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This is an excerpt from the essay,
first published in the catalogue:
Jordan Grabul - objects, 20. II - 10. III 1970.
Preface by Boris Petkovski
Museum of Contemporary Art Skopje
1970
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COUNCIL OF THE FUND - THE FEDERAL COMMITTEE
OF THE COUNCIL OF THE ASSOCIATION OF VETERANS
OF THE NATIONAL LIBERATION WAR OF YUGOSLAVIA
No. 0108-147-2
26.VI 1970
Belgrade
DECISION
The Council of the Fund for Awards of the Federal Committee of the Federal Association of Veterans
of the National Liberation War of Yugoslavia, at the session on the 15th of June 1970, decided to award
12 prizes this year, to creative works fostering the revolutionary tradition of the People’s Liberation
War, as follows:
........................
In the area of artistic work:
1. Borko Lazeski
For the fresco of the National Liberation War in the lobby hall of the Railway Station in Skopje.
At the time when it was realized in the hall of the Railway Station in Skopje, the fresco by Borko
Lazeski, which was created between 1952 and 1956, was regarded as a work of exceptional artistic
power and value and as a significant contribution to the Macedonian and Yugoslav monumental
painting - a profoundly engaged artistic work that successfully conveys the spirit and meaning of
the People’s Liberation War. Through the language of contemporary art, relying on the experience of
the Cubists, Picasso and the monumental paintings of Mexico, while incorporating tradition - and in
particular medieval painting in Macedonia - Lazeski solved a complex and complicated task. By relying on the support of both tradition and contemporary painting and freeing himself from restraints,
he developed his own expression and with simple means managed to portray, on a huge surface of 225
m2, the disturbing story of the invasion of the enemy, the suffering and the resistance of the people.
Although this work was, for the most part destroyed by the catastrophe in Skopje1, through its reproduction in numerous publications, it continues to forever emit its humane message. From the time of
its creation (1956) to the catastrophe in Skopje (1963), the fresco was seen by a vast number of people,
who have kept it alive in their memory. Thus, during the time of its existence, it fundamentally fulfilled its function.

1

Catastrophic earthquake in Skopje 1963 (editor’s note)

Belgrade, 29th of June 1970.

BORKO LAZESKI
Extracts of Lectures by Borko Lazeski at the National University, June 1953

Monumental Wallpainting and Socialism
Some Issues of Art in Socialism

From the liberation2 up until today, one of the most important questions of our cultural and artistic activity is: how our socialism - still under construction - can create its own art, which will both
emerge from our conditions and be a reflection of them, but will also be an effective aid in raising
the level of awareness and the general elevation of our society as a whole.
In general, since 1945, a great deal has happened in this field in order to achieve the above stated
requirement.
The first stage was the renunciation of the civic - bourgeois fine art of former Yugoslavia3 which
had and still has no connection with the Yugoslav society of today. The renunciation of this kind of
art was accompanied by the acceptance of another artistic conception, known as Socialist Realism.
During the few years that Socialist Realism lasted in this region, it did not yield any results. And it
could not do so. It did not even yield any significant results in the place where it was born, in the USSR.
Why did Socialist Realism fail to yield results both in the USSR and in our own country?
Because it is an artificial creation and its artistic form is borrowed from another artform, which
was born and developed under completely different societal conditions. Namely, the artistic form
of Socialist Realism was a form of Imperial-Russian art, which in turn borrowed from the European
art of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th century, which itself was rooted in the Renaissance. So,
an artform and artistic expression that has endured so much regrafting (which occurred in various
societal conditions , all of which were nevertheless based on similar civic-bourgeois foundations)...
a form of artistic expression which has been entirely usurped and is completely out of date, in the
USSR, they want to adapt and regraft once more to a completely new content, within a context which
is entirely different from the one in which this form was born. Their greatest reason for using this
form of artistic expression is that this form is understandable and closer to the wider masses - and
that therefore, through this form, art would be able to reach the masses.....However, this assumption
is incorrect and I can here only add that there are other more popular, more clearly expressed artistic means with which to achieve this...Using essentially foreign tools of expression, Socialist Realism
failed, and resulted only in weak, unoriginal, outdated, ineffective, even reactionary works of art.

2
3

Editor’s note: This refers to the period after the Second World War
Refers to the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in the period between 1929 and 1945

BORKO LAZESKI
Extracts of Lectures by Borko Lazeski at the National University, June 1953
Monumental Wallpainting and Socialism, Some Issues of Art in Socialism

Socialist Realism, because it is an artificial and forced creation (and therefore non-dialectical), like
any form of agression or violence, cannot yield results. A fortunate circumstance saved our art from
becoming deeper involved with this reactionary artistic conception. With the elimination of this
artistic conception, one group of artists - the older generation, i.e. those who were ‘formed’ during
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia - swiftly returned to the artistic forms of this previous Yugoslavia, or
in other words, to the forms of French painting of the second half of the 20th century.
Another group of artists, primarily from the younger generations that became established after the liberation, turned to what has been created in the West over the past 40 years, i.e., from
cubism onwards.
We concluded that Socialist Realism was not effective and failed to produce lasting works of art
that are reflections of their own time - mainly because it was borrowed, and continues to borrow,
forms of expression that are foreign. Our own contemporary fine art rests mainly on the older generation of artists, whose works gained their ultimate form of artistic expression from the Kingdom
of Yugoslavia (whose form was entirely ‘borrowed’ from the French civic-bourgeois art of the second
half of the 19th century - Impressionism, Expressionism, Fauvism, Cezanne, Van Gogh, etc.) and from
which it does not differ at all - except for the fact that those art movements are original, and ours
is a copy. Can any contemporary content be reflected in this ‘copy’ of art? Does this type of art perform the function that the fine arts should perform in our society? Is it effective?
If it does not, why is that so? And what does the question consist of? I think that this form of fine
art does not even partially reflect our present ‘content’, i.e. our society, and as such it does not
play a positive role and is not effective. The reason for this is that this form of art and the content
of this kind of painting are incompletely borrowed from a different place, time and society. It is no
longer a matter of grafting alien forms to some new content, but simply copying one artistic style,
along with its form, technique, motives, aesthetics, i.e. for an even bigger type of ‘grafting’...
The civil society in France, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, etc. created a painting style adapted to its
needs and its place, according to its taste and desires, a style that completely performed its function in those societies, because it was born from their content... It has its own purpose, place and
format, it uses its own materials and technique, theme and style – and although it is insignificant,

BORKO LAZESKI
Extracts of Lectures by Borko Lazeski at the National University, June 1953
Monumental Wallpainting and Socialism, Some Issues of Art in Socialism

descriptive and weak, nevertheless it has its own identity. The fact that this kind of fine art developed in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia is quite understandable. However, the contemporary return to
this form of artistic expression represents the line of least resistance, ignoring the inherent issues
and avoiding the struggle to resolve and overcome them (which is no easy task). It is a form of capitulation - which will have lasting consequences. That is why this form of fine art is not effective in
contemporary conditions and cannot be an expression of its own time.
I have spoken about a part of contemporary Western art, because from it we can learn a great deal,
since it is essentially the result of the the study of the entire work of art created by man - but it is
also necessary to have a critical attitude towards it in order to embrace only those aspects which
can be relevant for expressing our essence. That is how it has been wih every artistic epoch...
If we make a short summary, we will see that none of those three artistic conceptions or forms of
fine art, neither Socialist Realism, nor the artistic conception of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, nor the
unconditional reliance on contemporary western directions of fine art, have yielded positive results.
They have been unable to create an effective art form of the socialist society...
-

These extracts from university lectures by the artist Borko
Lazeski (from June 1953 at the National University), are from the
archives of the Museum of Contemporary Art Skopje.
They have been selected and edited by the artist Nada Prlja and
are a part of the catalogue which is published to coincide with the
artist’s exhibition Subversion to Red at the
PAVILION OF THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA
AT THE 58TH INTERNATIONAL ART EXHIBITION
- LA BIENNALE DI VENEZIA
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Subversion
to Red
projects
Red-iness:
Robespierre
Red-iness: Gestalt
Red Discussion 1
Humane
Communism
by
Nada Prlja
Artist Book published in conjunction with the exhibition Subversion to Red
PAVILION OF THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA
AT TH E 58TH INTERNATIONAL ART EXHIBITION
- LA BIENNALE DI VENEZIA

1

proj
ects

Nada Prlja’s project Subversion to Red provocatively stimulates the search for alternative
forms of art and socio-political formations, by
revisiting specific concepts and societal models
from the past. The interdisciplinary exhibition, in which installation and performative
practices co-exist, exemplifies the Macedonian
artist’s highly particular theoretical and visual approach in the world of art today.
The Subversion to Red project encourages a
return to the ‘forgotten’ notions of idealism
and ideology, as a form of motivation in contemporary society. It proposes a re-reading
and a de/re-construction of the postulates of
Marxist theory and Leftist thought, in order to
seek their compatibility with today’s society,
by introducing subversive qualities and the
playfulness of the artist’s practice, as a way of
indirectly influencing reality.
The project strives to develop a certain anarchistic imaginary of politics - in other words,
a ‘politics of subversion’, the subversion of the
rigid communism of the 20th century, while at
the same time striving to subvert the cruelty
of the current, economy driven capitalism.
This booklet features four different projects
from Subversion to Red: two single screen
video works Red-iness: Gestalt and Red-iness:
Robespierre; a performative workshop Humane
Communism and a live art event, the performative discussion Red Discussion 1.

4
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RED-INESS
A SERIES OF VIDEO WORKS
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED

Subversion to Red is a project that encourages a return
of the idea of communism, by seeking to revive the notion
of idealism in contemporary society as an alternative
form of motivation. Subversion to Red is inspired by the
experimental cinema movement ‘Black Wave’ from the
time of socialist Yugoslavia and its protagonist film directors Makavejev, Zilnik and Petrovic, who in their films
juxtapose communist ideas with the liberal atmosphere
of the end of the 60’s. Likewise, the project Subversion to
Red seeks to introduce humanist ideals into the realm of
the symbolic imagery of communism.
As highlighted by Adela Demetja, ‘Subversion to Red argues against the notions of domination, the adoration of
heroes and the blind submission to the Party, all notions
that characterized socialist movements around the world
in the 20th century. Instead, it fosters the ‘unrealized
dream of socialism’ (Buden 2008), the liberation of the
soul and body, supporting self-irony, love, human errors
and naivety - aspects of human nature that were neglected during the ‘old wave’ of socialism. ‘

1.
Marx, Karl. (Letter to Arnold Ruge), quoted in a
speech from Rani Radovi [Early Works] directed
by Želimir Žilnik (1969). Acted by Milja Vujanovic
and Bogdan Tirnanic.
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Red-iness is a series of video performances that explore
the idea of ‘time collapse’ and the applicability of past
concepts in the present. In the film Early Works (1969) directed by Želimir Žilnik, excerpts from a letter written by
Karl Marx to his friend and fellow political philosopher
Arnold Ruge, are read out aloud:
...In the eyes of the despot, men are always debased. They
drown before his eyes and on his behalf, in the mire
of common life, from which they always rise up again.
Muta pecora, prona et ventri oboedientia. [“The herd is
silent, docile and obeys its stomach.”] For our part, it is
our task to drag the old world into the full light of day
and to give positive shape to a new one...1
Early Works was conceived as an attempt to re-introduce
Marxist ideals to the demoralised and devalued form of
Socialism that existed in former Yugoslavia in the 1960s.
Similar re-appropriations of certain motivational speeches were carried out in public life at the time. For example,
Žilnik filmed actor Stevo Žigon addressing students in
Belgrade during protests in 1968, capturing him re-reading Maximilien de Robespierre’s famous speech from the
French Revolution.
In Žilnik’s film and Žigon’s speech, we witness how certain
concepts can be applicable and become a driving force
for change in different times and conditions. A series of
video works by Prlja - entitled Red-iness - embodies this
same process, whilst raising the question of how far these
re-enacted speeches might still be relevant today.
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RED-INESS: ROBESPIERRE
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED

The video performance Red-iness:
Robespierre refers to Stevo Žigon’s
re-appropriation of Robespierre’s famous speech, while addressing students
in Belgrade during protests in 1968, as
captured in Žilnik’s film Early Works
(1969).
Prlja invited the artists Briony Clarke
and Sarah Cockings to collaboratively
re-examine and question the extent to
which these re-enacted speeches can be
applicable in today’s society and in what
manner they might become a driving
force for change in our time.

Rani Radovi [Early Works]
directed by Želimir Žilnik
Acted by Milja Vujanovic and Bogdan Tirnanic
1969
8
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Image on this and following pages:
Nada Prlja
Red-iness: Robespierre
2013
6 min, colour, loop, documentation
of 2 hour workshop
Photo: Video stills © Nada Prlja
Courtesy of Calvert 22 Foundation
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Our youth shouldn’t exhaust itself.
Freedom and love are inexhaustible, madam.
Your love is nothing but an athletic contest. It’s carnal love.
Abstinence is unhealthy, inhuman, and what’s more,
counter-revolutionary!
Any child must know what’s sweetest. The crotch!
Our road to the future must be life positive.
Comrades. Between socialism and physical love, there can
be no conflict.
Socialism must not exclude human pleasure from its program.
The October revolution was ruined when it rejected free love!
Frustrate the young sexually and they’ll recklessly take to
other illicit thrills:
pilfering, burglary and assorted crimes, knifings, alcoholism,
political riots with flags flying, battling the police like
pre-war communists.
What we need is a liberated youth in a crime-free world!
If we are to achieve this, we must allow free love!
In our democracy, everyone is entitled to a doughnut.
Some get the doughnut. others get the hole in the doughnut.
It would seem that the main problem is the hole.
There’s your class-structured society.
Males stop being men and turn into common swine!

Ejucatulatio Praecox.
Shame on you! That’s your problem.
Real men know how to live their lives without asking for anyone’s permission.
Sweet oblivion is the masses’ demand!
Deprive them of free love and they’ll seize everything else!
That led to revolution. It lead to fascism and doomsday.
How Man Became a Giant.
Deutschland uber alles!
The goose-stepping, mass-making orgasm!
The bloodstream orgasm of the alcoholic or junkie!
The cerebral orgasm of dogmatists or religious mystics!
The muscular orgasm of compulsive workers, athletes
and artists!
Deprive youth of their right to the sweet electricity of sex,
and you rob them of their mental health!
Children and youth are entitled to the happiness of the
genital embrace.
Back to our own, our true human nature!
Restore to every individual the right to love.
Freedom for the individual is freedom for all!
Without love, life isn’t worth a thing.

So we’re all idiots?
Yes! Idiocy is the right word for your condition.
You’re resigned to your social and sexual misery!
No excitement can ever equal the elemental force of the orgasm.
That’s why politics attracts those amongst us whose orgasm is
substandard, defective, disturbed or premature.

Excerpt of text from the speech
performed by Milena Dravic, in the film:
W.R. Mysteries of the Organism
Directed by Dušan Makavejev
1971
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RED-INESS: GESTALT
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED

The video performance Red-iness: Gestalt, reintroduces
and re-appropriates a famous scene from Dušan Makavejev’s film W.R. Mysteries of the Organism (1971), the scene
in which a radical speech, originally performed by Milena
Dravic, preaches about the potential benefits of enlightenment, the orgasm and free love and their ability to inform
true revolution.
Prlja invited some of her students and the artist Kai-Oi
Jay Yung, to collaboratively re-examine and question how
the re-enactment of this radical speech might be applicable as a way of reflecting on the past and become a driving
force for change in our time. Prlja’s video performance
transferring the critique of aspects of socialism
expressed in the scene from Makaveyev’s film, to the
present day, continuing to question the relationship
between individual pleasure and emancipation and
current capitalist power structures.

Images on this and the following pages:
Nada Prlja
Red-iness: Gestalt
2013
21 min, colour, loop, documentation of 6
hour workshop
Photo Video stills © Nada Prlja
Courtesy of Calvert 22 Foundation

Images on this and the following pages:
Nada Prlja
Red-iness: Gestalt
2013
21 min, colour, loop,
documentation of 6 hour workshop
Photo Video stills © Nada Prlja
Courtesy of Calvert 22 Foundation
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HUMANE COMMUNISM
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED

Workshop organised
by TAL Tirana Art Lab.
Workshop participants: Aurora
Kalemi, Mirjana Meçaj, Lucas Vogt,
Ruzmira Beqiraj Bejaj.
Held at the National Gallery of Arts,
Tirana, Albania

1
http://www.tiranaartlab.org/double-feature/
double-feature-4-nikolin-bujari-nada-prlja
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Subversion to Red is a project that encourages a return
of the idea of communism, by seeking to revive the notion
of idealism in contemporary society as an alternative
form of motivation. The project ‘Subversion to Red’ is inspired by the experimental cinema movement ‘Black Wave’
deriving from the time of socialist Yugoslavia and its
protagonist film directors Makavejev, Zilnik and Petrovic,
who in their films juxtapose communist ideas with the
liberal atmosphere of the end of the 60’s. Likewise, the
project “Subversion to Red” seeks to introduce humanist
ideals into the realm of the symbolic imagery of communism.
Two works from Nada Prlja Subversion to Red project
were exhibited at TAL, Tirana Art Lab, as part of Double
Feature #4,: the video work Redi-ness – Gestalt (2013). and
Humane Communism (2016). The video work Redi-ness –
Gestalt, consisting of the re-enactment of a speech acted
by Milena Dravic in Makavejev’s film W.R. Mysteries of
the Organism (1971), was originally commissioned by and
shown at the Calvert 22 Foundation in London, as part of
exhibition ‘...how is it towars the East?’. Humane Communism is a series of potographs resulting from a workshop
and intervention proposed and conducted by Prlja and
organised by TAL, in May 2016, at the National Gallery
of Art in Tirana, The intervention in the public space of
the city of Tirana, involved the participants of the workshop being asked to enagege with a series of monumental
socialist-era statues, developing an intimate and tactile
relationship/exchange with the statues and the other
participants of the workshop, which aimed at creating an
image of a more ‘Humane Communism’.
As highlighted by Adela Demetya in her original text
introducing the exhibition at TAL, ‘Subversion to Red argues against the notions of domination, the adoration of
heroes and the blind submission to the Party, all notions
that characterized socialist movements around the world
in the 20th century. Instead, it fosters the ‘unrealized
dream of socialism’ (Buden 2008), the liberation of the
soul and body, supporting self-irony, love, human errors
and naivety - aspects of human nature that were neglected during the ‘old wave’ of socialism.’1
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HUMANE COMMUNISM
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED
TEXT BY ADELA DEMETJA

