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Core Project Reduction 

The ICI Berlin announces 12 post-doctoral fellowships for the Academic Years 2020–22 
Application deadline: 19 January 2020 (23:59 CET) 

 

Critical discourse has little patience with reduction. 
One of its most devastating charges levelled against 
theories, analyses, and descriptions is that of being 
reductive. Conceptual frameworks are dismissed for 
being impoverished, ontologies rejected for being 
too poor, descriptions for being too sparse or flat. 
And conversely, to call something ‘irreducible’ 
seems to confer an immediate and indisputable dig-
nity to it. Yet the history of knowledge and in par-
ticular the history of science cannot be told without 
acknowledging the importance of reductionist 
paradigms, from Stoic physics or mechanistic ma-
terialism to cybernetics and structuralism. Any at-
tempt to reject these paradigms has to contend with 
their ambiguous effects, such as their ability to gen-
erate radical innovations even when they are ulti-
mately considered to have failed. Reductionisms 
indeed make the theoretical landscape more com-
plex even as they seek to account for more with less 
and to achieve deeper understanding through uni-
fied theories.  

What lies at the root of such different attitudes to-
wards ‘reduction’ and how might their tensions be 
made productive? Reductionist and anti-
reductionist positions are generally seen as polar 
opposites and often aligned with the alleged ‘two 
cultures’ — the natural sciences and the humanities, 
with the social sciences somewhere in between and 
internally split. Furthermore, ‘reduction’ has always 
had at least two distinct meanings: on the one hand, 
the vernacular sense of a quantity’s diminishment or 
a quality’s devalorization, and on the other hand the 
Latinate roots of ‘re-ducere’, bringing something 
back to something else, without necessarily imply-
ing a hierarchy in quantity, scale, or value. Yet, the 
notion of ‘reduction’ can also help dissolve rather 
than establish boundaries. Contracting its multiple 
dimensions and extending across virtually all fields 
of inquiry, reduction can indeed generate unex-
pected or errant resonances, interferences, and en-
tanglements without losing its sense of direction, 
orientation, and analytical purchase.  

The ICI Berlin’s new core project will explore the 
critical potentials of notions and practices of ‘reduc-
tion’ within and across different fields and ap-
proaches, from the sciences, technology, and the 
arts, to feminist, queer, and decolonial approaches, 
inquiring in particular into the transversality of dif-
ferent economies of reduction and the possibilities 
of escaping the seemingly unquestionable premium 
placed on production. 

The significance of reduction is perhaps most evi-
dent in relation to complexity. Quite plausibly, 
nothing could be described, understood, or done 
without reducing complexity. While this insight 
deflates accusations of reductiveness and establishes 
a common ground across all fields, it also shifts at-
tention to the ways in which reductions are per-
formed: It can be done sparingly — taking com-
plexity as a limited resource to be saved and eco-
nomized — or liberally — treating complexity as a 
bounded, even conserved quantity that can be dif-
ferently distributed. In the latter case, the relevant 
question is not how much one reduces, but which 
complexities one seeks to enhance at the price of 
which reductions, or which focus one sets and nar-
rows in order to allow for greater complexity within 
it. While a trade-off between reduced complexity in 
some respects and increased complexity in others 
suggests a zero-sum game of reduction and com-
plexity — or a competition over finite attention — 
reduction can also be reconciled with a logic of 
growth: division of labour not only increases overall 
production, but can also promise the emergence of 
new and greater complexities. Such is the premise of 
intersectional, trans- or multidisciplinary endeav-
ours that combine different knowledge systems, 
each defined by its specific reduction, with the ex-
pectation that complexities not merely add up but 
multiply.  



 

Yet the belief in unlimited growth, fuelled in the 
second half of the twentieth-century by a ‘new’, 
post-Newtonian science of complexity, emergence, 
and self-organization, may well be the product of a 
selective perception: the constructive interferences 
that are welcomed are generally balanced by de-
structive ones, and periods of catastrophic collapse 
are an integral part of self-organizing systems maxi-
mizing complexity. Furthermore, and alternatively 
or laterally to visions of accumulated reductions and 
emergent complexities, there remains in all fields of 
inquiry the guiding ideal of being clear and distinct, 
even simple. The sciences may be more deliberat-
ively reductive in their theorizing and experiment-
ing, but attempting to grasp the core of a phenom-
enon, issue, or question by stripping away all that is 
incidental and distracting, characterizes also the 
writing and modelling practices within the humani-
ties, the arts, and design. While this resonates no 
doubt with ideas of efficiency and parsimony, even 
ascesis or austerity, techniques of concentration and 
condensation, intensification and subtraction also 
exceed economic considerations and constitute arts 
of knowing and forms of life.  

