments with storytelling by employing precisely its formal design and the use of filmic language as structural elements to show that the feminists are now extending their narratives into the past and future.
Moreover, I found the lecture on Walter Benjamin’s writings particularly enlightening. This point was represented through the exploration of such issues as blushing, shame, and the human face, and the themes were illustrated by the examples that were drawn from the imagined dialogues with Goethe. This addressed specific topics such as the instinct of the West which is used to change forms into something else like miming, colonial theft of Africa’s silver, and humankind’s relationship with nature.
The Summer School’s remarkable combination of strict academic content and diverse intellectual ways of thinking and learning was very effective in creating a special learning environment and fostering the students' cognitive process and progress. The interactions that resulted from my collaboration with fellow students and academic scholars constructed a network that reaches beyond borders and mixes the disciplines.  I eagerly look forward to returning to this intellectually stimulating space and continuing to explore and challenge the theoretical frameworks that shape our understanding of the world.

Lais Nardon Martins - Universidade do Vale do Rio dos Sinos, Brazil

Between June 22nd and July 5th this year I had the honor and privilege of participating in the London Critical Theory Summer School at Birkbeck, University of London. To be there, I was awarded a scholarship and, among many applications, I was the recipient of the BIH International bursary -Global South champion. 
Enthusiasm, hope, euphoria, and new perspectives on the path of human rights and critical thinking are not enough words to describe the full range of knowledge and wisdom that I was able to enjoy from the excellent study schedule that was provided to us. There we had solid lectures with some of the greatest thinkers of critical theory in the world, among them, with great affection, I highlight the incredible activist Juliet Jacques, Professor Jacqueline Rose, Professor Esther Leslie, Professor Fumi Okiji, Professor Oscar Guardiola-Rivera, Professor Costa Douzinas and, the brilliant Professor Achile Mbembe.
There were hours of wisdom and transmission of knowledge. An experience that marks my academic trajectory and revealed to me how much more together we can move forward with hopes for building a future for the next generations. The Paper Cuts exhibition allowed us to learn a more about the brutality and marks of colonialism that the British Empire left in India. A great moment of reflection on colonization and its legacies, which are colonialism and coloniality.
Also, in these days elections took place in the British Empire. What marks a future of hope and renewed democracy were the elections in the United Kingdom. After 14 years the Conservative Party leaves power, the Labor party is in power with Keir Starmer as its prize. It is a milestone of a new era. Experiencing all these moments that LCTSS and Birkbeck, University of London, marks my story and leaves a feeling of optimism and hope in my heart.
All the love that lives in me thanks Professor Jacqueline Rose, Professor Esther Leslie and Professor Elia Ntaousani. You changed the course of my story. The LCTSS opened new perspectives of critical human rights thinking in my research. Clearly Birkbeck, University of London is one of the most important research and teaching centers in the world. 
I am deeply grateful for choosing me to be there.  
The future we want to build depends on all of us. And LCTSS and Birkbeck, University of London are completely in tune with the reality of our world and the legacy for future generations. It was an honor to live these days with you and all the friends I met there. You are the most fantastic and determined people I have met. Thankful for each one of you. They are all in my heart.
"I am another you and you are another me", together we are the transforming force of our world.
Finally, I leave the following poem that I was able to create in our creative session:
"Even if I make an effort to put on your shoes and put on your lenses, I can even walk the journey alongside you and enjoy the same landscape, but I will never be able to feel the pain of your feet and shed the tears from your eyes.
 I see you,
 InnSæi, 
 Inkiri,
 In Lak'ech Ala K'in." 
With all my love and gratitude living in, thank you.


Sabrina Peirce - Bard College Berlin, Germany; originally from Barbados

I am extremely grateful to have received the OSUN bursary to attend the Virtual Stream of the Critical Theory Summer School at Birbeck this year (2024). Having the opportunity to engage with esteemed scholars in critical theory and attend lectures on their research and ideas broadened my perception and understanding of many topics which I realized I had only scraped the surface of before. The ability to also reflect on these lectures with like-minded individuals from all over the world brought nuanced and personalized considerations which I deeply value. Tackling pressing world issues from a critical theory perspective granted me the opportunity to follow my thoughts in a multitude of directions, showing me that there can be a variety of ways to approach topics, some of which may coincide but also overlap, and complicated my understanding of what is a “correct” or “established” answer to questions. Moreover, the summer school allowed me to deepen my own thoughts about my region, The Caribbean, through fostering and encouraging individual perspective sharing. Furthermore it made me reflect on how to approach and develop my BA Thesis topic and gave me great insights and recommendations through my discussions with other participants and attendance of the lectures, into my topic of discussion. Empowering me to weave together my ideas at the cross sections of art, nationalism, memory politics, post colonialism and race and power. Overall, I am very appreciative for this opportunity and know that it will serve me well in my future academic, professional and personal endeavours.

Vishal Parkash – Bard College Berlin, Germany; originally from Pakistan

Attending the London Critical Theory Summer School as an online participant has been a transformative experience and I am grateful to OSUN for its generous bursary award. Despite the physical distance, the intellectual rigor and vibrant discussions made me feel deeply connected to the scholarly community. This year, the session led by Professor Jacqueline Rose on "Gaza - How to think?" was particularly impactful for me. Rose's exploration of the complexities surrounding the events since October 7, 2023, and the ensuing crisis in the Middle East provided a profound and necessary framework for understanding these urgent issues. This issue also became more important for me since the outbreak of protests in Germany. 
Through this session, I learned about the multifaceted nature of Zionism, the catastrophic injustices faced by Palestinians, and the challenges of reconciling these narratives within the broader context of international politics and human rights. Professor Rose's insights into the dissident tradition of Zionism and literary works from within the conflict helped me grasp the historical and contemporary dimensions of this deeply polarizing issue. Her discussion on the forms of psychic and political impasse illuminated the obstacles to a viable future and underscored the importance of critical thinking in addressing these challenges.
Through the 2 weeks, the breakout sessions were also pretty vital in making connections and engaging in deeper conversations with fellow participants. These smaller group discussions allowed for more intimate and focused debates, fostering a sense of camaraderie and shared purpose among attendees. Additionally, the debate on the last day was particularly interesting to watch, providing a platform for a robust exchange of ideas and perspectives that encapsulated the essence of the Summer School. Being part of this vibrant community, even virtually, was a great experience. 
The London Critical Theory Summer School embodies a commitment to challenging conventional thought and fostering critical inquiry. Its mission to cultivate a deeper understanding of societal structures and its vision of empowering individuals to enact social change resonates deeply with my own academic and personal aspirations. Via this experience, every layer of my identity: the journalist, activist, cultural buff, debater, history nerd, and social entrepreneur, is catered to. As part of this summer school and beyond now, I am not fragmented by my nuanced identity but whole.
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