‘Double Feature’ is an event format introduced by Tirana
Art Lab in 2014, with the aim of displaying two artistic
positions to the regional and international audience,
within the gallery space of TAL. Double Feature # 4
brought together the work of the Macedonian artist
Nada Prlja and the Albanian artist Nikolin Bujari. The
fourth Double Feature was part of Heroes We Love.
Ideology, Identity and Socialist Art in New Europe, a
multidisciplinary collaboration project focusing on
the socialist legacy in 20th-century European art. It
involves various partners from both institutional and
non-institutional sectors in Central and Eastern Europe,
with the aim of relating contemporary art practices to
research and involving the wider public with reflecting
on art from the socialist-era in its cultural, social, and
political context.
After organizing the international conference The Art
of the Socialist Period between Contempt, Fetishism
and Transition in April 2016, with the participation of
curators, art historians and scholars, Tirana Art Lab
engaged younger contemporary artists with the project,
inviting them to reflect upon and develop interventions
on selected socialist era monuments with the motto
‘Socialist Heroes Revisited’. The interventions and
workshops aimed at stimulating public debate, initiate
new interpretations and envisage the potentials of the
art works of the past.
As part of Double Feature # 4 at TAL, two works by
Nada Prlja continued and extended the debate related
to the re-evaluation of the socialist legacy. Humane
Communism (2016)was a series of photographs
documenting the workshop of the same title conducted
by Prlja and organized by TAL in May 2016. The workshop
40
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and intervention at the National Gallery of Art in
Tirana, aimed at creating an image of a more ‘Humane
Communism’, where the participants of the workshop
were invited to show love and care towards the old
socialist monuments, by hugging, caressing, kissing and
cleaning them - together daydreaming of a system that
might alter or alleviate the cruelty of current or new
systems to come. As evidenced by the photographs, the
participants not only established a different relationship
with the monuments of the past, but at the same time
they recreated and reinforced the relationship between
each other. Here, a sense of care and appreciation was
evident, as well as a possible way of creating community
as an approach within the present.
The second work was the video Red-iness – Gestalt (2013),
consisting of the re-enactment of a speech originally
performed by the actress Milena Dravic in the film W.R.
Mysteries of the Organism (1971), by Dušan Makavejev. Her
radical speech preaches about the benefits of the orgasm,
free love, enlightenment and their ability to inform true
revolution, highlighting at the same time the connection
between repression in authoritarian regimes and sexual
neurosis. In Redi-ness – Gestalt, through the strategy
of reenactment, Prlja transfers those concerns and
critique of socialism to the present day, continuing the
questioning of the relationship of individual pleasure
and emancipation and the current power structures in
the ‘so called‘ global capitalism.
Redi-ness – Gestalt is part of the ongoing project
Subversion to Red in which Prlja and her collaborators
reflect on the possibility of returning to the idea
of communism, by seeking to revive the notion of
idealism in contemporary society as an alternative
form of motivation. In “Subversion to Red” Prlja, aims
to reconsider some of the communist principles while
introducing humanist ideals into the symbolic imagery of
communism and in this way reimagining the future.
Many are those who believe that the current domination
of capitalism is not to be considered as a permanent
42

condition, also believe that ‘the communist hypothesis‘
can be rediscovered and may be able to reassert itself in a
new mode. Among those, who in the face of current liberal,
free-market capitalism call for the reconsideration of
the principles of communism, is Alain Badiou. To make
a stand against the idea of the world defined through
capital, it is necessary, as Badiou put it in The Meaning
of Sarkozy (2010), to claim the existence of only one world,
that of all united human beings. It is also necessary to
be anchored and to maintain a position that proposes a
universal and transcendental truth, whose meaning and
value is not defined through the service of wealth and the
reality of the cultural climate.
Badiou proposes eight points as possibilities to hold
on to: Point 1. Assume that all workers labouring here
belong here, and must be treated on a basis of equality,
and respected accordingly - indeed honoured - especially
workers of foreign origin.
Point 2. Art as creation, whatever its epoch and
nationality, is superior to culture as consumption, no
matter how contemporary.
Point 3. Science, which is inherently free, is absolutely
superior to technology, even and especially when the
technology is profitable.
Point 4. Love must be reinvented (what we can call the
‘Rimbaud point’), but also quite simply defended.
Point 5. Any sick person who asks for a doctor to treat
them should be examined and treated as well as possible,
in the present conditions of medicine as the doctor
understands these, and unconditionally with respect
to age, nationality, ‘culture’, administrative status or
financial resources (this is the Hippocratic point).
Point 6. Any process that is intended to serve as a
fragment of a politics of emancipation must be held
superior to any managerial necessity.
43

Point 7. A newspaper that belongs to rich managers does
not have to be read by someone who is neither a manager
nor rich.
Point 8. There is only one world.
Subversion to Red is therefore a project that aims at
maintaining a point outside of the reality of the ‘so called’
global capitalism. It is not a coincidence that it was part
of TAL‘s programme, which with its practice, likewise
tries to resist the service of wealth by structuring its
conceptual, operational and managerial practice based
on the concept of rhizome. It is deeply rooted both in
the Albanian cultural context and new experimental
methodologies in terms of research, production and
management. In this manner TAL resists politicization,
polarization and neo-colonial practices which pervade
the contemporary local and/or global cultural scene.

This and following pages:
Nada Prlja
Humane Communism
2016
Workshop
Workshop documentation, 20 Photographs.
Held at the National Gallery of Arts, Tirana,
Albania. Organised by TAL Tirana Art Lab.
Photo © Nada Prlja, Daniel Serafimovski and TAL
.Courtesy of TAL and the artist.
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is a curator and author born in 1984 in Tirana, Albania. She holds a master in “Curatorial
and Critical Studies” of Städelschule and
Goethe University, Frankfurt/Main, Germany.
She is the director of Tirana Art Lab – Center for Contemporary Art, Albania’s leading
independent art institution, which she established in 2010. As an independent curator
she has organized, managed and curated numerous international exhibitions and events in various European countries and the US. In 2018 she was awarded the CEC ArtsLink
International Fellowship and was a curator in residency
at Portland Institute of Contemporary Art, Oregon, US. In
2016, she was appointed curator of Focus: Ex-Yugoslavia and
Albania at viennacontemporary international art fair,
Vienna, Austria. In 2015 she co-curated the Third Edition of
the International Contemporary Project Biennale D-0 Ark
Underground taking place in the anti-atom shelter build by
Tito in Konjic, Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Other thematic exhibitions she has curated include: 9 Hours
Away, Portland Institute for Contemporary Art, Portland,
Oregon; The Aesthetic of the Small Act, at Action Field Kodra Festival in Thessaloniki, Voices of Truth, in Villa Romana in Florence, Italy; Feedback 1989, Dajti Hotel in Tirana, Albania; My Space Tirana – Berlin, Gallery of Art Art Academy
Tirana, Zeta Gallery, in Tirana and Haus am Lützowplatz, in
Berlin, Germany. As an author, she writes exhibition reviews,
catalogue texts and articles for various online platforms and
publications in Albania and Europe.
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Live art event
Red Discussion 1
by Nada Prlja
participants
Dave Beech
Hannah Black
Gail Day
Mark Fisher
Nina Power
Vlad Morariu
essay by
Lina Džuverovi

Art Book published in conjunction with the exhibition Subversion to Red
PAVILION OF THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA
AT THE 58TH INTERNATIONAL ART EXHIBITION - LA BIENNALE DI VENEZIA
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RED DISCUSSION 1
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED

The Red Discussion events are part of Nada Prlja's project Subversion to Red. The first event, Red Discussion 1, was held at
Calvert 22 Gallery, London, UK. Speakers included the renowned
theorists: Dave Beech, Hannah Black, Gail Day, Mark Fisher
and Nina Power. The event was moderated by Vlad Morariu who,
positioned within the cental void of the table, coordinated the
dynamics of the event, identifying and writing keywords and
phrases from the discussion onto the surface of the table, while
intervening with questions and comments, as a way of directing
the dialogue and exchange of ideas amongst the participants of
the discussion.
After the completion of the discussion, the table with the selected words, phrases and concepts written onto its surface,
remained within the exhibition space, serving as a platform
for ideas to be used for recreating and reintroducing specific
concepts from Marxist ideology and Leftist thought within contemporary society.
Red Discussion 1 was conceived as a constructive dialogue
between relevant thinkers and theorists invited to analyse and
critique various concepts of socialist / Marxist theory. The aim
was to analyse and deconstruct former societal models and ideologies (those no longer relevant to current social and political
structures) and to identify and repropose aspects of these, that
may still be applicable today.
The red painted pentagonal table, onto which the various ideas
and key words from the discussion were written during the
event, define a set of key concepts and ideals that are proposed
as relevant, potential reference points for the process of redefining contemporary society. It subsequently remained as an artwork within the exhibition space, exhibited alongside the video
documenting Red Discussion 1 and other artworks from Subversion to Red.
This book contains a transcript of the contibutions of the various theorists and the moderated discussion, that comprised the
performative event, documenting the key themes and guidelines
introduced through the event.
The essay in this book is written by Lina Džuverovi and edited
by Gerrie van Noord.
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RED DISCUSSION 1
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED

Red Discussion 1 was a live art performance. an event
held at Calvert 22 Gallery, London, UK. Speakers included
the renowned theorists and artists: Dave Beech, Hannah
Black, Gail Day, Mark Fisher and Nina Power. The Red
Discussion 1 was moderated by Vlad Morariu. Positioned
within the cental void of the table, the moderator coordinated the dynamics of the event, identifying and writing
key words and phrases from the discussion onto the surface of the table, while intervening with questions and
comments, directing the dialogue and exchange of ideas
amongst the participants.
After the completion of the discussion, the table with
the words written onto its surface remained in the
exhibition space, serving as a platform for concepts and
ideas that could be used for recreating and reintroducing specific concepts within the context of contemporary
society. Red Discussion 1 is part of the project Subversion
to Red. During the 58th International Art Exhibition -
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La Biennale di Venezia, as one of the key elements of the
exhibition within the Pavilion of the Republic of North
Macedonia, Red Discussion 2 is organised to take place as
a performative discussion including the following participants: Charles Esche, Maurizio Lazzarato, Vlad Morariu,
Chantal Mouffe, Laura Raicovich and Artan Sadiku.
In general, Red Discussion is conceived as a discussion
between relevant thinkers and theorists invited to analyse and critique various concepts of socialist / Marxist
theory and Leftist thought. The aim is to analyse and
deconstruct former societal models and ideologies (those
no longer relevant to current social and political structures) and to identify and repropose aspects or specific
ideas that may still be, or could become, applicable today.
The red painted pentagonal table, onto which the various
ideas and key words from the discussion were written
during the performative event, defines a set of key concepts and ideals that could be used as a guide for redefining contemporary society. It subsequently remained as an
artwork within the exhibition space, exhibited alongside
the video documenting Red Discussion 1 and other artworks of Subversion to Red.
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...TO CONNECT THIS PRESENT THAT WE'RE IN
WITH A FUTURE THAT MIGHT BE DESIRED, THIS
BETTER WORLDÐ*
ESSAY BY
LINA DŽUVEROVI

Essay edited by
Gerrie van Noord

Nada Prlja’s multifaceted project Subversion to Red was commissioned and first shown
as part of the exhibition ‘...how is it towards the east?’, which took place at the Calvert
22 Foundation, London, in spring 2013.1 The exhibition explored a range of aspects of the
local histories of Shoreditch, the rapidly gentrifying area in the city’s so-called East
End, where Calvert 22 Foundation was based at the time.2 Working in a locality known
for its rich and complex history, including East European and Russian immigration, our
curatorial interest was piqued not only by word of mouth accounts of our very own
building’s past as a garment factory, but also by the history of socialism and Marxism,
which has strong roots in this part of London. While other works in the exhibition
engaged with personal as well as collective memories associated with specific local
spots, Prlja’s project, in contrast, took a broader approach, seeking to revisit key
Marxist concepts and test out their potency in today’s neoliberal capitalist hegemony.
Prlja’s project proposed that by re-engaging with some aspects of socialist thought, we
might be able to identify tools, new approaches and renewed inspiration to build
a more equitable present.
How could we rethink the notion of solidarity, for instance, in today’s climate governed
by individualism and fierce competition in every sphere of life?
Prlja’s own experience of Marxist thought and its manifestations in daily life were
influenced by a childhood spent in the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, where
Marxism was a core subject in the secondary school curriculum, and maxims like
‘brotherhood and unity’ were central to the national narrative, along with the politics
of non-alignment and solidarity with struggles for independence from colonial rule
across the Global South. This perspective, which Prlja and I share as two ex-Yugoslavs of
the same generation, imbued the work with the lived experience of a socialist country,
in which terms such as solidarity, alienation, questions of the role of the state, labour
relations and social property, were continuously discussed and re-evaluated in the public sphere. Although we may not have preoccupied ourselves too much with such concerns as teenagers, the key Marxist principle of continuous criticism and self-criticism
did colour the general climate, consequently fuelling an ingrained habit of questioning
the possible meanings behind every idea and political proposition.

*
The title is derived from Gail Day speaking at the Red Discussion 1, the
transcript of which can be found in this catalogue, pp. 17
8

1
The exhibition took its title from William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890). It was curated by Elizaveta Butakova, Marina Doritis and Lily Hall, with myself in the role of Artistic Director, and featured
artworks by Adam Chodzko, Germano Facetti, Andrew Kötting, Cathy Lane, Tessa Brown, Michael Marriot,
Nada Prlja and contributions from Hannah Black, Stefan Dickers, David Mabb, David Rosenberg, Marina
Vishmidt, Alfred & Ben White and Dr Sarah J. Young. It was accompanied by collaborative events with the
Bishopsgate Institute, the Courtauld Institute of Art, the East London Fawcett Society, Cinenova,
Hato Press and X Marks the Bökship.
2
In 2018, Calvert 22 relocated to Somerset House in central London and shifted its focus from contemporary art to operating as a ‘think net’ at the ‘intersection of culture, economics and the arts’ through its online
publication The Calvert Journal and other activities.
See https://www.calvertjournal.com/calvert-22 (last accessed 28 March 2019).
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Prlja’s project did not aim to make any grand claims, stage public protests or inspire
a revolution. Instead Subversion to Red was a subtle discursive intervention, a form
of ‘freeing up’ of ideas and ideals that have gradually become hackneyed and difficult
to turn to without scepticism. In its original iteration, as presented at Calvert 22, the
work took the form of an installation, housing a staged performative event entitled
Red Discussion, in which each invited speaker – ranging from well-known left-leaning
academics, writers and thinkers to artists – was asked to select three concepts they
wished to discuss.3 Their conversation, taking place around a pentagonal red table,
especially designed for the project, was chaired by academic Vlad Morariu, who
hurriedly scribbled key words and phrases onto the table’s surface as they came up
in conversation.4 The overall atmosphere was one of an intense fast-paced exchange,
with the audience seated on the floor, surrounding the participants. Terms that were
selected by the speakers included, among others: labour, capital, the state, alienation,
self-criticism, violence, gender, communization and futurality. The discussion
meandered, as Prlja had hoped, frequently veering off to expand beyond strictly Marxist
analyses into observations of current urgencies while opening up to tentative
propositions for future action. At the heart of the discussion was the question of how
to go forward, or as Gail Day put it: ‘how does one connect this present that we’re in
with the future that might be desired, this better world?’
Subversion to Red was envisaged as a project in three stages: knowledge (the
Red Discussion); ideology (the creation of further artworks based on the first stage);
and application, a phase in which strategies developed in the first two parts would be
internalised at an organisational level (i.e. arts organisations putting these ideas into
practice). As it happened, the project did indeed seep beyond its public manifestation
during the exhibition into the life of the commissioning organisation, albeit in unexpected ways. The schism between institutional logic and the politics of this particular
project impacted the commissioning process from the start. Unbeknown to us curators,
colleagues in the administration department had put out a call through the foundation’s website for unpaid invigilators to work during the ‘...how is it towards the east?’
exhibition. So in effect our foundation was soliciting free labour to support an exhibition with socialist politics at its core. The first we knew about this call was through
an Open Letter sent to the institution by the Precarious Workers Brigade, ‘a UK-based
group of precarious workers in culture and education who call out in solidarity with all
those struggling to make a living in this climate of instability and enforced austerity.’5
The letter called out the organisation on the unpaid menial tasks listed on its website
that were dressed up as an ‘internship opportunity’. The letter quoted an article that
had appeared on the ArtLeaks website on the same topic, which highlighted the instrumentalisation of cultural work by those who sponsor it: ‘By co-opting cultural activity,
these sponsors obtain social credibility, which they then proceed to mis-use: by refusing
decent conditions for cultural workers through oppressive measures – the same
workers whose labour makes their subsistence possible.’6

Calvert 22 was not in any way an exception in terms of the dissonance between artistic
content and organisational ethics. Although this particular campaign by the
Precarious Workers Brigade succeeded in Calvert 22 immediately abolishing unpaid
internships and starting to pay all its staff, including interns, the bigger picture in the
art world remains largely unchanged when it comes to exploitation and the co-option
of cultural labour for other ends. As cultural workers, we, ourselves, of course continue
to ‘let it slide’ by taking on unpaid tasks, making exceptions to enable projects we love,
calling on friends for favours in order to make the project work.
Six years after commissioning Subversion to Red, I am delighted that the piece has
found a new lease of life at the Venice Biennale, and I look forward to seeing a new
group of thinkers gather around the red pentagonal table, no doubt generating a new
round of fascinating discussions. While projects like Prlja’s Subversion to Red provide
an incredibly important platform for the exchange of ideas, the infrastructures that
surround and support such work rarely change as a result of them. Can an exploration
of Marxist terms be meaningful if undertaken within (and supported by) an art infrastructure that is deeply embroiled in the neoliberal logic of circulation of art products
and their promotion, without attempting to tackle the inequalities in the supporting
infrastructures themselves? Does the project, regardless of its radical aims, not simply
serve to raise the cultural capital of the commissioning and exhibiting structures? Is
Prlja’s name just another one to add to the long list of artist-brands in the exhibition
press release?
Global political events that have taken place since 2013, the year of the project’s original
iteration, then, make it more urgent than ever to not only revisit and debate socialist
ideals and Marxist terms such as those brought up during the original ‘Red Discussion’,
but to, at a more immediate level, continue to raise the alarm about the infrastructures
that enable such projects, in which creative labour is only available to the privileged
few. The only way to move beyond the spectacle of panel discussions in art spaces and
at biennials is a radical ethical ‘scan’ of institutional support, and an insistence on the
ethical rewiring of the larger system around the project.
It is only if the ethics of the ‘Red Discussion’ become the ethics of every single exchange
within the project, that we can hope for a true reinvigoration of ideals that the project
tackles, and be able to look to ‘a future that might be desired, this better world’.

