57% Basel Renaissance Colloquium
Friday, 14 November 2025

Renaissance (Dis)possession

The nature of possession in the Renaissance was to be contested. How could it have been oth-
erwise? A rising merchant class owned more things than ever before, but emergent credit sys-
tems led to ruinous loss and repossession. A fractious and divided church alternatively clung
to and purged worldly goods, finding new uses for buildings and grounds. The idea of self-
possession was articulated as inherent to humanity even as it was denied to an ever-larger
number of enslaved individuals. Imperial claims were staked not only through force but also
by simple assertion, dispossessing indigenous communities of ancestral lands. Evolving notions
of authorship meant that something as immaterial as an idea came to be considered a product
of the self, which could unjustly be taken by others. In all of these domains, declarations were
met with counter-arguments in constant (re)negotiations of claims of rightful ownership.

The 57th Basel Renaissance Colloquium seeks to reevaluate processes of possession and dispos-
session. Though the legal sphere often provided a theater in which Renaissance dramas of
claim and counter-claim played out, and while this period saw plenty of outright theft, the
Colloquium will not focus primarily on legal definitions and decisions. Rather, we are inter-
ested in how contesting rights of (dis)possession in the Renaissance revealed or produced epis-
temological fissures in the “who, what, where, when, and why” of rightful possession in the
first place. Possessions could easily become embroiled in dispute simply because the actions of
owning, saving, hiding, or retaining were incongruently understood by different groups or
within divergent segments of the social fabric. In turn, the very notions of, conceptual frame-
works for, and practices of (dis)possession will be our principal concern.

The discrepancies in perceiving and constructing legitimacies around rightful ownership open
onto broad historical questions: how were notions of (self-)possession understood, shared, ex-
tended, or withdrawn? Under which circumstances was the very idea of possession disavowed
or rejected out of hand? How did certain groups assert affiliation to, and singular inheritance
of, previous artistic and philosophical traditions? What can incompatible legal codes and daily
practices around enslavement reveal about contemporary conceptions of the human? How did
conflict in colonial spaces reveal alternative conceptions of property? And what modes of rep-
resentation produced either durable or contestable claims to ownership?

Renaissance (Dis)possession is intended as an interdisciplinary forum open to (and seeking to
combine) social, political, intellectual, and art historical methods. The colloquium will allow
for individual presentations of about 30 minutes in length, followed by questions and a final
roundtable discussion.