The ancient technologies of the self, whose practi-
tioners sought to rid themselves of the devastating 
effects of the passions, were compared by Plotinus 
to the work of the sculptor, regarded at the time as 
the paradigmatic art of reduction: while a painter 
proceeded through addition, a sculptor was thought 
to free an image from a block of marble through 
subtraction alone. Pierre Hadot has argued that 
Western philosophy was initially a ‘spiritual exer-
cise’ aimed at transforming the self and its vision of 
the world. On his account, philosophy turned into a 
purely theoretical ‘handmaid of theology’ under the 
influence of medieval scholasticism, which deferred 
practices of the self to Christian mysticism and eth-
ics. Medieval female mystics, in particular, intensi-
fied such practices and retained a strong bodily di-
mension in ways that would resonate through the 
centuries — from Catherine of Siena to Simone 
Weil — but techniques of the self also return in 
René Descartes’s ‘methodological solipsism’ and 
again in Edmund Husserl’s ‘eidetic’ and ‘transcen-
dental reductions’. Even modern processes of 
mechanization seem to acquire a life of their own: 
The partial mechanization of the assembly line, for 
example, reduced complex manual labour to stand-
ardized bodily movements, which could then be 
translated into fully automated production pro-
cesses and enable further technical evolutions. And 
reductive paradigms have periodically revitalized 
the arts, from neo-classicism to modernist design, 

from abstraction to minimalist investments or self-
imposed arbitrary restrictions and aleatoric princi-
ples. 

The ICI Berlin welcomes contributions from a wide 
variety of fields and disciplines, pertaining, for ex-
ample, to ‘reduction’ and 

• ‘simple forms’ in literature, such as riddle, 
anecdote, joke, haiku 

• (critiques of) ‘essentialism’ 
• emphatic notions of form and morphology 
• challenges to relationism brought forth by 

decolonial thought, the antisocial turn in 
queer theory, or Afropessimism 

• theories of extinction, socio-ecological sus-
tainability, degrowth, and postdevelop-
ment 

• the legislation of universal laws and their 
application to specific cases 

• repression, regression, and libidinal ec-
onomies 

• Gilbert Simondon’s notions of ‘transduc-
tion’, ‘concretization’, and the ‘rapproche-
ment between the living being and the 
technical object’ 

• neo-vitalist celebrations of matter’s inher-
ent productivity in affect theory or feminist 
new materialism 

• functionalist architecture, ‘form follows 
function’ 

• cultural critique, ideas of a ‘simple life’, and 
so-called ‘primitivisms’  

• considerations of the quotidian, repetitive 
routine, habituation 

• dieting, fasting, eating disorders, in relation 
to asceticism, self-starvation, but also gen-
der norms 

• aesthetics of the void, silence, slowness 
• techniques and politics of meditation and 

withdrawal, lightness and simplicity 
• revaluations of surfaces, immanence as ab-

stention from (hermeneutic) ‘depths’ 
• theories of modernity highlighting ration-

alization and efficient modes of production 
• data compression, pattern recognition, al-

gorithmic handling of big data  
• deflationary accounts of truth, selfhood, ac-

tion, etc. 



 

The ICI Berlin invites scholars from all disciplines 
to engage in a joint exploration of ‘Reduction’. We 
especially welcome applications from individuals 
who will contribute to diversity and equal oppor-
tunity in scholarly research. 

The committed exchange between fellows is a cent-
ral aim of the Institute. Applicants should be inter-
ested in a theoretical reflection on the conceptual 
and intellectual basis of their projects and in dis-
cussing it with fellows from other disciplines. In 
particular, fellows will be expected to participate in 
the weekly colloquia, bi-weekly informal meetings, 
and other activities of the Institute, to contribute to 
a common publication, and to be resident in Berlin 
for the duration of the fellowship. 

The fellowships announced are for the academic 
years 2020-22 (14 September 2020 – 15 July 2022). 
There is no age limit, but applicants should have 
obtained their doctoral degree within ten years of 
the date of appointment or have submitted their 
dissertation by the time of application. Stipends 
range from EUR 1900 to 2100 per month. 

Interested applicants are referred to the application 
instructions. 

Application deadline: 19 January 2020 (23:59 
CET) 

    