3
The invited speakers were Dave Beech, Hannah Black, Gail Day, Mark Fisher and Nina Power.
4
Vlad Morariu is a researcher, lecturer, and curator who is affiliated with Middlesex University
5
The Open Letter to Calvert 22 is available online at
https://precariousworkersbrigade.tumblr.com/post/49306259188/open-letter-to-calvert22-from-precarious-workers (accessed 28 March 2019).
6
Ibid.
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RED DISCUSSION 1
CALVERT 22 FOUNDATION
LONDON 2013

DAVE
BEECH

I have three things that I want to bring to this discussion. The first is
labour. Labour is being connected with a lot of new qualifications over
the past couple of decades. So, we’re learning about different kinds of

HANNAH
BLACK

I feel like I have to give a disclaimer, because there are all these
amazing theorists here and I’m not a theorist - I’m doing a Masters
in Arts. I know some of you in this room, and I have no position of

labour, we’re thinking about labour in different kinds of ways. What

expertise, so I just wanted to start with that. I want to discuss a

I want to do, is to try, in a sense, to recombine all of these within a

couple of things that have been quite present in this feminist Marxist

coherent concept of labour, rather than to break it up into “this kind

reading group that I’m doing and that are very important to me. One

of labour” and “that kind of labour”. I want to think about labour rather than work,

is, I suppose, the term ‘communization’. That’s the idea that if the revolution is going to

because I think it makes less sense to talk about “the refusal of labour” than it

happen at all, it has to be immediately communist. This is against a more Leninist or

does to talk about “the refusal of work”. So, I’m interested in those kinds of subtle

20th century idea that one would first go through a transitional stage, so there would

differences.

be a sort of evolution. You would start with capitalism and then you would have some

My second theme is capital. I’m interested in capital in a way that I’m not interested in
profit. We are hearing a lot recently about, for instance, “the becoming rent of profit”
and I think that those kinds of arguments need to be revisited in terms of capital,
because you couldn’t say “the becoming rent of capital”, but rather, “the becoming rent
of surplus” or something like that. So, if we go back to these apparently important

kind of socialism and then eventually you’d get to communism. This is like saying that
any kind of revolutionary activity has to be immediately communizing, and it has to
immediately address value production within capitalism. So, you can have a phase
where you are still using money and buying things, but we’re slowly working our way
towards communism.

distinctions between rent and profit, if we build them into a larger framework of

This is a challenge to previous forms of organization, for example, through unions.

thinking about capital, then some of the politics of those arguments become more

One of the things that has come out through the communization theory is the idea

apparent.

that you don’t get very far anymore within capitalism by setting yourself as a

My third theme, is the state. It’s interesting, because there was a time, the 60’s, 70’s and
80’s, when the state was really heavily re-theorised ... The more recent books about the
state that I’ve read, really just seem to repeat some of the debates about the state that

worker. So if you say “I’m a worker, I deserve really great conditions, better pay and
whatever”, there is actually a limit in the present condition as to how much capital
can give you any of that.

I’m very familiar with. So, one of the things that I’d like to do is to completely reconsider

There is a problem in traditional forms of struggle...Sometimes I think its

our notion of the state. That involves not just the structuralist analysis of the state as

misunderstood as like - ”Screw you, unions are really stupid”, and it’s not really like

an expression of class power or the empirical analyses of, you know, who’s running it...

that, it’s more of an observation about the present historical conditions. I think why

(we see in the newspapers and online a lot, these days, about X number of millionaires

it’s interesting is because there is a weird sense about no one knowing quite what to

running the government, and so forth). So, you have that kind of, revival of that

do, which I think is why things like this happen, which are just really weird: why we’re

empiricist analysis of the state without the structural analysis. So effectively, I guess,

in a gallery talking about politics at this table. Maybe it’s because there is a sense of

what I would like to think about in terms of the state is the state’s relationship to

emptiness, like something should be happening – we’re in this massive financial

capital and labour.

crisis – there is a kind of emptiness in the previous forms of political organization.
So, I think that the communization theory is great at maybe addressing that.
The second thing I want to raise, is gender. Gender is not sex, that’s really important.
Sometimes it gets used interchangeably, but then there’s Christian Delfy, a French
materialist feminist who says that gender precedes sex. There’s a popular idea that you
start with your biological sex and then gender is what gets put on top of that. So, you
happen to have a vagina and people say “Oh, you should enjoy putting on lipstick” and
there is no correlation, so that would be one idea of gender. But in Delfy’s theory, gender
precedes sex. One way of understanding that is that when you’re born and the doctor
says, ‘it’s a boy’ or ‘it’s a girl’, the whole meaning of that precedes your actual birth into
the world. So, in that sense, the social meaning of gender literally precedes your specific
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body. But, in another way, there’s also that there is no particular determination of

where there were various attempts that failed. One of the things that we’ve been

why particular body parts mean anything. There is no inherent essential meaning

asked to think about here are some of these discredited ideas, but it seems to me

of the womb, or the knee, or the hair, or whatever, this is all given a sort of social

that the critical one we have to concern ourselves with, is this question of use. I

determination. So, that would be a more radical understanding of gender. And that

want to distinguish that I’m not talking about any insistence on use, values and such.

means that it’s then available to a social undoing, right? So, through what we do

I see that as a part of the diad of use value/exchange value, that’s wrapped up in the

socially, we can change what we are as men or women, or whatever else.

commodity form.

This starts a really interesting intersection. In the reading group, we’re looking

A second area I would like to talk about is a temporal category, for which, I think the

through a kind of Marxist viewpoint and then actually going back to theories like

best word to use, is future - or ‘futurality’. It’s been said by various thinkers from

communization. They have written about the way in which capitalism produces gender

Frederic Jameson and Max Tornbern and others - it seems to be constantly attributed

as a contradiction, and that means that in order to undo capitalism, we might also

to different people - that it’s easier to think of a future that consists of the end of the

have to undo gender. This idea of the abolition of gender, for me is a really interesting

world rather than to imagine the end of capitalism itself. That has become easier for

concept, I find it really problematic. I don’t really know what I think about it, sometimes

people to imagine, its something that one comes across quite frequently, when talking

I think it’s insane, other times I think it’s the only way forward...But what I want to say

with people. I’m interested in this way in which the idea of the future itself seems

about this is the way in which gender might be a contradiction in capitalism, I mean

to have become elusive, and at the same time the way in which that elusiveness of

it’s super complicated and I don’t think I fully understand it. We think one thing is that

the future has also encouraged an obsessive mythification of the past, or a constant

it’s somehow connected to women as the people who produce, or potentially produce

attention to issues of ruins or ruination. It’s a very retro-orientated way of thinking.

children, i.e. new workers and the way in which capital has a contradictory relationship

So, what might there be, in terms of recovering the ability to think and imagine into

to workers, like to humans basically. It’s not really sure about what it thinks about

the future in a way that there is confidence, that we can carry on thinking about it

humans, because it needs them, but it doesn’t want any of them.

with some sort of conviction? There’s this sense of loss of faith in the ability to even

We read this bit by Lisa (I can’t remember the last name!) and she seems to have an
argument about how capitalism wants to treat everyone as ostensibly equal, like we’re
all equal from the point of view of the market, but then some of us are women, so this
is kind of problematic for capitalism. But of course, it’s managed to mobilize that right,
because women end up doing shittier jobs, or part time work or whatever, so it’s not
necessary...

people', are contradictions. We’ve ended up discussing the idea of contradiction a
lot in the media, and I feel like I don’t know what it is anymore. So, the whole thing
of “is gender a contradiction?”, “is capital/labour a contradiction?”, “is anything
a contradiction?” - but perhaps it’s a bit esoteric. I guess these things have to be
interesting in terms of your life, as well.

George Lukacz, for instance, would talk about the way in which we seem to be presented,
whilst we live in capitalism, with the sense that we are constantly in the state of the
“finished”, that the world around us is somehow finished. The attempt to break that can
come with the ability of futural thinking, which brings into play again a whole series
their own history throughout the 20th century.
The third area I wanted to bring to the table is also really to do with time but is to do
with the intersection of temporality and plasticity, the activity of the making of a
future. In a sense, there is no word for this, none that I’ve come up with very easily,
anyhow. There are two words that I can give you, which might be something like
‘transitive possibility’, it’s the best way I can think of explaining this. It’s sort of the

Thinking about ideas from the past that one might want to revitalize for

relation between the anticipation of a different world and the sense of finding the

today, the first one I thought of was perhaps the obvious one, which is the

possibilities in the current place that we’re in. How does one connect this present

return to a society where social production is organized for use and need,

that we’re in with the future that might be desired, this better world? What is the

rather than being organized for production of profit or value, specifically

way of connecting there?

exchange values, capital and so forth. So, really, the whole issue of
imagining societies that have ceded capitalism, that have proceeded on
different bases, or even unsuccessful attempts that have occurred since capitalism, I
was thinking particularly about the Russian revolution and the follow-up from that,
16

people have talked about the way in which we live in an eternal present, or the way that

of problematics to do with planning and construction and so forth. Of course, they have

The third thing, I thought would be interesting to talk about, I mean, with 'philosophy

GAIL
DAY

imagine what a future might be, that seems to me to be important to overcome. Some

There are two directions that seems to go in. One is a very practical and political
direction, which is to do with issues of political organization. The way in which we’re
still struggling in this country to have a coherent opposition simply to austerity, for
instance. There are various, many different groups, but no real sort of organization
17

that’s left of Labour that really has a sort of hold to it. So, it’s really those sorts of

clearly. You’ve got the kind of slick libidinal gloss of capital versus hand-painted signs

questions, and I don’t think that the UK is unique in that particular problematic. But

and tie dye. I think we really need to break out of this. The kind of idiotic comments of

the other side of this question of transitive possibility, I think, is mostly theoretical

someone like Louise Mensch who is saying “How can these people be anti-capitalist if

and aesthetic. That’s just something that has been interesting me quite a lot, and

they have I-phones”, nevertheless points to something...Why is leftism being forced

again it’s come through reading and thinking about Lukascz’s writings on art and his

back from this kind of embrace of technology and modernity into a position as if

writings on philosophy, his interest in the distinction between the possibilities that

anarcho-primitivism is the only possible kind of anti-capitalism?

are concrete and real, and possibilities that are really abstract...which is sometimes
dismissed by people with the phrase “it’s mere utopian thinking”. So, how does one, in a
sense, start to find a connection between a possibility that might just be abstract
and merely desired, and a possibility that can be something that’s real?

I think, then, that this leads on to another question, which is the question of authority,
which I think currently dominates the male anarchists on the left. There is a tendency
to think we can just get rid of the whole question of authority by positing a kind of
horizontalism, an anti-hierarchy, etc., etc. Which I think (as per the question of desire)

This seems to be something that is often thought through in the context of Adorno’s

leaves desire to the right. Desire is left to the right, authority is left - as if only the

writing, of Lukasz’s writing, in thinking about things like literature, in thinking

right can talk about what authority is, which puts those of us in positions of authority

about things like musical form, and also in terms of thinking about art, as well. How

in a difficult position, if you honor that. If you are a teacher, if you work in a public

this connection is sometimes thought about plastically, as though imagining a set of

institution in some way, you have some authority, perhaps quite minimal, and it seems

palpable touching; the metaphors are always ones of touch, that they utilize, whether

to me the question is not about going into some form of self-loathing, but thinking about

it’s musical, literary, or the visual arts that are being discussed. The imagination is

how we constitute authority in a collective and democratic way. Authority, you can

thought of in terms of palpability, about feelers reaching out towards the future,

say, is the account that power gives of itself, and you can’t simply dispense with

about antennae sort of turning and tuning in to hear the signs of the future.

power by an act of faith, it must be dismantled. Part of the issue, I think, is that the

MARK
FISHER

This should follow up quite nicely with what Gail had to say. I’m going to
talk about three concepts: desire, authority and public.
First of all, desire. I think this is one of the key problems that we face
on the left - the politics of desire that arose from the 60’s - as if desire
itself was the answer, as if desire was a vital force which just had

to be liberated, somehow.....the gloss of narratives about it! It’s basically the right
neoliberals who managed to metabolize the kind of desire that Americans absorbed
in the 60’s, much better than the left did. So, I think the idea that desire, in itself, is
going to somehow liberate us, is now clearly false. That doesn’t mean that we can turn
away from the problem of desire. I think part of the problem of the left is that it is
seen as moralizing and anti-libidinal. And by comparison, capital has everything
that is desirable. We’re in a position of a kind of moral disdain, where we say our
world is preferable, but their world is more desirable. We shouldn’t have to make
this choice. The world that we offer should also be more desirable than the world

libidinal politics of the 60’s was rightly anti-authoritarian, rightly anti the abuses of
Stalinism, etc. But authoritarianism is, by definition, an abuse of authority, it’s not
properly constituted authority. The question of what properly constituted authority
could be, is an important terrain for us.
Thirdly then, the public. The public as opposed to the state. I think that there is a
reason that state socialism fell into decline in the 70’s. This is not to simply say we
abandon the state, or questions about the state, but I think that the question of the
legitimacy of the state is concerned with how much is constructed in the public
sphere... The state was responsible for the construction of the public sphere, it is partly
responsible for that, but we’ve got to break the equivalent between the state and the
public. Those are the three things I wanted to raise.

NINA
POWER

Ok, the first concept that I want to resurrect is going to be deeply
unpopular and is very outdated in lots of ways. I want to resurrect
the concept of self-criticism - perhaps not quite in its narrow Maoist

of capitalism. The thing that in some ways I semi-ironically suggest we need to

formulation, but I want to consider what that might mean (- especially as

reclaim, are concepts like 'designer socialism'. I think part of the problem when

I didn’t bother to check who funds this gallery, for example). And I’m not

this concept was raised in the 80’s, is that it was used in a somewhat disdainful way.

just talking about self-criticism in terms of a feeling of guilt or an understanding of

But what’s wrong with the idea of a designer socialism? I think that this was posed

the self as an individual, but what I’m interested in is perhaps a kind of non-moral

particularly problematically. I think it’s a problem of political aesthetics, really.

self-criticism, with the question of the self perpetually in question. And by the

When I went down to the Occupy camp in support - which, of course I support and all the
rest of it - I think the aesthetics of such an encampment, really forces this issue very
18

self, that could then be the left, the organization that you’re in, it could be a campaign,
it could be everyone for and against, which would also distinguish it from a Maoist
19

concept, I think. I derive a non-moral self-criticism without a Party. In recent months,

about destroying property, for example, are violent. It punishes people, it prosecutes

I think we’ve seen that the so-called ‘organized left’ is incapable of criticizing itself

them, it sends them to prison for minor affairs concerning the riots, the student

and has descended into gross self-parodies and a horrific state of affairs. I think this

protests and everything else. The state has the monopoly not only on violence, but also

non-moral self-criticism cannot proceed except through humor, and not through the

on the definition of violence. I think the left needs to reclaim a certain insight on

‘via negativa’, but through the crushing of self-criticism that is also a form of laughing

violence, or at least to have an honest discussion about what we mean when we talk

at oneself. I guess what that would mean perhaps, for me, is really admitting the

about violence, because we’re losing that battle. So those were my three concepts.

mistakes that you make, the forms of complicity that we engage in, whether or not
we choose to actually pay material attention to where money comes from, where all
money comes from, where the campaign’s money comes from, whether you’re asking
people in an honest way or not. But it’s also a way of moving forward and thinking
about what has failed in terms of a campaign; if you have very strategic aims and goals,
whether it be to try and get a message out there, to try to explain what’s happening,
to present a sort of truthfully materialistic account, and it hasn’t worked. I think
you have to understand, to really look at why that’s happened. It’s a form of realism,

VLAD
MORA
RIU

Right, I have a question for you that is directly related to the concept of
self-criticism. There is a text that Boris Buden wrote - he is a Croatian
philosopher, who wrote a text precisley about this concept. He lived in
a socialist country until 1994, a former socialist country. Basically,
his claim is that in countries with state socialism, people were so
overwhelmed with self-criticism that they forgot they need to criticize

their opposite, which is capitalism. How would you see this?

and it relates to the slightly misquoted Gramsci statement about the ‘pessimism of

GAIL DAY Well, it’s obviously always going to be a question of context. I don’t

the intellect, the optimism of the will', and it’s ultimately a positive thing, although it

think that self-criticism is something that the organized left - or anyone on the left

sounds extremely negative and there are plenty of historical examples - especially of

here - engages with particularly often. So, I don’t see much risk, if you see what I mean,

group self-criticism - which are purely detrimental, even if historically amusing.

about this idea of groups looking realistically at what they have achieved or what they
haven’t achieved, for example, as being particularly distracting from larger battles.

The second concept - alienation - is also deeply unfashionable. I want to resurrect this
one and a related concept such as atomisation, but also seriality. For example, in the
later Sartre, for dialectical reasons he uses this concept of seriality. I think as a way
of encapsulating the forms of social relations under which people are forced to operate

VLAD MORARIU: Do you think that it’s possible in the absence of ideology?
NINA POWER: What do you mean, in the absence of ideology?

in a society structured by scarcity - by imposed scarcity, the fantasy of scarcity - the

VLAD MORARIU How do you perform self-criticism? What sort of criteria do

idea that you are always competing with someone, the idea that you always have to

you take into account? Because, normally you would have two blocks...

be better than someone else in order to get a job and that you are somehow always

NINA POWER Well, I think this is where the difficulty appears, because in these

competing with other groups. This is the kind of myth of scarcity that is imposed as a
form of social control, but it’s also a lived reality, a felt existence. It relates very much

Maoist or more classical versions, it would be self-criticism because you’re not living
up to what the Party expects of you, or something like this. So, my idea of a non-moral

to this idea that Sartre talks about, this very mundane situation of waiting for a bus,

self-criticism without a political party is more about a way of saying, “Look, if you have

and the bus being full, you regard everyone else in the queue as a kind of obstacle. What

aims, let’s say, as a campaign or as an “individual”, (not that I believe in those), maybe,

does it mean to actually think, however unconsciously and ubiquitously, to regard

in a sense it’s simply saying, “Look, you have to be realistic and confront what you have

the other as a kind of obstacle, as a structural way of thinking about what society

failed at, what you’ve manifestly failed to understand or failed to achieve and how little

is and then thinking about the social, about social relations? Also related to this

we actually achieve, you know. I mean, at the same time it’s about never giving up on the

unfashionable term (which is not my third term, but relates to the question of seriality)

larger struggle, and so on. I think there is a sense in which people need to be pitiless or

is the question of totality and social totality. I think again of Sartre, and again we talk

merciless, in terms of that. This question of complicity - of course it can be personal,

about totalization. We shy away from these words, because they sound so authoritarian

or it can be about being completely honest about where your money comes from, for

perhaps - to go back to Marx’s point, they sound like these dominant grand narratives

example, or it can be more about organization or how you’ve changed your position, for

and this is not what politics is supposed to be about, today. Nevertheless, I think we

instance. I’ve written a million, billion things, but I disagree with 99% of them myself! I

should resurrect these deeply unfashionable terms.

think, to try to do that without falling apart, to not feel guilty - because I think there
is a way in which self-criticism can be recuperated as a sort of guilt (like “I was so bad

My third term is violence. I think the left is losing - and it has lost - the battle over the

or I’ve eaten too many cakes or something”) and that is totally complicit with capitalist

definition of violence. The state gets to say that completely non-violent things, things

ideology, you know. Self-criticism operates in the oscillation between guilt and reward
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- but I think that self-criticism is something different and is more realistic, more

institutions of the state, and that it is very difficult to imagine the progressions and

materialist.

the fight over women’s issues throughout the 60’s and 70’s, without that contestation

VLAD MORARIU I thought there is a concept here proposing state intervention

being concrete in that zone. Some people may have seen Ken Loach’s new film “The Spirit

and Marxist intervention. Can you develop this a bit further, so that we can discuss it?

DAVE BEECH What Marx said about the state is part of the state debate. One
of the key theories of the state is its relationship to authority, in the sense of things
being authorized, of things being organized. One of my favourite quotes about the state,
is from Polanses who says, “the state is an organ for organizing the capitalists and
disorganizing the workers”. It has this kind of double power, if you like, both to do the
positive organizing and to do this kind of negative, negating, disorganizing. When I’m
talking about the state, I’m trying to think about this... You were talking about contradiction, Hannah (Black), and I think, in a sense, this is what we mean when we talk about
contradiction. There isn’t a definition, like a scientific definition of the state that one
could take sides with, one or the other. The state is just about positive organizing, the
state is just about negative organizing. The state somehow holds together in a very
precarious, fragile way, a number of competing, contradictory forces. My point to Mark
(Fisher) would be: How do we think of the state in terms of the public sphere without

of 45” which is being promoted, or rather denigrated largely by the official media as
being a sort of nostalgic paean and elegy for the welfare state - which in part it also is.
But, one of the crucial things that seem to come out of the discussions and the various
interviews that are conducted in the film, is the number of people who are saying: “Well,
actually, the problem of the post-war welfare state, ultimately, is that it was largely a
top-down thing” - and these are people on the left, who are saying this. Really, the main
message I got from his films is the argument about how one imagines the building of
the future. It goes back to these issues of future, of faith in the future, the things that
came with the commitment to building housing, commitment to building schools, commitment to really trying to address real, concrete issues affecting people’s lives. The
problem was the way which it was done and conducted, largely through a very centralized, top-down instruction and it’s largely a disenabling of the ground-up involvement
in that. And that was the sort of the key element of that film. It seems to me that a lot
of what we’ve got here, none of them are uniquely Marxist or socialist, none of them are.
They are contestable zones that we have identified that we want to recover elements of.

also thinking of the state as possibly the main force that condemns the possibility of

I’m not sure we’ve got anything...

the public sphere?

NINA POWER I’ve got one, but it’s so recent that it’s sort of cheating. Things

MARK FISHER Because the state is, as you’ve said, a contradictory and contested

move fast. I really agree with you about the state and I think that actually in relation

zone. Part of the problem, I think, is neo-anarchism. It’s the idea that if we give up the
state... In many theories, Capitalist power is so globalized today, it doesn’t need the state
anymore, in a way legitimating our withdrawal from the state. But, if we withdraw from
the state, then the right will just say, “thank you very much”. That seems to me a dangerous position, one that we need to counteract. I mean yes , it may be part of the conditions of the impossibility of the public sphere - yet, to just give up the state, to fully
concede the state, isn’t going to help that situation. The power of the state won’t go away
just because we theoretically declare it is of no significance. People would say that, as
well. They say capitalism is globalised etc., but could it really be the case that neoliberalism could operate without the control of the state? It’s quite clear it wouldn’t operate
the same way. And you know they’re not fools, capitalists. The amount of energy and
resources they put into controlling the state, shows that it means something to them if
they lose control of that. It’s not just that the state is the solution, that’s very definitely
not what I want to say, but it is an area of struggle with which we ought to re-engage.

to gender it’s very hard to understand it without the state, because I guess, in theory, if
capitalism was left to its own devices, it would kill everyone and the state is something
that stops it from doing that, so in a way it does have a specific role in relationships
like family and gender and children and all those kinds of things. Maybe this is esoterical somehow, but this is what I find interesting about communization. when you started talking about these things. Like, how do we imagine a social form in which things
are directed toward human use, and I see that in some ways, communization ends up
sounding like some mad insurrectionary kind of thing. But it does have some relation
to the idea of the state...It’s so interesting, this idea that in class societies you have this
problematic relationship between the individual and the social; the social becomes this
independent autonomous thing that you are then alienated from. This idea that you try
to imagine a form of sociality that doesn’t create this split, I find this almost impossible
to think about. I feel like, doesn’t even language do that? Doesn’t everything do that?
But then this idea that what communism perhaps is, is a sort of promise, this possibil-

We’ve never really not been engaged with it...but we’ve been somewhat disavowed of it.

ity of imagining something that is that, an immediate relation with others, with your

GAIL DAY It reminds me a lot of the debates in the World Social Forum around

otherwise it does just feel a little bit like - how are we going to organize ourselves with

John Holloway's “change the world without taking power”. In a sense, we’re dealing with
that kind of discussion. As I recall, it was Hilary Wainwright - I mean, I didn’t entirely agree with her perspective - but I thought she raised an important point, which is
that most feminist struggles have actually taken place through the instruments of
22

surroundings, that is not alienated. I think that’s maybe where it’s exciting, because
what we have now, but just a bit differently. That’s why I find some of the things around
the state, almost like - what’s the point, in a way - if it’s just going to be us in charge of
the state instead of them in charge of the state, in which case I don’t feel it has much of
a sense of promise or hopefulness, maybe false hope...
23

MARK FISHER Surely, we should remain in charge of the state. We shouldn’t

instance, if you’re a clever working-class kid, the only way that you could go a grammar
school or university was if you got a handout from somebody. What happens with the

have to choose between these different things, and I think part of what’s coming out of

welfare state is that suddenly, for the first time you have a right to these things, you

what you were saying, Gail, is about the time when we were able to put pressure on the

have a right to education, you have a right to health care and so forth. Also, you have a

state is when there was an active working class, the kind of working class that was a

right to other things, like union representation and so on. Things that used to be very

society, you might say. These two things are not necessarily apart.

precarious became universal, authorized and legitimated. That, to me, is the absolute

HANNAH BLACK But, do you think that the salient point about not believing
in individuals - if you think that the state, as a structure has some sort of force and a
meaning - that it doesn’t matter who the individuals are inside that structure, right?
I’m not completely dismissing it...

MARK FISHER But it’s not about individuals, is it?
NINA POWER The situation we’re in is completely contradictory and paradox-

key condition of the welfare state. That, if in a sense, we’re defending the welfare state,
it seems to me we’re not necessarily defending the kind of state that Marx had in mind,
when he was talking about the state.

NINA POWER Yes, I would agree with that. I mean I think obviously we’re also
not defending the state in the sense of the police, the prisons, the “justice” system. At
the same time, those are the things that are being privatized as well. I mean, what would
be interesting - even if it is a very, very difficult position to maintain - would be to say
something like “a defense of social welfare and the good state, once the bad state has

ical in the sense that you have people who ultimately in some sense perhaps believe

been privatized, we can destroy it another time”. The critiques of the state are of course

in the withering away of the state, defending the last remnants of the welfare state. I

about authority, about control, about the targeting of particular people by the same

mean, the anti-austerity politics on the left is deeply, deeply paradoxical. Because, at

state. So, if you want to talk about the state, it has to be in relation to the question of

the same time I don’t want people to suffer, I don’t want people, you know, to lose their

rights. The question of legal aid for me, the elimination of that, precisely relates to your

disability benefit and die. I think there is a question of the immediacy, the immediate

question about who has access to what and how that becomes a question of rights and

need. I mean, to try to save the remnants of that social net, that social welfare, how can

desire and so forth. What does it mean to eliminate that? - because that’s the link, if you

you not? If you believe in humanity, if you believe in social relations, if you believe in

like. That’s one of the key links between, let’s say, the public and the rights and “the good

making life better for people, it’s very hard not, in a sense, politically, to be a defender

state” and “the bad state” - and if there is no legal aid, than you can just chuck one into

of a social democracy, to be a social democrat. I think that’s a current issue and a real

the other.

tension on the left, because you’ve got this utterly rapacious continuation of Thatcher’s
ideological “revolution” (in heavily inverted commas) which is like, that’s it - that’s going

VLAD MORARIU I am wondering whether we could try to find another connec-

to be it. The impact on gender and everything else is absolutely significant. And on the

tion between labour, use, use value and exchange value...Basically, I’m wondering wheth-

notion of the public - if everything goes - the post office, the NHS, that’s it.

er we can connect labour, use value, exchange value and alienation.

GAIL DAY Some of them have gone already... The really interesting thing is, back in

GAIL DAY Actually, I almost went for alienation, as well, but instead I went for

1980’s, the debate on the left was often about attacking, or criticizing what was largely

social production of use. But, in a sense, the concept of alienation in Marx, as he devel-

the critiques of the state coming from the 70’s in particular. But in the 80’s, it was often

ops it, is really the outcome of the problems of the divorce of social production from use,

about the critique of the way the state was interfering in working class lives, taking

so it’s the consequence of it. It’s not a generic existential alienation for all times, in a

control of it. And however far away that seems to be from the situation we’re in right

“all humans are alienated” sort of sense. I’m not saying existentialism, because Sartre, I

now, what strikes me as being one of the things I think is very important, is this imag-

think, has an interesting perspective on that, but there is an older sense of alienation

ination of actual futures, the claims of the desires. Because I think at the minute, yes,

that runs through Christianity and so forth as well, so we’re not confusing this with

we are struck by the urgency and the immediacy, but within that state we sometimes

that. It’s about how Marx’s version of that is specifically associated with this and how

become blinded to the reactive agenda that’s right on our doorstep. We lack the vision, if

can you think about the social production of use without thinking about labour that is

you like, the sense of awareness of what it is that we are trying to get to.

useful and concrete.

DAVE BEECH The key point for me in the construction of the welfare state is that

DAVE BEECH But, also labour that has social use values, in which case we don’t

for the first time in history, the working class in this country, had the right to some

necessarily therefore have to think about labour only in its negative sense, because if

things it could previously only have if it managed to get a handout from the rich. So, for

you make something for others, that it’s an alienable thing you’re making - and part of
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the point of making it is to alienate it from you. Do you know what I mean? I make a cake

came a bit close to that and got accused of almost sounding anti-Semitic at times. I

for you, I’ve got an alienated relationship with the cake, in that sense. Because it’s not

guess the point is that these theorizations do have material consequences. So, things

mine, it’s made for others.

like the four kinds of alienation might actually be important in terms of political prac-

NINA POWER But, outside of the question of capital and those sorts of relations,

tice and you were mentioning some of that, right at the beginning. So, I started talking
about profit, but maybe we need to talk about capital, not just because that might make

you enter anthropological discussions about gift economies and the question of desire.

one sound clever, but because that might change what one might actually do. Instead of

So, maybe we need to be really specific about this notion of alienation...

going shouting at bankers, you might organize it in a different way (not that that would

DAVE BEECH When Marx talks about alienation, he talks about several different

be bad, though...!).

moments of alienation - and the first rule of alienation, is producing things that are

VLAD MORARIU I’m really interested in what you said about approaching the

not for you.

connection between art and politics...

NINA POWER... Things you don’t get to keep. Look, if you’re working or making

HANNAH BLACKNo, wait, I just said that in passing. It was a joke, you can’t

something, and you neither get to keep the thing, nor keep the value of the thing you

hold me to that...!

make, because it’s always paid less than it’s worth.

GAIL DAY I think what Dave is saying is that this a necessary, but not a sufficient
condition, for the type of alienation that we’re talking about.

DAVE BEECH There’s a real form of alienation. He doesn’t want to say, we just
have this capitalist type of alienation on one side, he does an anthology of alienation.

GAIL DAY I think that’s marginally externalization...
DAVE BEECH What I’m saying is, like with the state thing, I wouldn’t want to say,

VLAD MORARIU In that case, we can think about it in connection to this.
HANNA BLACK Maybe it’s not that weird, because I suppose quite a few people
here, all around the table... Maybe it’s this weird space where politics gets discussed in a
certain kind of way... There is something quite funny about it... Recently I’ve been invited to do a lot of these things and I think, apart from the wonderful Nina, there’s not so
many women on the left, communist scene who do talking in public. I think I just get
asked to do these things because of that sometimes. It’s as if, because of this gap, there’s
this idea that we should be talking about it. There’s this urgency....but everything we do
can’t meet this urgency. Sometimes I think that perhaps that might be fine...Maybe the

“let’s separate these out, to have one word for the good alienation and another word for

sense of being too positive somehow and having too much of a ‘thing’, like the walls are

the bad alienation”. What I think is more productive, is to see them all as different mo-

painted red, and I hope it’s exciting and interesting and, but maybe everyone needs to

ments of alienation.

be more connected to the self-criticism thing; it should be more about despair and not

GAIL DAY I think it’s not about good or bad, it’s more about, from a Marxist per-

knowing what to do and not having any proposals. Maybe all the terms are redundant.
I’m sorry, I know that sounds like I’ve been reading too much Adorno, or something... But

spective, distinguishing the historically specific, what is unique to, what has become

maybe when things take place in art spaces and gallery spaces, they become about being

the uniquely definable conditions of capitalism that then helps you identify what is it

positive, about making, about justice...Do you know what I mean? I don’t know if I’m being

that you are trying to move away from, what the problem is, rather than something that

unfair? I’m speaking very speculatively.

is part of a general human condition - or whatever the various terms are, that people
use.

DAVE BEECH If you want to identify what is specifically alienating about capi-

MARK FISHER Surely, there’s the promise itself which is the opposite of despair, really. It’s the lack of self-criticism which leads to despair. In a way, you end up
in endless repetitions of pursuing the same strategy over and over again, failing... In a

talism, then what you have to do is also to understand how alienation functions outside

way, I think the link today is memory. I think that’s the problem with the lack of it... If

of capitalism, so we don’t end up saying something generic and abstract like “What we

you don’t have a Party, where’s the institutional memory, so that learning can happen?

want to do with communization is to abolish alienation in all its forms”, because it’s

Surely, self-criticism is about learning, about not feeling despair, you know. It needs

clearly not possible to abolish alienation in all its forms. We just want to identify what

to be seen alongside solidarity... Do you think these miserable things that we’ve seen

the capitalist forms of alienation are and then work on abolishing them.

online recently, the kind of thing you were alluding to earlier, there’s a question of how

HANNAH BLACK It might be possible to abolish alienation, we don’t know yet.

it gets avoided? It seems to me the Right is much better at solidarity then we are, in
lots of ways. We are very happy to be backbiting and monstering people and destroying

I guess, I’m just thinking about those sorts of fine gradations, and then also of things

ourselves. I think self-criticism would function to stop that, as a way of organizing that,

like use and exchange. You said something about why you didn’t want to talk about use

rather than allowing this kind of perpetual fragmentation and immiseration on our

value, because some of this stuff just feels like it’s happening on an abstract level. Yet

side, in order to continue.

especially around such things as use and exchange, I find quite convincing the idea that
if you over-prioritize the idea that communism is going to be pro-use and anti-exchange,
you end up with some really horrible theorizations. I thought some of the Occupy stuff
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PAVILION OF THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA
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- LA BIENNALE DI VENEZIA
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RED DISCUSSION 2
AS PART OF THE PROJECT
SUBVERSION TO RED

Nada Prlja’s project Subversion to Red encourages a return to the
‘forgotten’ notions of idealism and ideology, as a form of motivation in contemporary society. It proposes a re-reading and
de/re-construction of the postulates of Marxist theory and
Leftist thought, in order to seek their compatibility with today’s
society, by introducing subversive qualities and the playfulness
of the artist’s practice, as a way of indirectly influencing reality.
In dialogue with the historically and culturally significant architecture of Palazzo Rota Ivancich, which reflects an era
in decline, the exhibition evokes manifold new meanings.
The project employs a variety of artistic and non-artistic
methodologies, including an experimental live art event
Red Discussion 2, featuring several contemporary thinkers
and curators engaged in transformative practices, including
Charles Esche, Maurizio Lazzarato, Vlad Morariu, Chantal
Mouffe, Laura Raicovich and Artan Sadiku. They will jointly seek to find exit strategies from the current conditions of
social precariousness, exploitation and violations, by defining
alternative conditions to the “interesting times” in which
we live.
While Red Discussion 1 was originally performed at Calvert
22 Foundation, London, the performance Red Discussion 2
marks the inauguration of the Pavilion of the Republic of
North Macedonia at the 58th International Art Exhibition
- La Biennale Di Venezia. The participants in the performance are seated at the pentagonal table (itself part of the
artwork), one on each of its five sides. The moderator, placed
within the opening in the middle of the table, writes keywords and phrases from the discussion onto the table’s surface, as the performance evolves. As such, the interaction
between the participants talking and the act of writing of
selected words from that discussion onto the surface of the
red table, creates a dynamic atmosphere and a meaningful
exchange of ideas shaping the live art itself.
Red Discussion 2 is a live art work, representative of collaborative and performative aspects of Nada Prlja’s art practice. The table is unmarked at the beginning of the performance and the act of writing onto its surface, completes the
piece as an artwork. Created during the performance itself,
the table as an artwork remains as a focal point of the
exhibition Subversion to Red, while video recordings of the
discussions are screened as documentation of the performative and discursive events.
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PROLOGUE TO RED DISCUSSION 2
PAVILION OF THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA
AT THE 58TH INTERNATIONAL ART EXHIBITION
- LA BIENNALE DI VENEZIA
FROM THE CORE TO THE PERIPHERY:
ON THE AESTHETIC FORM OF WORKERS
ESSAY BY
ARTAN SADIKU

The ideological separation in Europe that came as a result of the rupture that emerged
in the ‘Eastern part’, which enabled a break with the continuity of bourgeois politics,
culture and social organization, represented a proper political terrain for a multitude
of various contestations. The most significant difference between these two blocs, which
is also a conceptual reference, was present in the aesthetic form that determined the
social/political domain. Western liberal capitalist societies continued to ‘progress’ within the political frames set up by bourgeois movements, several centuries ago. It was the
concept of the citizen and parliamentary representative democracy around which the
political life oscillated, without any contestation of the pertinent mode of production
and modes of ownership. In the Eastern bloc, we experienced the most genuine attempt
at substituting the inherited political model with a new social reorganization of politics, which would address that which determines it in the last instance – the mode of
production. Because it is always the work of the labor that produces, the economy is a
necessary manifestation of the labor-time relation, and the appearance of these new political formations in the East, structuring the politics around the working class as its
immediate social reference. Thus, the aesthetic form of the social/political in the Eastern countries, made an attempt at being determined by the plane of consistency, which
belonged to the workers.
The appearance of workers on the historical stage as the dominant visible part of what
we call the social, represents the first major attempt in the history of humankind at
structuring its collectives in the form of a model that constantly evades the terrain of
capitalist production – a socialist model. Being absolutely aware of the setbacks that
the socialist models experienced in the previous century – mostly relating to the fact
that they lapsed and remained within the framework of the state capitalist model –
the aesthetic of the social/political was, however, one that was a beneficial setting for
moving beyond the capitalist mode. When we use the concept of aesthetics to describe the
differences between the social/political of the former East and West, we do so in the way
in which Rancière describes the presence of aesthetics at the core of politics. Namely,
he describes it as a “delimitation of spaces and times, of the visible and the invisible, of
speech and noise, that simultaneously determines the place and the stakes of politics
as a form of experience” (Rancière, 2013: 8). Therefore, the place and the stakes of politics
in the socialist countries took the form of the workers’ experience, their visibility and
speech. In the countries of the Western bloc, politics was continually shaping itself in a
form that excluded the workers’ experience, their visibility and speech.
The transition process in the ‘East’ was aimed at structurally transforming society
through a dismantling of the structures that resembled the aesthetics of the social/
political of the socialist period. This process was carried out under the guise of a universal promise of freedom, a freedom that was allegedly repressed by the socialist state
apparatuses, and which was about to be realized primarily through the implementation
of the free market principle, which, as the main societal drive of development, would
generate and disseminate freedom throughout society. This promise of freedom performed the substantial ideological exercise of interpellation for individuals who found
themselves not only embracing a new ideology, but also representing the apparatuses of
its reproduction. The trouble with the use of the term ideology, with which the Balkan
societies were quite overwhelmed, was solved through the employment of the already
invented vision of the post-ideological societies and world, which, on the other hand,
represents the most sublime ideological claim (Zizek 1989: 27-31). The main political ideal
in the undertaking of the transition in the ‘East’, embarked on the Fukuyaman claim
of the end of history, thus providing itself with a universal legitimacy as a result of
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the prevailing neoliberal ideology across the globe. Thus, a tension was inscribed in the
midst of the inherited aesthetic form of the social/political, a tension that aims to remove workers from the social/political domain as a historical plane. This was the main
aesthetic performance of the ideology of the end – the end of workers’ visibility and
speech.
The ideology of ‘the end’ established itself as a form of obstacle to collective social progress in two ways. Firstly, it introduced the model of individuated subjectivity through
reinstalling the concept of the citizen – the bearer of the politics of kitsch, a politics of
variations within simulated interests, without a delimitated space for any collective.
Secondly, it killed every possibility for further imagining and rethinking politics from
the domain of capitalist subjugation – the short-lived experiment, reverted back to the
old model. One is undoubtedly troubled by the almost unanimous acceptance in the
‘East’ of the new neoliberal ideology against the previous socialist idea, a fact that immediately signals two subjective possibilities. Firstly, that a proper subject in Althusserian terms had occurred as a result of the socialist ideology, but the political subject
was restricted from expressing its free political will at the moment of the collapse of
the socialist regime. The second possibility is that the communist ideology had failed to
produce the socialist ideological subject, and therefore the system had to rely heavily on
repression in order to ensure its proper functioning. This would mean that the socialist
subject was already interpellated through the neoliberal ideology, and it is precisely as
a result of its ideological reproduction of the subjects, that it resulted in the failure of
the system. The Althusserian concept of interpellation, which I use to describe the subject as a product of ideology, describes the process through which ideology addresses the
abstract, pre-ideological subject, by what it effectively produces as a subject proper.

labor-time relation remains the kernel of its production processes within the social
(Postone, 1993:25). So, as long as the workers’ experience, which embodies this relation in
their physical and psychological existence, does not take the aesthetic form determinant of the social/political, the overall system is bound to experience a perpetual crisis.
These crises are the inevitable manifestation of the tension that arises from the lack of
an aesthetic form in the social/political for the process that takes place at its core - the
process of economic production. The continued repression of this form – the aesthetics
of the workers’ plane in the social/political can never destroy the basic relation of labor-time, but it can intensify the crises that are currently being manifested throughout
Europe as genuine crises of the democratic model, liberal values and even the enlightenment heritage. So intertwined are the current European elites with the interests of
capital, that they would rather destroy the mechanism on which they exist, than allow
workers to re-appear as the collective plane within the social/political.
Under the dominant regime of the capitalist market in Europe, workers are being
equally repressed in all corners of the continent. After the economic crisis of 2008, the
‘economic necessity’ suppressed all other political content, becoming the main conceptual
reference of almost all political action, thus affecting the whole of the social/political
objectivity. The main gesture of politics, under an act of economic repression, is reduced
to merely serving the capital. Badiou defines the necessity of today’s politics as being
tied to a universally dominant denominator – the economy (Badiou: 2001, 30). The most
blatant example of the draining of even formal democratic mechanisms under the pressure of the spectacle of the economy, took place during the first year of the economic crisis of 2008. In Greece and Italy, the European Troika, as the most prominent agent of the
interests of capital in Europe, appointed technical governments in these two countries,
in disregard of the popular will.

From “economic necessity” to workers’ invisibility
Workers in the Exploitation Union
Several surveys carried out in Macedonia between 2010 and 2015 showed that 64 percent
of the interviewed citizens preferred living in the previous system, over the current
one. The outcome of this survey indicates that the post-socialist subject is also not a
(new) subject proper of the neoliberal ideology, since it does not embrace the new society of the free market and keeps alive its social sensibility inherited from the previous
system, eventhough it has lost its aesthetic form within the social/political. The failure
of the previous socialist systems can be located in the aesthetic tension that existed between the workers’ plane determining the social/political and the increasing divergence
from this setting of the nomenclature that started to resemble the Western capitalist
political elites. Thus, the system was dislocating itself from the very aesthetics of the
form that brought it into being. The workers who were politically subjectivized through
the socialist/communist ideology, were still the main plane of the social/political, but
the system was increasingly oriented against it. It is precisely because of this tension
that the workers in the ‘East’ requested a political change in the late 1980's. It was the
elite of the socialist nomenclature that fabricated this political move through conflicts
and crises, in order to destroy the existing aesthetics of the form of the workers’ plane
in the social/political - which had now become their enemy - thereby restoring capitalism, at its base.
Once the ‘East’ was successfully reintegrated into the European chains of capitalist
production, kitsch aesthetics came to dominate the social/political domain. Labor is
confined to its invisibility, it has no speech and does not delimitate any place or stake
in the politics of the neoliberal regime. But at the core of the economic system, the
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The analysis of the dynamics of capital in Europe inevitably reveals a core-periphery
relation of economic exploitation. But in the realm of workers all around Europe, this
relation plays no role at all. It is so because the whole economic relation between the
core and the periphery is established in a domain where the aesthetic form of the plane
of workers is lacking in the social/political domain. Thus, workers remain the continual resource for equal exploitation, regardless of their country, upon which other unequal relations among countries are built. Being the core country of capital, Germany
is always rightfully treated as the main troublemaker in the countries of the European
periphery, due to its exporting crises and instability. But in order to do so, the German
state had previously, by the year 2003, secured the competitiveness of its industry with
the adoption of the “Agenda 2010 Reforms”, which included a wage freeze for workers, a
reduction of pensions, slashing of medical benefits and a range of other labor market
flexibilization measures. It was precisely the German worker that felt the first serious
repression in the European continent at a time when the economic crisis was six years
ahead. A whole decade after the year 2000, the wages of German workers increased at
a slower rate than the European average. It is precisely because of the wage repression
and reduction in labor costs, that the German economy became more competitive and
its trade surplus grew to become the world champion, relative to the size of its economy. On the other hand, wage growth in the countries of the European south (termed as
the periphery in capitalist terms of their relation to the core) put their economies in a
tremendously disadvantageous situation compared to the German one. The predatory
power of German capital in Europe was made possible only due to the wage repression
11

imposed on the German worker. In an economic space which is not determined by the
aesthetic form of the plane of workers, it is due to their centrality in the economic production process - contained in the labor-time relation - that they rotate in the position
of the repressed, never in that of the privileged. The relation of the core and the periphery always remains one of capital, not of workers.
The higher level of labor organization and the heritage of labor struggles in the countries of the European south had secured a better wage growth and a better living standard for the workers of this region. But when their economies faced the rising deficits
due to the increased presence of German capital, which relied on the spending in these
countries (while the spending inside Germany was weaker due to the wage repression),
it was the turn of the southern workers to pay the price the German ones had paid
earlier. Thus, there ensued austerity measures, wage cuts and reduction of benefits
and pensions throughout Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. Here, the importance of the
aesthetic form of the plane of workers in the midst of the social/political, becomes the
crucial conceptual tool for developing a sustained critique of the trade unionist, social-democratic, legal and regulatory policies aimed at protecting a decent living standard for workers. Under the operations of capital, we never have a workers’ paradigm
pushing for improvement, but on the contrary, we will always see a reversion towards
lower standards - we will see the disciplining of the southern worker according to the
model of the German worker. If the economy is organized in a domain which is not of
a form molded on its basic kernel - that of the labor-time relation - the workers who
embody this relation will never be able to avoid the degradation of their life, precisely
because of the lack of their aesthetic plane, which is their one and only line of simultaneous action and defense. When we lack the aesthetic form of the plane of workers
in the social/political, the concept of the citizen - around which the current politics is
organized - becomes the totalizing and dictatorial operative word through which the
capitalist economic necessity is played out as the political proper. Citizens, in their individuated political role, are the instance through which various models of core-periphery relations are played out, but it is on the backbone of workers that these relations
are universally made possible.
The (re)invention of the cheap Balkan worker
One particular problem in the core-periphery relation, which is quite evident in the
Balkans, is the exploitation of cheap labor force by foreign investment factories in these
countries. And here we should ask the crucial question of what cheap labor actually is.
Namely, it represents a localized effect of the repression of the workers’ aesthetic plane
towards invisibility: the stronger the repression, the cheaper the labor. Legal research
conducted in 2010 by Lenka, the Movement for Social Justice in Macedonia, shows that of
all the revisions of the labor legislation made over a period of two decades, not a single
one was towards improving the status of workers.1 All that the new neoliberal-transitional state did was to erode the position of workers in relation to the needs and interests of capital. If the neoliberal state is doing the same thing throughout Europe, why
it is that in the Balkan countries we have a cheaper labor force than elsewhere? Given
the socialist past of these countries, where their societies were defined by the aesthetic
form of the workers’ plane, the attack on the workers’ structures was much more in1
Saveski, Zdravko and Apasiev, Dimitar and Kovachevski, Aleksandar and Vasilev, Kire
(2010), Обезвреднување на трудот - Анализа на трудово-правната легислатива во периодот на
транзицијата. “Protection and promotion of workers’ rights”. The Movement for Social Justice – “Lenka”,
Skopje, the Republic of Macedonia. ISBN 978-608-65134-0-5. Available at: http://lenka.mk/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/obezbrednuvanje_na_trudot.pdf.
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tense than in other European countries, where these continued their struggles and never faced a total assault from the political forces organized around the neoliberal state.
This is the reason why this year in Germany the IG Metall union managed to secure a
28-hour working week, a success that workers in the Balkans cannot even dream of. The
intensity of the instruments that had to carry out the ideological waterboarding of the
workers in the post-socialist countries was much harsher and cruder, simply because
it had to erase any remnant of the aesthetic form of the workers’ presence within their
plane of visibility. The resulting effect of the increased intensity of this repression is
the decreased value of the labor. The less visible it is, the less valued it gets. So, even
when Balkan countries attract foreign investors, such as the infamous Draxelmeier2 in
Serbia and Macedonia, the gains of these investments never end up in the workers’ pockets, due to their underprivileged social/political position. The income that the workers
receive in these factories still keeps them below the poverty line. Due to these operations of capital in Europe, Balkan countries have become waste dumps of bad investments, which exploit not only the workers but also the environment and the infrastructure, receiving tax releases and even state subsidies. In the cases where the production
lines are dependent on a particular location (eg. the infrastructure, railways, supply
and output of materials), capital uses the mechanisms of the European Union to import cheap labor from the Balkans to locations where their work is required. Thus, the
dislocation of labor from one country to another contributes to the tearing apart of the
very material for the building of the aesthetic form of the workers’ plane. In the countries where this labor is “imported”, the ‘native’ workers see the ones from the Balkan
countries as a toxic presence, threatening their wage standards. In the year 2017 alone,
companies from Slovenia, using the A1 forms (work permits) issued by the state of Slovenia, were able to import 46,000 workers from Balkan countries into the European Union.
These companies, and in the final analysis the Slovene state, both profited largely on
the basis of them being the biggest exporter of foreign workers to the West. The profit of
construction companies in Germany from these “imported” workers is between 30 and 50
percent. The ones who were settled as cheap labor in Slovenia were not considered to be
workers for the purpose of integrating them into the processes of building the workers’
plane, but were dehumanized instead through their victimhood. 3
Perversely, the core-periphery relation is not one of the core states against the periphery ones, but rather a relation of corporations from the core states with the countries of
the periphery. The exploiting of labor is what capital does, but it prefers cheaper labor,
and this is where the governments of Balkan countries come to the service of these corporations. If they did not devalue their labor, they would face an increasing unemployment rate, which is always worse than low wages. By the transfer of ‘German’ jobs to the
periphery and the Balkans, capital gains terrain in its ‘host’ country (Germany, taken
as a signifier of ‘Western’ capital) to discipline its labor to accept lower standards. Thus,
2
Draxelmeier is a German company operating in both Macedonia (2012) and Serbia (2008)
through factories that produce wiring systems for the automotive industry intended to supply manufacturers such as Audi, BMW, Cadillac, Jaguar, Land Rover, Maserati, Mercedes-Benz, Porsche and Volkswagen. Several strikes of workers have been repressed by the company, which has also been sued for the bad working
conditions of its workers.
For further reading, follow these links: http://solidarnost.mk/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Research-Dr%C3%A4xlmaier-Kavadarci_updated1.pdf; http://www.isshs.edu.mk/the-real-price-of-the-cheap-labour-force-3/; http://www.rosalux.rs/sites/default/files/publications/6_Radenkovic_engl_web.pdf.
3
For more on the process of constructing the Balkan worker as a helpless victim instead of
the key element in the productive process, refer to: Vezovnik, Andreja (2015). Balkan Immigrant Workers as
Slovenian Victimized Heroes. Slavic Review 74(2), 244-264.
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we see that, in the relations between the core and the periphery, the only crisis that is
experienced is the crisis in the domain of labor. Without the resolution of the tension
between the basic relation and the lack of its manifested form – the aesthetic form of
the workers’ plane in the social/political – the crisis will remain a perpetual process. It
will only oscillate in its manifestations from the housing market to the lack of demand,
failing interest rates, lack of capital mobility, loss of gains and the general instability of the economic indicators. As long as this tension is not resolved, the economy will
remain more unpredictable than the weather.
From the form of the state towards the form of workers
The persistence of the crisis calls for a simultaneous action of labor throughout Europe. In the periphery, we need more thinking and experimenting with organizing
production through the benefits of the technological access and shared knowledge in
order to counter the predatorial operations of the corporations form the core of capital in the continent. In the core countries, we need an increased demand on the part of
the workers, so that the labor base of these corporations increases the domestic costs
and thus decreases their international competitiveness. It is only through organized
action on the part of labor that capital can be disciplined, in the first phase to a lower
level of profit, and not vice versa. But the action of labor without resolving the tension
of the basic relation of labor-time and the current social/political form. cannot achieve
anything significant in the long run. It is only through the resolution of this tension
and the appearance of the workers’ plane in the social/political, that the basic relation can be transformed towards the devaluing of time. Time, in the capitalist model
of production and reproduction, increases its value exponentially, thus putting more
and more pressure on labor. In a process of constant devaluation of time, a process that
can be pursued only in a social/political model determined by the aesthetic form of the
workers’ plane, labor is constantly being released from the time pressure, thus increasing its freedom from exploitation. In early Marx, we find everywhere his analysis of the
determining role of the mode of production in all that is social, its consciousness and
its structure. In order to move to a different mode of production, we need to go through
the establishing of the workers’ plane, which simultaneously revolutionises the mode
of production. In such a process, these two correlate and provide new solutions, which
avoid the double risk of falling into political dogmatism or economic speculation.
Looking back at the previous century’s experiments with socialism, we inevitably come
to the problem of the state. Namely, the question is whether the state is compatible
with the aesthetic form of the workers’ plane determining the social/political. The state
capitalist models that existed created their own nomenclature, which performed the
gesture of the current politically connected capitalist businessmen. If capital is stateowned, the representative of the state is the representative of that capital, even in a
worker-driven political discourse and ideology. The competition for social reproduction
between the workers’ plane and the state nomenclature pushes the state towards the
repression of labor in order to secure its material base of existence. If such a model were
to reappear in the whole European continent, we would see the same relations of the
core-periphery being manifested among nation states, in the absence of private corporations. The aesthetic form of the workers’ plane gives birth to its own politics, which
is not the politics of the form of the state, if not essentially a politics against the state.
This politics is one of the workers and not for the workers. It cannot be considered a
politics of a fairer taxation and redistribution model. Every radical political movement
that attempted to serve the workers, such as Syriza in Greece, failed when it took the
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form of the state. Its failure is inscribed into the very aim of the state to repress the
aesthetic form of the workers’ plane, a form which cannot be represented. It can only
present itself as a form - a form in contradiction to every other aesthetical form in the
domain of the social/political. The workers’ aesthetic presence in their own plane, is
an immanence on its own, therefore it reorganizes the whole of the social/political in
which it is embedded. It is the way to avoid any utopian dogmatism of the state-planned
economy and to place the workers’ plane in the center of the social/political, where, as
an effect of this aesthetic movement, a new mode of thinking is made possible – a collective process that is also indifferent to individual proposals that stem from the current
capitalist predicament. The aesthetic presence of the workers’ plane as a determining
form of the social/political, evades any lapsing into reactionary models of nationalism,
religion and, ultimately, fascism. The effect of the workers’ aesthetics is one of unity
and uniformity, and not solidarity. Solidarity refers to identifying with ‘another’s’
struggles as common to one’s own. While the workers of Europe remain within the confines of the capitalist relations of the core and the periphery, they will always remain
in the domain of having to solidarize with some ‘other’s’ struggle. And as long as there
is an ‘other’, any sense of a union is essentially compromised. The European Union of the
perpetual crisis - which produces the exploitation of workers everywhere and, through
a series of political perversions, the rise of authoritarian political movements and a
nationalist repression of its perceived liberal democratic values - can only survive if it
resolves the basic tension that overrides its social/political form. The resolution of this
tension resides in establishing the workers’ aesthetic form. The European Union is only
possible as a union of workers through their form, determining the social/political of
the whole continent.
For the development of the workers’ plane
No wonder that the process of establishing this aesthetic form of the worker’s plane in
the social/political comes from the very means existing at hand in the given situation.
All the workers’ structures, groups, projects, attempts and efforts can be reoriented
to seek their effectuation outside the confines of the present economic-political model
enforced by the state. In this undertaking, it is of crucial importance to understand
that our collective efforts must be concentrated on making visible and struggling to
maintain the workers’ plane. Understanding the various different causes that are in
immediate need of action, such as feminist and environmental struggles, we must also
understand that whatever victories we might achieve in these fields of contestation,
they will be unsustainable if they remain within the confines of the present social/political model. That is so due to the fact that there will always be the next crisis, which,
via its repression of politics, will always take revenge on these victories. In 2017, for
example, in the course of the debate in the British parliament, the Labour Party urged
for an immediate revision of the austerity measures according to a gender-sensitive
model, since it was women that bore 86 percent of the austerity burden. The crisis in
the US brought Trump into power, who then withdrew from the 2015 Paris Agreement on
climate change mitigation. The maintaining in power of the current capitalist mode of
production through the social/political model of the state, will always nullify whatever
gains we make in the social fields which are not aesthetically determined by the form of
the workers’ plane.
The establishing of the aesthetic form of the workers’ plane in the social/political
domain requires the actions and movements present in the process of delivering any
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other aesthetic change. That is, the piece-by-piece setting up of the infrastructure of
the workers’ plane, molding their pieces together through a social and political practice
that allows them to hold on together and pile up more elements. In doing so, we must
fight for the perseverance of every individual element, until the general aesthetics
starts to take its autonomous form of presence. The practice of the workers from the
Dita factory in Bosnia and Herzegovina is one that deviates from the neoliberal mode
of ownership and production, and it is one that needs to be replicated and multiplied
towards form’s shaping as the main form of the factory. In Albania, the population has
managed to create a significant space for its own economy – termed the gray economy
under neoliberal conditions, only because it evades control and unequal redistribution. This part, separated from the neoliberal state in Albania, constitutes around 60
percent of the total economy of the country. Thus, the evasion of the formal sector of a
significant part of the economic activity of the Albanian population, is a practice that
restricts the state when it comes to accessing more funds through taxation - funds
which would, in the last instance, end up in the hands of big capital in the country. At
this point, it is relevant to ask a crucial question, that of the relation of the market and
the state under the dominant neoliberal dogma. The Albanian case, with its 60 percent
of gray economy, shows that the economy which evades the state, runs against the interests of the business and political elites. The free market, in terms of neoliberalism,
can only exist under the auspices of the state, which redistributes the wealth from the
lower to the higher social classes. Having a ‘bigger state’ under the dominant relations
of power in late capitalism, does not result in redistribution favoring the poorer parts
of society. Thus, the reversal of power relations, must go hand in hand with the withdrawal from the domain of the formal economy into everyday life as well as with the mobilization for taking over as much as possible of the state power by democratic workers’
forces. This process has to be expanded and must rely on the increasing visibility of the
workers’ plane, which with the weakening of the state due to the withdrawal effect, will
lose its repressive power on the social/political.
Through the replication, dissemination and sustainment of these practices of workers
that evade the market-dominated models of capitalist production, on the one hand, and
the organization of the exchange in such a way as to restrict the state’s power to control the wealth of the workers, we can see the first lines of the workers’ plane taking
shape as an aesthetic form within the social/political. Thus, politically, we shall experience a radical change in the mode of manifesting of the people within the social/political. In maintaining Rancière’s claim that people manifest themselves in different modes
through various instances in history, we can claim that in the move from the current
model of the social/political to the one determined by the workers’ plane, we shall see
the move from the manifesting of people as citizens to their manifesting as workers.
This is the final and decisive move towards the resolution of the tension between the basic relation of labor-time and the concrete manifestation of this relation in the social/
political, through the aesthetic form of the workers’ plane.
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with a liberal state

Diagram 2: State
capitalism / Socialism

Diagram 3: Workers’ social/
political without the state
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RADICAL DEMOCRACY AND AGONISTIC POLITICS
ESSAY BY
CHANTAL MOUFFE

What should we think of the current revival of the communist idea among a group
of left intellectuals? Is the ‘communist hypothesis’ really necessary to envisage a
politics of emancipation? Do we have to see the egalitarian ideal as so intrinsically
linked to the horizon of communism that its future depends on bringing back such
a disputed model? Or is it time to envisage things in a different way.
While agreeing with the necessity to challenge the widely accepted claim that
the disastrous failure of the soviet model forces us to reject the entirety of the
emancipatory project, I do believe that there are important lessons to be learned
from this tragic experience and this calls for a serious rethinking of some central
tenets of the communist project. It would indeed be too easy to simply declare that
‘really existing socialism’ represents a flawed realization of an ideal that remains
to be truly implemented. To be sure, many of the reasons for which it went astray
could be avoided and the current conditions might provide a more favorable terrain. But some of the problems that it encountered cannot be reduced to a simple
question of application and they have to do with the way this ideal was conceptualized. To remain faithful to the ideals that inspired the different communist
movements, it is necessary to examine how they conceived their goal to understand
why those ideals could become so disastrously misled.
I am convinced that it is the very idea of ‘communism’ that needs to be problematized because it is strongly connoted with the anti-political vision of a society
where antagonisms would have been eradicated and where law, the state and other
regulatory institutions would have become irrelevant. The main shortcoming of
the Marxist approach lies in my view in its incapacity to acknowledge the crucial
role of the political. It is with the aim of remedying this shortcoming that in “Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Towards a Radical Democratic Politics” written jointly
with Ernesto Laclau, we have taken issue with several key tenets of Marxism. The
book was originally published in 1985 and our motivation was both theoretical
and political. We wanted to intervene in the debate taking place at that time about
the nature of the new social movements and the role that they should play in the
socialist struggle. But our intention was also to offer new theoretical bases that
would enable us to understand the challenge facing radical politics. It was clear to
us that the difficulties that the left - both in its communist and social-democratic versions - was encountering at the time, came from its incapacity to grasp the
specificity of the democratic struggles that could not be reduced to issues of class.
We claimed that it was due to the essentialism and reductionism that informed
their approach and that it was necessary to elaborate a different one.
Bringing together insights from post-structuralism and from Antonio Gramsci,
we proposed an alternative approach, centered around the notion of the social as a
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discursive space, emphasizing the central role of the political moment in the structur-

achievement of a fully liberated society. This is why the myth of communism as a trans-

ation of society. Two key concepts, we argued, are needed to address the question of the

parent and reconciled society - which clearly implies the end of politics - needs to be

political: ‘antagonism’ and ‘hegemony’. Both notions point to the need to acknowledge

abandoned. At the difference of Marxism for which communism and the withering away

the dimension of radical negativity which manifests itself in the ever present possibili-

of the state logically entailed each other, according to our perspective, the emancipa-

ty of antagonism which impedes the full totalization of society and which forcloses the

tory project cannot be conceived any more as the elimination of power and the manage-

possibility of a society beyond division and power. This requires coming to terms with

ment of their affairs by social agents identified with the viewpoint of the social totality.

the lack of a final ground and the undecidability that pervades every order, envisaging

There will always be antagonism, struggles and partial opaqueness of the social.

society as the product of a series of practices whose aim is to establish order in a context of contingency. This means, in our vocabulary, recognizing the hegemonic nature

In posterior books: The Return of the Political, The Democratic Paradox and On the Political, I have

of every kind of social order. We call ‘hegemonic practices’ the practices of articula-

developed this reflection on ‘the political’, understood as the antagonistic dimension

tion through which a given order is created and the meaning of social institutions is

which is inherent in all human societies. I have proposed to distinguish between ‘the

fixed. Every order is therefore the temporary and precarious articulation of contingent

political’ and ‘politics’; ‘the political’ refers to this dimension of antagonism which can

practices. Things could always have been otherwise and every order is predicated on the

take many forms and can emerge in diverse social relations, a dimension that can never

exclusion of other possibilities. It is always the expression of a particular configura-

be eradicated; ‘politics’, on the other side, refers to the ensemble of practices, discourses

tion of power relations. What appears as the natural order is the result of sedimented

and institutions whose aim is to establish a certain order and to organize human coex-

hegemonic practices; it is never the manifestation of a deeper objectivity that would

istence in conditions which are always potentially conflicting because they are affected

be exterior to the practices that brought it into being. Every existing order is for this

by the dimension of ‘the political’.

reason susceptible of being challenged by counter-hegemonic practices, practices which
attempt to disarticulate it in order to install another form of hegemony.

The denial of ‘the political’ in its antagonistic dimension is, I contend, what impedes
most liberal theories to envisage politics in an adequate way. Indeed this antagonistic

Our discursive approach asserts the radical historicity of being and therefore the pure-

dimension cannot be made to disappear by simply denying it and wishing it away, which

ly human nature of truth without appealing to any transcendental ground. It envisages

is the typical liberal gesture; such negation only leads to impotence, an impotence

the world as an entirely social construction of human beings which is not grounded

which characterizes liberal thought when confronted with the emergence of antago-

on any metaphysical necessity external to it- neither God, not ‘essential forms’, nor the

nisms and forms of violence that, according to its theory belong to a bygone age when

‘necessary laws of history’. Such an approach requires acknowledging the dimension of

reason would not yet have managed to control the supposedly archaic passions.

‘the political’ as the ever present possibility of antagonism and coming to terms with
the lack of a final ground and the undecidability that pervades every order. Society

An important part of my work in the field of democratic political theory has been dedi-

should be envisaged as the product of a series of practices whose aim is to establish

cated to criticizing the two main models of democracy, the aggregative and deliberative

order in a context of contingency. Those practices through which a social order is cre-

models for their rationalist and individualistic framework. For instance in The Demo-

ated and the meaning of institutions fixed, we call ‘hegemonic practices’. The political is

cratic Paradox, examining its two main versions of deliberative democracy, the Ralwsian

linked to the acts of hegemonic institution. It is in this sense that one can distinguish

and the Habermasian ones, I have shown how they were unable to acknowledge the

the social from the political. The social is the realm of sedimented practices, that is

antagonistic dimension of “the political”. Both Rawls and Habermas assert that the aim

practices that conceal the originary acts of their contingent political institution and

of democracy is to establish a rational agreement in the public sphere. Their theories

which are taken for granted as if they were self-grounded.

differ with respect to the procedures of deliberation which are needed to reach it, but
their objective is the same: to reach a consensus without exclusion on the “common

By reformulating the project of the left in terms of ‘radicalization of democracy’ we

good”. Although they claim to be pluralist, it is clear that theirs is a pluralism whose

inscribed it in the wider field of the democratic revolution, indicating that the multiple

legitimacy is only recognized in the private sphere and that has no constitutive place

struggles for emancipation are founded on the plurality of social agents and of their

in the public one. They are adamant that democratic politics require the elimination

struggles. Thus the field of social conflict is extended rather than being concentrated

of passions from the public sphere and this is of course why such an approach cannot

in a ‘privileged agent’ like the working class. We emphasized that the extension and

grasp the process of creation of political identities.

radicalization of democratic struggles will never have a final point of arrival in the
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It is with the aim of offering an alternative to the existing models that I have been

ifold of practices, discourses and language games that specific forms of individuali-

working towards the elaboration of what I call an ‘agonistic’ model of democracy. My ob-

ties are constructed. What is a stake in the transformation of political identities can

jective is to provide what Richard Rorty would have called a ‘metaphoric redescription’

never be a rationalist appeal to the true interest of the subject, but the inscription of

of liberal democratic institutions. A redescription which, I claim, is better able to grasp

the social agent in practices that will mobilize its affects in a way that disarticulates

what is at stake in pluralist democratic politics than the two main models of democracy

the framework in which the dominant process of identification is taking place, so as

currently on offer, the aggregative and the deliberative ones.

to bring about other forms of identification. This means that to construct oppositional
identities it is not enough to simply foster a process of ‘de-identification’, a second move

In a nutshell, my argument goes as follows. Once we acknowledge the dimension of ‘the

is necessary. As Yannis Savrakakis points out/ “a critique of an ideological system of

political’, we begin to realize that one of the main challenges for pluralist liberal demo-

meaning cannot be effective if its remains at a purely deconstructive level; it requires

cratic politics consists in trying to defuse the potential antagonism that exists in human relations, so as to make human coexistence possible. Indeed, the fundamental ques-

a mapping of the fantasies supporting this system and an encircling of its symptomatic
function”.1 To insist only on the first move is in fact to remain trapped in a problematic

tion is not: how to arrive at a consensus reached without exclusion, because this would

according to which the negative moment would be sufficient, on its own, to bring about

require the construction of a ‘us’ that would not have a corresponding ‘them’. This is

something positive. As if new subjectivities were already available, ready to emerge

impossible because the very condition for the constitution of a ‘us’ is the demarcation of

when the weight of the dominant ideology would have been lifted.

a ‘them’. The crucial issue then is how to establish this us/them distinction which is constitutive of politics in a way which is compatible with the recognition of pluralism. What

Such a ‘war of positions’ cannot merely consist in separating the different elements

is important is that conflict does not take the form of an ‘antagonism’ (struggle between

whose articulation constitute the nodal points around which those practices and

enemies) but the form of an ‘agonism’ (struggle between adversaries). A well-functioning

institutions are fixed. The second moment, the moment of re-articulation is crucial.

democracy calls for a confrontation of democratic political positions. If this is missing

Otherwise we would be faced with a chaotic situation of pure dissemination, leaving the

there is always the danger that this democratic confrontation will be replaced by a con-

doors open for attempts of re-articulation by non-progressive forces. Indeed we have

frontation between non-negotiable moral values or essentialist forms of identifications.

many historical examples of situations in which the crisis of the dominant order led
to right-wing solutions. It is therefore important that the moment of ‘de-identification’

More recently, I have developed a critique of the conception of radical politics put for-

be accompanied by one of ‘re-identification’, that the critique of the existing hegemony

ward by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt and of other post-operaist theorist like Paolo

goes hand in hand with the putting forward of an alternative. This is something that is

Virno who advocate a strategy of Exodus and reject any kind of engagement with the

missed by many leftist approaches, particularly those which view the problem in terms

state and existing institutions. Against this strategy of withdrawal from the insti-

of reification or false consciousness and believe that it is enough to lift the weight of

tutions, I have argued in favor of ‘engagement with them’. It is clear that when social

the dominant ideology in order to open the way for a new order free from oppression and

reality is envisaged in terms of agonistic hegemonic practices, radical politics cannot

power. Given that the hegemonic approach acknowledges that social reality is discur-

be conceived any more as a step outside all institutional arrangements or as a process

sively constructed and that identities are the result of complex processes of identifi-

of desertion, but as an engagement with those institutions so as to transform them. The
aim is to disarticulate the existing discourses and practices through which the current
hegemony is established and reproduced in order to construct a new one. Borrowing a
notion from Gramsci, we proposed to visualize this strategy as one of ‘war of position’
which consists in a series of counter-hegemonic interventions whose objective is to disarticulate the existing hegemony and to bring about of more progressive one, through a
re-articulation of new and old elements into a different configuration of power.
It should be emphasized that those counter-hegemonic practices do not try to lift a
supposedly false consciousness, so as to reveal the ‘true reality’. This would be completely at odds with the anti-essentialist premises of the theory of hegemony which
rejects the very idea of a ‘true consciousness’. It is always through insertion in a man24

cation, it is only through insertion in a manifold of practices and language games that
specific forms of individualities are constructed. Moreover, since the political has a primary structuring role, social relations are contingent and any prevailing articulation
results from an antagonistic confrontation whose outcome is never decided in advance.
The radical democratic politics that we advocate is not founded on the dogmatic postulation of any ‘essence of the social’ but on the affirmation of the contingency and ambiguity of every ‘essence’ and of the constitutive character of social division and antagonism. I would like to clarify that our notion of antagonism should not be understood as
an objective relation but as a type of relation which reveal the limits of all objectivity.
The limits of society are therefore antagonistic, and social division is inherent to the
possibility of politics and, even more, to the very possibility of a democratic politics.
1
Yannis Stavrakakis, The Lacanian Left. Psychoanalysis, Theory, Politics, Edinburgh University Press,
2007, p. 81
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Our ‘post-marxist’ approach challenges the type of ontology informing the Marxist

social movements, parties and trade unions. What is at stake is not any ‘withering away’

conception which only envisages negation on the mode of a dialectical contradiction. It

of the state or of the variety of institutions through which pluralism is organized, but

is precisely because it cannot acknowledge radical negativity that it is unable to make

a profound transformation of those institutions so as to make them a vehicle for the

room for antagonism. The hegemonic approach, on the contrary, recognizes that antag-

expression of the manifold of democratic demands, which would extend the principle of

onism is irreducible. Its primary ontological terrain is one of division, of failed unicity.

equality to as many social relations as possible. This is what is involved in the struggle

By highlighting the dimension of radical negativity which impedes the full totalization

for radical democracy and such a project requires an agonistic engagement with the

of society, we put into question the very possibility of a reconciled society. If antag-

institutions.

onism is ineradicable, every order is necessarily a hegemonic one and heterogeneity
cannot be eliminated; antagonistic heterogeneity points to the limits of constitution of

It is for that reason that, despite having sympathy for recent forms of protest like the

social objectivity. Social objectivity can never be fully constituted and consequently a

‘indignados’ in Spain or the various forms of ‘Occupy’, I am concerned about the type of

fully inclusive consensus or an ‘absolute’ democracy is never available.

anti-institutional strategy that they have adopted and that is inspired by the exodus
model. To be sure, those movements are very diverse and not all of them are influenced

The agonistic struggle is a struggle between conflicting hegemonic projects attempting

by those theorists, but they share their total rejection of representative democracy.

to incarnate the universal so as to define the parameters of social life. Hegemony is

Moreover, they also believe in the possibility for social movements, on their own, to

obtained through the construction of nodal points which discursively fix the meaning

bring about a new type of society where a ‘real’ democracy could exist without need for

of institutions and social practices through which a specific conception of reality is

the state or other forms of political institutions. Without any institutional relays, they

established. Such a result will always be contingent and precarious and every order is

will not able to bring about any significant changes in the structures of power and their

susceptible of being challenged by counter-hegemonic interventions aiming at disar-

justified expressions of rejection of the neo-liberal order, risk to be soon forgotten.

ticulating it, so as to install another form of hegemony. Politics always takes place in a
field traversed by antagonisms and to envisage it simply as ‘acting in common’ – a view
which is today so fashionable – leads to erasing the ontological dimension of antagonism (the political) which provides its quasi-transcendental condition of possibility. A
proper political intervention is one that engages with a certain aspect of the existing
hegemony in order to disarticulate/rearticulate its constitutive elements. It can never
be merely conceived as desertion or on the mode of an ‘event’.
One of the crucial dimensions of a hegemonic politics consists in establishing ‘chains
of equivalence’ between various democratic demands, so as to transform them into
claims that will challenge the existing structure of power relations. It is clear that the
manifold of democratic demands that exist in our society do not necessarily converge
and that they can even conflict with each other. This is why they need to be articulated
politically. It is necessary here to clarify that the creation of a chain of equivalence represents a form of unity that respects diversity and does not erase differences. It is only
as far as democratic differences are opposed to forces or discourses that negate all of
them that these differences are in a relation of substitution with each other. What is at
stake is the creation of a ‘collective will’ ( Gramsci), a ‘we’ and this requires the determination of a ‘they’. This is why the construction of a collective will requires defining an
adversary. Such an adversary cannot be conceived as subsumed under a homogeneous
label such as ‘capitalism’ but in terms of nodal points of power to be targeted in order to
challenge the existing hegemony. The ‘war of position’ needs to be launched in a multiplicity of sites and this requires establishing a synergy between a variety of actors:
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DES TEMPS APOCALYPTIQUES
ESSAY BY
MAURIZIO LAZZARATO

‘Hors de la pensée de la limite, il n’est nulle stratégie, donc nulle tactique, donc nulle
action, donc nulle pensée ou initiative véritable, donc nulle écriture, nulle musique,
nulle peinture, nulle sculpture, nul cinéma, etc., possible.’
Louis Althusser

Nous vivons des temps ‘apocalyptiques’, dans le sens littéral du mot – des temps qui
manifestent, des temps qui font voir. Ce qu’ils dévoilent d’abord, c’est que l’effondrement
financier de 2008 a ouvert une époque de ruptures politiques. L’alternative ‘fascisme
ou révolution’ est asymétrique, déséquilibrée: parce que nous sommes déjà à l’intérieur
d’une suite, qui semble irrésistible, de ‘ruptures politiques’ pratiquées par des forces
néofascistes, sexistes, racistes; parce que la rupture révolutionnaire est pour l’instant
une simple hypothèse, dictée par la nécessité de réintroduire ce que le néolibéralisme a
réussi à effacer de la mémoire, de l’action et de la théorie des forces qui se battent contre le capitalisme. C’est même sa victoire la plus importante.
Ce que font aussi voir les temps apocalyptiques, c’est que le nouveau fascisme est l’autre face du néolibéralisme. Wendy Brown affirme avec assurance une contre-vérité: ‘Du
point de vue des premiers néolibéraux, la galaxie qui englobe Trump, le Brexit, Orban, les
nazis au Parlement allemand, les fascistes au Parlement italien, fait virer le rêve néolibéral au cauchemar. Hayek, les ordolibéraux, ou même l’école de Chicago répudieraient
la forme actuelle du néolibéralisme et surtout son aspect le plus récent1.’Ce n’est pas
seulement faux d’un point de vue factuel, c’est aussi problématique pour comprendre
le capital et l’exercice de son pouvoir. En effaçant la ‘violence qui a fondé» le néolibéralisme, incarnée par les dictatures sanguinaires d’Amérique du Sud, on commet une
double faute politique et théorique: on se concentre uniquement sur la ‘violence qui conserve’ l’économie, les institutions, le droit, la gouvernementalité – expérimentés pour la
première fois dans le Chili de Pinochet – et l’on présente ainsi le capital comme un agent
de modernisation, comme une puissance d’innovation; d’autre part, on efface la révolution mondiale et sa défaite, qui sont pourtant l’origine et la cause de la ‘mondialisation’
en tant que réponse globale du capital.
La conception du pouvoir qui en découle est pacifiée: action sur une action, gouvernement
des comportements (Foucault) et pas action sur des personnes (dont la guerre et la guerre
civile sont les expressions les plus abouties). Le pouvoir serait incorporé dans des dispositifs impersonnels qui exercent une violence soft de manière automatique. Tout au contraire, la logique de la guerre civile qui se trouve au fondement du néolibéralisme n’a pas été
résorbée, effacée, remplacée par le fonctionnement de l’économie, le droit, la démocratie.
Les temps apocalyptiques nous font voir que les nouveaux fascismes sont en train de
réactiver – bien qu’aucun communisme ne menace le capitalisme et la propriété – le
rapport entre violence et institution, le rapport entre guerre et ‘gouvernementalité’.
Nous vivons une époque d’indistinction, d’hybridation de l’État de droit et de l’état d’exception. L’hégémonie du néofascisme ne se mesure pas seulement à la force de ses organisations, mais également à la capacité qu’il a de déteindre sur l’État et sur le système
politique et médiatique.
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Les temps apocalyptiques révèlent que, sous la façade démocratique, derrière les ‘inno-

des marchandises, des hommes et de l’information, prime désormais sur la «production’.

vations’ économiques, sociales et institutionnelles, on trouve toujours la haine de classe

Ils n’occupent plus les usines, mais les ronds-points, et s’attaquent à la circulation de

et la violence de l’affrontement stratégique. Il a suffi d’un mouvement de rupture comme

l’information (la circulation de la monnaie étant plus abstraite, il faudra, pour l’attein-

les Gilets jaunes, qui n’ont rien de révolutionnaire, ni même de prérévolutionnaire, pour

dre, un autre niveau d’organisation et d’action).

que l’’esprit versaillais’ se réveille, pour que ressurgisse l’envie de tirer sur ces ‘saloperies’ qui menacent, ne serait que symboliquement, le pouvoir et la propriété. Lorsqu’il

La condition de l’émergence du processus politique est évidemment la rupture avec les

y a interruption du temps du capital, même un éditorialiste bourgeois peut saisir un

‘raisons’ et les ‘causes’ qui l’ont généré.

peu du réel en train d’émerger: ‘L’empire actuel de la haine ressuscite des frontières de
classe et de caste, parfois estompées depuis longtemps [...]. Et puis, cet acide de la haine

Seule l’interruption de l’ordre existant, seule la sortie de la gouvernementalité pour-

qui ronge la démocratie et submerge soudain une société politique décomposée, déstruc-

ront assurer l’ouverture d’un nouveau processus politique, car les ‘gouvernés’, même

turée, instable, fragile, imprévisible. La haine antique ressurgissant dans la France

lorsqu’ils résistent, sont le double du pouvoir, ses corrélats, ses vis-à-vis. La rupture

trébuchante du XXIe siècle. Sous la modernité, la haine2.’

avec le temps de la domination, en créant de nouveaux possibles, inimaginables avant
leur apparition, constitue les conditions de la transformation de soi et du monde. Mais

Les temps apocalyptiques manifestent également la force et les faiblesses des mouve-

aucune mystique de l’émeute, aucun idéalisme du soulèvement n’est de mise.

ments politiques qui, depuis 2011, essaient de contester la puissance sans partage du
capital. Ce livre a été terminé pendant le soulèvement des Gilets Jaunes. Adopter le point

Les processus de constitution du sujet politique, les formes d’organisation, la produc-

de vue de la ‘révolution mondiale’ pour lire un tel mouvement (mais aussi les Printemps

tion de savoirs pour la lutte, rendus possibles par l’interruption du temps du pouvoir,

arabes, Occupy Wall Street aux USA, le M15 en Espagne, les journées de juin 2013 au

sont immédiatement confrontés aux ‘raisons’ du profit, de la propriété, du patrimoine

Brésil, etc.), voilà qui pourra sembler prétentieux ou halluciné. Et pourtant, ‘penser à

que le soulèvement n’a pas fait disparaître. Tout au contraire, elles sont plus agressives,

la limite’ signifie repartir non seulement de la défaite historique subie dans les années

elles invoquent immédiatement le rétablissement de l’ordre, mettant en avant sa police,

1960 par la révolution mondiale, mais également des ‘possibles non réalisés’ qui ont été

tout en continuant, comme si de rien n’était, la mise en place des ‘reformes’. Ici, les alter-

créés et portés par les révolutions, de manière différente dans le Nord et dans le Sud, et

natives sont radicales: soit le nouveau processus politique arrive à changer les ‘raisons’

qui sont encore timidement mobilisés dans les mouvements contemporains.

du capital, soit ces mêmes raisons le changeront. L’ouverture des possibles politiques se
trouve confrontée à la réalité d’un double et redoutable problème, celui de la constitu-

La forme du processus révolutionnaire avait déjà changé dans les années 1960, mais elle

tion du sujet politique et celui du pouvoir du capital, car la première ne peut avoir lieu

s’était heurtée à un obstacle insurmontable: l’incapacité d’inventer un modèle différent

qu’à l’intérieur du second.

de celui qui avait ouvert, en 1917, la longue suite des révolutions du XXe siècle. Dans le
modèle léniniste, la révolution avait encore la forme de la réalisation. La classe ouvrière

Les réponses données à ces questions par les Printemps arabes, Occupy Wall Street, les

était le sujet qui contenait déjà les conditions de l’abolition du capitalisme et de l’in-

journées de juin 2013 au Brésil, etc., sont très faibles; les mouvements continuent à cher-

stallation du communisme. Le passage de la ‘classe en soi’ à la ‘classe pour soi’ devait

cher et à expérimenter sans trouver de véritables stratégies. Ces impasses ne peuvent

être réalisé par la prise de conscience et la prise de pouvoir, organisées et dirigées par le

en aucune manière être dépassées par le ‘populisme de gauche’ pratiqué par Podemos en

parti qui apportait de l’extérieur ce qui manquait aux pratiques ‘syndicales’ des ouvri-

Espagne. Sa stratégie réalise la liquidation de la révolution commencée dans l’après-68

ers.

par beaucoup de marxistes dont le marxisme avait échoué. La démocratie comme lieu
des conflits et de la subjectivation remplace le capitalisme et la révolution (Lefort,

Or, depuis les années 1960, le processus révolutionnaire a pris la forme de l’événement:

Laclau, Rancière), au moment même où la machine du capital engloutit littéralement

le sujet politique, au lieu d’être déjà là en puissance, est ‘imprévu’ (les Gilets jaunes sont

la ‘représentation démocratique’. L’affirmation de Claude Lefort, ‘en démocratie, le lieu

un exemple paradigmatique de cette imprévisibilité); il n’incarne pas la nécessité de

du pouvoir est vide’, est démentie dès le début des années 1970: ce lieu est occupé par le

l’histoire, mais seulement la contingence de l’affrontement politique. Sa constitution, sa

‘souverain’ sui generis qu’est le capital. Tout parti qui s’y installe ne peut fonctionner que

‘prise de conscience’, son programme, son organisation se font à partir d’un refus (d’être

comme son ‘fondé de pouvoir’ (beaucoup se sont moqués de la ‘simplification’ marxienne,

gouverné), d’une rupture, d’un ici et maintenant radical qui ne se satisfait d’aucune

mais elle a été complètement réalisée, de façon même caricaturale, par le dernier prési-

promesse de démocratie et de justice à venir.

dent de la République française, Emmanuel Macron). Le populisme de gauche donne une
nouvelle vie à quelque chose qui n’existe plus. La représentation et le Parlement ne déti-

Bien sûr, n’en déplaise à Rancière, le soulèvement a ses ‘raisons’ et ses ‘causes’. Les Gilets

ennent aucun pouvoir, celui-ci étant entièrement concentré dans l’exécutif, qui, dans le

jaunes sont plus intelligents que le philosophe, parce qu’ils ont ‘compris’ que le rapport

néolibéralisme, exécute non pas les ordres du ‘peuple’ ou de l’intérêt général, mais ceux

entre ‘production’ et ‘circulation’ s’est inversé. La circulation, circulation de l’argent,

du capital et de la propriété.
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La volonté de politiser les mouvements de l’après-2008 se révèle réactionnaire, puis-

Aujourd’hui, un mouvement axé sur la ‘question sociale’ ne peut pas être spontané-

qu’elle impose précisément ce que la révolution des années 1960 avait refusé et ce que

ment socialiste comme aux XIXe et XXe siècles, car la révolution mondiale et sociale

refuse chaque mouvement qui a émergé depuis: le leader (charismatique), la «transcen-

(impliquant l’ensemble des relations de pouvoir) est passée par là. Sans la critique

dance’ du parti, la délégation de la représentation, la démocratie libérale, le peuple. Le

des divisions raciales et sexuelles, le mouvement s’expose à toutes les récupérations

positionnement du populisme de gauche (et sa systématisation théorique par Laclau et

possibles (de la part de la droite et de l’extrême-droite), auxquelles il a su, malgré tout,

Mouffe) empêche de nommer l’ennemi. Ses catégories (la ‘caste’, ‘ceux d’en haut’ et ‘ceux

résister jusqu’ici. Si les subjectivités qui portent les luttes contre ces différentes

d’en bas’) sont à un pas de la théorie du complot et à deux pas de son aboutissement, la

dominations ne peuvent être réduites à l’unité du ‘signifiant vide’ du peuple, comme le

dénonciation de la ‘juiverie internationale’ qui contrôlerait le monde par la finance. Ces

voudrait le populisme de gauche, le double problème de l’action politique commune et

confusions, soigneusement entretenues par les dirigeants et théoriciens d’un impossi-

du pouvoir du capital reste entier. L’incapacité de penser ce dernier comme machine à

ble populisme de gauche, continuent à parcourir les mouvements. Dans le cas des Gilets

la fois globale et sociale, dont l’exploitation et la domination ne s’arrêtent pas au ‘tra-

jaunes, elles sont entretenues par les médias et le système politique tout en exprimant

vail’, est une des causes fondamentales de la défaite des années 1960. De ce point de vue,

le flou qui caractérise encore les modalités de la rupture. Il faut dire que, dans le désert

la stratégie n’a pas changé: aujourd’hui comme alors, nous sommes loin d’en avoir une.

politique contemporain, labouré par cinquante ans de contre-révolution, il n’est pas
évident de s’orienter.

Depuis 2011, les mouvements sont ‘révolutionnaires’ quant aux formes de mobilisation
(inventivité dans le choix de l’espace et du temps de l’affrontement, démocratie radi-

Les limites du mouvement des Gilets jaunes, celles de tous les mouvements qui se sont

cale et grande flexibilité dans les modalités d’organisation, refus de la représentation

déployés depuis 2011 sont évidentes, mais aucune force ‘extérieure’, aucun parti ne peut

et du leader, soustraction à la centralisation et à la totalisation par un parti, etc.) et

se charger, comme l’avaient fait les bolcheviques, de montrer ‘quoi faire’ et ‘comment’.

‘réformistes’ quant aux revendications et à la définition de l’ennemi (on a ‘dégagé’ Mou-

Ces indications ne peuvent venir que de l’intérieur, de manière immanente. L’intérieur

barak, mais on n’a pas touché à son système de pouvoir, de la même manière qu’on con-

est ici constitué, entre autres choses, par les savoirs, l’expérience, les points de vue d’au-

centre la critique sur Macron alors qu’il est simplement, sans aucun doute possible,

tres mouvements politiques, car les luttes des Gilets jaunes, à la différence de la ‘classe

une composante de la machine du capital). La rupture n’entraîne pas de changements

ouvrière’, n’ont pas la capacité de représenter tout le prolétariat, ni d’exprimer la critique

notables dans l’organisation du pouvoir et de la propriété, sinon dans la subjectivité

de toutes les dominations qui constituent la machine du capitalisme.

des insurgés. Et si, à court terme, les mouvements sont défaits, les changements subjectifs continueront sûrement à produire leurs effets politiques. À condition de ne pas

Le mouvement des ‘colonisés de l’intérieur’, constitué sur la division Nord/Sud, qui

tomber dans l’illusion qu’une ‘révolution sociale’ puisse se produire sans ‘révolution

reproduit un ‘tiers monde’ au sein des pays du centre, implique nécessairement, en

politique’, c’est-à- dire sans dépassement du capitalisme*. L’après-68 a démontré que

même temps que la critique de la ségrégation interne, celle de la domination internatio-

lorsque la révolution sociale se sépare de la révolution politique, elle peut être in-

nale du capital, de l’exploitation mondiale de la force de travail et des ressources de la

tégrée, sans aucune difficulté, dans la machine capitaliste comme nouvelle ressource

planète. Ce qui fait singulièrement défaut aux Gilets jaunes. Dénué de cette composante

pour l’accumulation du capital. Le ‘devenir-révolutionnaire’ qu’inaugurent ces conver-

‘raciale’ et internationale du capitalisme, le mouvement donne quelquefois l’image d’un

sions subjectives ne peut pas être séparé de la ‘révolution’, sous peine de devenir une

nationalisme ‘franchouillard’. Or aucune illusion sur l’espace national n’est possible:

composante du capital, donc de sa puissance de destruction et d’autodestruction, qui

l’État-nation, au XIXe siècle, a dû son existence à la dimension mondiale du capitalisme

se manifeste aujourd’hui avec le néofascisme.

colonialiste et l’État-providence la sienne à la révolution mondiale et à l’affrontement
stratégique planétaire de la guerre froide.
La fracture raciale dont étaient victimes les ‘colonisés’ a divisé non seulement l’organisation mondiale du travail, mais même la révolution des années 1960. Aujourd’hui, les
conditions de possibilité d’une révolution mondiale résident, d’une part, dans l’invention d’un nouvel internationalisme, que les mouvements de néo-colonisés (les migrants,
d’abord) incorporent presque physiquement et que les mouvements des femmes sont
les seuls, actuellement, à mobiliser grâce à leurs réseaux à travers le monde; et, d’autre
part, dans la critique des hiérarchies capitalistes, qui ne doit pas se limiter à la sphère
du travail. Les divisions sexuelles et raciales structurent non seulement la reproduction du capital, mais également la distribution des fonctions et des rôles sociaux.
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*
Samuel Hayat explique ainsi, à propos des Gilet jaunes: ‘On a [...] affaire à un mouvement révolutionnaire, mais sans révolution au sens étroitement politique: il s’agit plutôt d’une révolution sociale, au
moins en devenir » (Samuel Hayat, « Les mouvements d’émancipation doivent s’adapter aux circonstances’,
Ballast, 20 février 2019. En ligne: www.revue-ballast.fr/samuel-hayat-les-mouvements-demancipation.
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PARTICIPANTS IN THE
PERFORMATIVE ARTWORK
RED DISCUSSION 2

CHARLES
ESCHE

is a Professor at the University of the Arts London, a museum
director, a curator and a researcher. He is the director of the Van
Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, The Netherlands since 2004 and the
co-director and founder (with Mark Lewis) of Afterall Research
Centre in Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts London,
since 1998. His most recent projects include, Le Musée Égaré in
Kunsthall Oslo (2017), Power and Other Things in Bozar Brussels
together with Riksa Afiaty (2017) and the NSK State Pavilion at the
Venice Biennale (2017). Other large-scale shows include the Jakarta Biennale (2015);
the 31st Sao Paulo Bienal (2014), with a team of seven; the U3 Triennale, Ljubljana,
with Zdenka Badovinac (2011); the RIWAQ Biennale, Palestine, with Reem Fadda (2007
and 2009); the Istanbul Biennale with Vasif Kortun (2005); the Gwangju Biennale
with Hou Hanru (2002).
Esche is a lecturer on the MRes Art: Exhibition Studies course at Central Saint Martins and a guest lecturer on various other academic programs including De Appel Curatorial Course in Amsterdam, the Design Academy Eindhoven in Eindhoven and at Jan
van Eyck Academie in Maastricht. He is a board member of Sonsbeek International and
chair of CASCO—Office for Art, Design, and Theory in Utrecht, The Netherlands. In 2012
he was awarded the Princess Margriet Award for Cultural Change by the European
Cultural Foundation. In 2013 he obtained the Minumum Prize by the Pistoletto Foundation, and in 2014 he was awarded the CCS Bard College Prize for Curatorial Excellence.

MAURIZIO
LAZZARATO

CHANTAL
MOUFFE

is a Paris-based sociologist, philosopher and independent researcher, specialised in studies of the relationship of work,
economy and society. He has written about cinema, video and
the new technologies of image production, and is a member of the
editorial group of the journal Multitudes. His interest lies in the
analysis of cognitive capitalism and it´s discontents. His work,
which is historically situated in the Italian movement of
Autonomous Marxism’, focuses on the immateriality of labour
and the post-socialist movement.
is Emeritus Professor of Political Theory at the Centre for the
Study of Democracy at the University of Westminster in London.
She has taught and researched in many universities in Europe,
North America and South America and she is a corresponding member of the Collège International de Philosophie in Paris.

She is the editor of Gramsci and Marxist Theory (Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1979), Dimensions of Radical Democracy. Pluralism, Citizenship, Community (Verso, London, 1992), Deconstruction
and Pragmatism (Routledge, 1996) and The Challenge of Carl Schmitt ( Verso, London,
1999); the co-author with Ernesto Laclau of Hegemony and Socialist Strategy. Towards
a Radical Democratic Politics (Verso, London, 1985) and the author of The Return of the
Political (Verso, London, 1993), The Democratic Paradox (Verso, London, 2000), On the Political (Routledge. London, 2005), Agonistics. Thinking the World Politically (Verso, 2013),
with Inigo Errejon, Podemos. In the Name of the People (Lawrence & Wishart, 2016) and
For a Left Populism (Verso, 2019).
35

VLAD
MORARIU

is a Romanian-born researcher, curator and lecturer at Middlesex
University London. Vlad’s work sits across various disciplines –
from 20th century analytic and continental philosophy to sociology, anthropology, fashion and visual and material cultures. His
PhD thesis (2014, Loughborough University) explored philosophical
frameworks informing the art practices of institutional critique.
In 2016 he was AHRC Cultural Engagement Fellow, with a project
that revisited Scottish psychiatrist R.D. Laing’s reading of phenomenology, and its importance within the practices of the therapeutic communities that Laing co-established in London in the 1960s. Together with
Raluca Voinea (tranzit.ro/Bucharest) and Judit Angel (tranzit.sk), Vlad Morariu initiated Collection Collective, an international network of artists, curators and cultural
organizers who, in 2017, founded a collection of contemporary art, collectively owned
and managed by its members.

LAURA
RAICOVICH

is a writer and art worker dedicated to art and artistic production that relies on complexity, poetics, and care to create a more
thoughtful and equitable civic realm. Until recently, she served as
President and Executive Director of the Queens Museum where
she oversaw an inviting and vital commons for art, ideas, and
engagement. In 2018, she co-curated Mel Chin: All Over the Place
(with Manon Slome and No Longer Empty). She is currently working on a new book to be published in 2020 on the myth of neutrality in museums and cultural institutions.

Prior to Queens Museum, Raicovich inaugurated Creative Time’s Global Initiatives, including the launch of the acclaimed artist-driven media website, Creative Time Reports,
and worked for a decade at Dia Art Foundation, where she served as deputy director.
She worked at Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, Public Art Fund, and New York City’s
Department of Parks and Recreation. Raicovich lectures internationally and has published a number of books including as co-editor (with Carin Kuoni and Kareem Estefan)
Assuming Boycott: Resistance, Agency, and Cultural Production (OR Books/Vera List
Center for Art and Politics, 2017); and as author of At the Lightning Field (Coffee House
Press, 2017) and A Diary of Mysterious Difficulties (Publication Studio, 2014).

ARTAN
SADIKU
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is a researcher, theorist and activist, holding a PhD in philosophy. His primary theoretical interests are theories of the subject,
feminism and radical practices in politics and arts. He co-founded and co-directed the School for politics and critique and is the
founder of the Culture Club Syndicate and an activist within the
movement Solidarnost, Macedonia. He is currently part of the organising team of CRIC - the Festival of Critical Culture in Skopje.
His latest writings deal with the question of the space of art within society and the aesthetic form of the workers in society.
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Other Projects
by Nada Prlja

Production Line
Strike
While Waiting for
Better Times...
Picture-Perfect Cruelty
Foreign Language
for Beginners
Peace Wall
Peace Wall Replica
NP
Operation City
Pink Dreams
or the Love that Kills Me
Art Book published in conjunction with the exhibition Subversion to Red
PAVILION OF THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA
AT THE 58TH INTERNATIONAL ART EXHIBITION - LA BIENNALE DI VENEZIA

1

NADA PRLJA

Nada Prlja is an artist whose work deals with the complex situations
of inequality and injustice in societies, ranging from political to
social issues.
Nada Prlja's main aim as an artist is to affect society in the most
direct of ways.; her work challenges critical discourse around
issues of politics, transition of societies in ex-socialist countries,
human rights, migration, among others. At the same time, her work
maintains a conceptual and aesthetic authenticity. Prlja’s work
incorporates different media, her projects are multi-layered, site or
condition-specific, as exemplified by her projects Advanced Science
of Morphology (2006) or Peace Wall (2012) commissioned by Berlin
Biennale or Peace Wall, Replica (2013) for White Cube, Mason’s Yard,
London. She works mainly in the media of installation, video installation, live art and art in public space.
Prlja graduated from the Academy of Fine Arts in Skopje and subsequently obtained an MPhil research degree from the Royal College of
Arts in London. She currently lives and works between Copenhagen,
Skopje and London.
Selected Biennials: 7th Berlin Biennale, Berlin (2012), Manifesta 8,
European Biennial of Contemporary Art, Murcia (2010), 5th Moscow
Biennale (Film Program), Moscow (2013), IV Bienal del Fin del Mundo
de Arte Contemporáneo, Chile and Argentina (2014 & 2015), 28th International Printmaking Biennale, Ljubljana (2009), etc.
Selected solo exhibitions: Museum of Contemporary Art, Skopje (2019
& 2010), Maltfabrikken, Ebeltoft, DK (2017), FUTURA, Prague (2013),
Lakeside Kunstraum, Klagenfurt (2010), MC Gallery, Zagreb (2009),
National Gallery of Macedonia, Skopje (2007), etc.
Selected group exhibitions: Kunsthalle Krems, Krems (2018); White
Cube, London (2013), Calvert 22 Foundation, London (2013), Palais
de Tokyo, Paris (2012), Lewis Glucksman Gallery, Cork (2013), Szuki
Museum, Lodz (2011), David Roberts Art Foundation, London (2009),
Hong-Gah National Museum, Taipei (2008), Zacheta National Gallery
of Art, Warsaw (2008), etc.
Selected public presentations: Nottingham Contemporary, Nottingham, ICA, INIVA, Tate Britain, University College of London (UCL),
Goldsmith University, all in London; University of Aberdeen, Aberdeen, etc.
Prlja’s main interest revolves around art in the public domain. Her
recent public art interventions were for the 7th Berlin Biennale, in
Berlin; ORF Funkhaus, Vienna; Marble Arch Gate, London, etc. Her
practice-based research thesis, entitled ‘‘Blurring the Boundaries
between the Artist and the Viewer, as Conditioned by the Changing
Concept of Art Space’, gained Prlja an MPhil Master of Philosophy of
Arts diploma from the Royal College of Art, London.
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1. (image on back of front cover)
Nada Prlja
Production Line
2008
Live art event
6 industrial sewing machines, T-shirt fabric, 6 factory
workers and the artist, 6 hours.
Part of solo exhibition Should I Stay or Should I Go
Museum of Contemporary Art, Skopje, Macedonia
Curator Zoran Petrovski
Photo © Nada Prlja

1.
Nada Prlja
Strike
2008
Installation
6 industrial sewing machines, T-shirt fabric, Industrial
shirt railing, 100 hand painted T-shirts
Part of solo exhibition Should I Stay or Should I Go
Museum of Contemporary Art, Skopje, Macedonia
Curator Zoran Petrovski
Photo © Nada Prlja
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2.
Nada Prlja
While Waiting for Better Times...
2015 - ongoing
Ink paintings
Paper, ink, 30x20cm each
Series of 50 paintings (ongoing)
8

9
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3.
Nada Prlja
Picture-Perfect Cruelty
2014
Photographs
Series of 44 photographs, 50x70cm. C type print.
Photo © Viktor Naumovski and Zoran Sekerov
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4.
Nada Prlja
Foreign Language for Beginners
2010
Double screen video
Colour, 73 min., loop.
Filmed by inmates of the detention center Sangonera in Murcia
Part of a project Foreign Language for Beginners.
Exhibited at the National Gallery of Murcia, Murcia,
Part of Manifesta 8.
Curators Khaled Ramadan and Alfredo Cramerott
(chamber of public secrets).
Courtesy of the artist
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4.
Nada Prlja
Peace Wall
2012
Drawings, Ink,50x70cm.
Courtesy of the artist
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5.
Nada Prlja
Peace Wall
2012
Site Specific Installation (on Friedrichstrasse, Berlin)
MDF panels, metal profiles, concrete blocks, 12x5x5x0.6m.
Installation, part of Berlin Bienalle 7, 2012
Curators Artur Zmijewski, Joanna Warsza
Photo © Nada Prlja
View of the Peace Wall from the north side of Friedrichstrasse,
during the first and last days of the installation.
Courtesy of Berlin Bienalle and the artist
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6.
Nada Prlja
Peace Wall Replica
2012
Site Specific Installation
MDF panels, 14.5x4.5m.
Installation, part of the exhibition Open Cube
White Cube, London, 2013
Curator Adriano Pedrosa
Photo © Ben Westoby
Courtesy of White Cube
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7.
Nada Prlja
NP
2008
Site specific public art project
Metal construction 3x3m,120 light bulbs
Part of an exhibition Globalwood,
National Gallery of Macedonia, Skopje.
Curator Ana Frangovska
Photo © Nada Prlja
Courtesy of the artist
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1 Original graffiti:
Fuck Greece
2 Changed to:
Fuck Greed
2017, Skopje, Macedonia

1 Original graffiti
Macedonia without
Albanians
2 Changed to Macedonia
without drug dealers
2009, Skopje, Macedonia

5.
Nada Prlja
Operation City
2006 - ongoing
Site Specific Interventions, recorded by photographs.
Graffitti spray paint, doctors gown, the artist.
10 photographs - ongoing, each 30x40cm.
Text modifications Branko Prlja
Photo © Daniel Serafimovski
Courtesy of the artist
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WORKS

PRODUCTION
LINE &
STRIKE

During the day of the
opening of the exhibition
Should I Stay or Should
I Go, at MOCA Skopje, a
group of eight factory
workers occupy a row of
work tables, working on
1,
industrial sewing machines, manufacturing T-shirts. The artist,
also dressed in a worker’s uniform, joins
the end of the production line.
As the shirts emerge from the workers’
‘production line’, the artist completes them
by hand painting a selection of slogans
onto the front side of each T-shirt. After
the completion of the T-shirts, they are
displayed on a long railing within the main
gallery space, where they remain displayed
for the entire duration of the exhibition at
MoCA. (The installation of T-shirts is part
of a related project entitled Aliens Ltd.).
The slogans painted onto the T-shirts are
a selection of derogatory words regarding
migrant workers that the artist found in
the media. These are words and slogans
used on a daily basis in the media and serve
(whether intentionally or subconsciously)
to undermine and otherwise derise individuals or groups of immigrants - civilians
who do not belong to native population of
the countries to which the immigrants
have migrated.
The T-shirt slogans are: SLAV.E, Illegal
Alien, Send Me Back, Give Me Hell, Alien
Mother and Bloody Foreigners.
The sewing machines, the T-shirt fabric,
sewing equipment and all accompanying
objects, such as boxes, fork-lifts, electrical cables, etc, are left in the gallery to
remain untouched for the duration of the
exhibition at Museum of Contemporary Art
Skopje - recreating the moment of abandonment of the factory by the workers.
This moment of a re-enacted ‘factory closure’ is intended as a way of providing a
real opportunity to the representatives of
workers unions to raise awareness in the
media, and within society in general, about
the conditions of workers in contemporary
society. In that sense, the art project is
intended as a platform for activism and
revolt against poor working conditions, etc.
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WHILE
WAITING
FOR
BETTER
TIMES

...TV channels present a mediated view; they inform the collective reality and shape the general memory of the people. TV speaks a ‘language’
that we all share and understand...

The project ‘While Waiting for Better Times...’
is a growing archive of ink paintings depicting
the most prominent protagonists and events of
2.
the recent political scene in Macedonia, following the events since the alleged media ‘Bombs’
(launched by the opposition party) which started being emitted
publicly in April 2015 - up to the recent change of the government in 2017.
The paintings reflect on and act as inserts from the daily political local events, related to the launching of the so-called
‘bombs’ in the media. The ‘bombs’ are a series of excerpts from
the wire-tapping scandal which were released/revealed by Zoran
Zaev (the political leader of the largest opposition party at the
time, and currently the new prime minister of Macedonia), claiming interference of the government and the secret service with
the media, judiciary and urbanisation-construction processes.
The ‘bombs’ (secret recordings) were announced at regular intervals in the form of a press conference where Zaev publicly played
the audio recordings that allegedly proved the recent wrong-doings of key figures of the former political establishment in Macedonia. Public awareness of the wrondoings led to the widespread
public protests which led to forced elections in December 2016.
The project is ongoing as the political instability is still ‘ongoing’
- as the country and its institutions are still recovering from
the events of the recent past.

PICTURE
-PERFECT
CRUELTY

Picture-Perfect Cruelty is a self-portrait project, illustrating the reality of everyday life as
experienced by minority groups in today's society, as the artist impersonates a Roma woman.

3.

The project started with the artist painting
the word ARTIST on a gallery wall; she is subsequently 'transformed' into a Roma woman
(through make up, an appropriate hair style, wearing typical
items of clothing, etc), after which she writes GIPSY - the derogatory word used to describe Roma people - on top of the word ‘artist’ on the gallery wall. She then ventures into the city.
The project consists of the photographic documentation of the
days-long performance, during which the disguised artist, took
the position of a Roma woman. The artist spends time at various
illegally built Roma settlements in Skopje, collects bottles and
cardboards from the streets, washes car windows at street intersections, and even begs on the streets. The first exhibition of the
project, held at the National Gallery of Macedonia 'Mala Stanica'
in Skopje, consisted of a series of 27 photographs. Arranged in a
diary-like form, new photographs were periodically added to the
series as the project evolved through further exhibitions.
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FOREIGN
LANGUAGE FOR
BEGINNERS

This project was commisioned by Manifesta
8, European Biennial of
Contemporary Art, Murcia. The video aims to
show the realities of the
‘Tercer Grado’ system, a
system within Europe4.
an law that supposedly
allows inmates in Detention Centers a form of semi-freedom
(usually during the last stage/year of their
imprisonment).
The project was a collaboration between
the artist and the inmates of the detention center Sangonera at the outskirts of
Murcia, Spain. The intention of the project
was to create new opportunities for the
inmates, once they would finish their prison sentences, by providing them with new
skills. The recorded material was captured
without the artist’s involvement in the
inmates’ process of filming their living
conditions and daily routines, during the
days of the workshops, through which
they openly discussed the conditions of
the ‘Tercer Grado’ system.
Due to a complex net of ‘misinterpretations’ of the inmates’ rights by the local
prison authorities, the prisoners are left
without any of the rights they should
otherwise be guaranteed by the ‘Tercer
Grado’ system. Most of the inmates do not
work, despite ‘being allowed’ to do so: their
right to venture outside of the confines of
the detention centre and engage with the
real wold are limited to several hours at
a time; they are punished for any mistake
with a return to the status of full imprisonment, Imprisoned illegal migrants in the
detention center Sagonera, Murcia, Spain
(mainly from Morocco, Nigeria, Eastern
Europe, Latin America) are destined to wait
in perpetual inactivity until the end of
their sentence - when the police await with
deportation orders in front of the prison
gate. This demonstrates that any attempt
to re-integrate the prisoners within society - which should be a core activity of the
‘Terce Grado’ system - cannot effectively
be activated during the last year of immigrant detainees’ prison sentences.
The video and project’s intention is to represent this situation and become a political act in order to reinforce the notion of
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PEACE
WALL
5.

was a barrier that was 12 m long and 5.5 m. high,
consisting of concrete blocks, steel frame structure, MDF panels and corrugated metal panels. It
blocked the traffic on Friedrichstrasse in Berlin
between April and May 2012, as part of the Berlin
Bienale 7, and provoked reflections and discussions about socio-economical barriers within
modern cities.

At the southern end of Friedrichstrasse in Berlin-Kreuzberg,
artist Nada Prlja erects a ‘peace wall’. Despite its immediate associations in a formerly divided city, her public art project Peace
Wal doesn’t refer to the historical Berlin Wall, but to the social
segregation present in this area today. Friedrichstrasse is a major shopping street along the North-South axis, which runs from
Torstrasse in Mitte to Hallesches Tor in Kreuzberg; until 1989
it was also bisected by the Berlin Wall. Today a large part of the
street is filled with posh boutiques and fancy restaurants, but at
its southern end this gives way to a ‘problem’ neighborhood with
social housing projects (once located on the periphery of West
Berlin), high unemployment rates, and a population with up to 70
percent migration backgrounds.
This ‘invisible’ division, which exists today in the middle of the
city, is marked by the construction of Prlja’s Peace Wall, which visualizes social and economic inequalities, the existence of ‘parallel societies’ in the city, and the positions of the advantaged and
the underprivileged. Perhaps it is no surprise that the process
of getting permission to erect this work was blocked by different
interest groups and community members. The very location of
Prlja’s wall represents the space where certain communities lose
their ability to influence the decision-making process, and makes
concrete the necessity to fight for their rights. It is also a place
where one of the anti-gentrification battles in the city failed.

NP

In 2002, the monumental ‘Millennium Cross’ (a
74 m tall illuminated cross) was erected at the
7.
apex of mount Vodno in Skopje, the capital of
Macedonia, from where it dominates the city.
Since then, the citizens, media and government
officials have engaged in an endless public debate regarding this ‘occupation of the sky’ above
the city of Skopje. The public debate regarding the validity of appropriating, in this way, the religious and political implications
of this symbol, in todays’s society - is the starting point for the
art project One City, Two Voices - NP.
In 2007, Nada Prlja decided to adorn the roof of the National Gallery of Macedonia, where she was showing her work (in the form
of an exhibiton entitled ‘Globalwood’), with a similarly designed
‘light object’with her initials, NP. The light was large enough to
dominate the building and to be seen from afar, in juxtaposition
with the monumental cross in the distance. Intended as a potent
provocation, the two symbols were visible in relation to each other from many points within the city centre.
Through the artist’s intentionally absurd decision of displaying her own initials (NP) in such a prominent position within
the public space, this public art project exposed the common
practice of misusing the position of power, without asking for
permissions from the community and without concern for the
community’s approval. This act of ‘visual occupation’ of the environment is similar to the way authorities and powerful individuals make use of and adapt public space for the erection of (personalised) landmarks and monuments. The difference between
the ‘NP’ object on the gallery’s roof and the ‘Millennium cross’ on
the hill, is the temporary nature of the art project. Unlike the
‘NP’ sign, the ‘Millennium cross’, which is a direct embodiment of
political/religious propaganda, is there to stay.

With this wall, Prlja points to the realities of the existing and
growing economic and social segregation lurking around the
corner.

PEACE
WALL
REPLICA
6.

The focal point of the project is a site-specific
public art project, entitled Peace Wall. This is
a project for the construction of a temporary
physical wall, with dimensions of 12x5x0.5m over
the entire width of Friedrichstrasse, Berlin. The
Peace Wall public art project was realised within
the framework of Berlin Bienalle 7 in 2012.

Peace Wall Replica, is a replica, or identical copy of one side (the
North side) of the original public art project Peace Wall, only this
time within a gallery space - White Cube, in London. The replica includes the re-creation of the graffiti that was scribbled or
painted onto the original wall by the general public, while the
work was exhibited publicly on Friedrichstrasse, Berlin. The
replica was painted/re-created by the artist Prlja, in order to test
the different perception and reaction to the artwork in the public realm (Friedrichstrasse, Berlin, in 2012) and within a gallery
space (White Cube, London, in 2013).

Back cover::
Nada Prlja
Pink Dreams or
a Love that Kills Me
2017
Public Art Project
Metal, wood, 1.4x1.9x2.5m
Part of group exhibition Sculpturalno, Museum of
Contemporary Art, Skopje, Macedonia
Curator Zoran Petrovski
Photo © Andrijana Tilic

OPERATION
CITY

is a project based on the
attempt to alter/give new
meaning to existing, predominantly nationalist
and ethnically biased
8.
graffiti, that appear on
the walls of the city. The
project consists of finding
ways of adding to or altering existing graffiti within public spaces. This action is an
attempt to introduce an element of ‘healing’ the cities from the continuous presence of negativism, aggression, intolerance
and hatred.
The textual changes are made by writer
Branko Prlja, while the actions are performed mainly by the artist herself, while
adorning the white overcaoat worn by doctors. The action was performed in Skopje,
Rijeka and London. It is an ongoing project.

PINK
DREAMS

Pink Dreams or The Love
That Kills Me...

9.

The appeal of the city of
Skopje has always been
under question. Our (the
citizens of Skopje) general feeling about the city
is one of immense love
combined with a sharp
criticism of how the city actually dwells
and exists.
Pink dreams is an art project, that consists of a functional swing, that is positioned on the most protruding plateau
on the hill. This swing (like every swing)
allows you to day-dream, it enables you to
fly over the city, allowing you to touch the
sky, or it may even allow you to feel like
a bird in order to wander off. It can also
allow you, as you are swinging, to cover up
with your feet or hands the areas of the
city, or particular buildings, that you dislike - enabling you to become like a builder
or a destroyer of the city. The swing can
allow you to push yourself of the cliff, followed by ten seconds of free fall, where you
and the city will finally become one, in an
expression of love and disgust.
Skopje is a love that kills me....
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